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 The last section of introductory prayers recited by the Shliach Tzibbur prior to the 

beginning of the formal Shacharit service, is based upon a Talmudic passage. The earliest 

mention of the poem “Nishmat Kol Chai” is within an Amoraic discussion of the order of the 

Seder service on the first night of Pesach: 

 

 Pesachim 117b 

Mishna. They filled the third cup for him. He then recites Grace after Meals. Over the 
fourth cup he concludes the Hallel, and recites “Birchat HaShir” (the Blessing of 
the Song)…  

Ibid. 118a 
Gemora. What is “Birchat HaShir”?  

Rav Yehuda said: “All Your Works will praise You, Lord our God…”1 
while R. Yochanan said: “Nishmat Kol Chai etc.”.2 3  
 

One imagines that the idea for including “Nishmat Kol Chai” in the Shabbat and Yom Tov 
Shacharit service was based upon the logic that just as in the Haggada, this prolonged blessing is 
recited after a number of verses praising HaShem, i.e., the two Hallel’s,4 is concluded, similarly, 
when Pesukei D’Zimra (the verses of praises, the introductory section of the Shacharit prayers) 
draw to a close, the same poem would be an appropriate way to end this portion of the 

                                                           
1
 A reference to the blessing which constitutes the final paragraph  of the Hallel prayer(Koren, p. 743):  

All Your Works will praise You, Lord our God, and Your devoted ones—the righteous who do Your 
Will, together with all Your People, the house of Israle—will joyously thank, bless, praise, glorify, 
exalt, revere, sanctify and proclaim the sovereignty of Your Name, our King. For it is good to 
thank You and fitting to sing psalms to Your Name, for from eternity to eternity You are God. 
Blessed are You, Lord, King, Who is extolled in praises. 

2
 Whereas it is obvious from its ending why the paragraph “All Your Works will praise You, Lord our God” 

can be called a “Blessing”, in order for “Nishmat Kol Chai” to be likewise referred to as a “Beracha”, one 
has to understand the prayer as a single unit that continues through “Yistabach”, with the latter 
paragraph concluding with the blessing, “Blessed are You, Lord, God and King, Exalted in praises, God of 
Thanksgivings, Master of wonders, Who Delights in hymns of song, King, God, Giver of life to the worlds.” 
(Koren, p. 451) 
3
 The standard custom followed in our Haggadot is to include both of these passages in the concluding 

portion of the Haggada: 
a.  Hallel (beginning with the paragraph “Lo Lanu” because the first two paragraphs were recited 

as part of the conclusion of the first part of the Haggada, before the consumption of Matza, 
Maror and the meal.) 

b.  Hallel HaGadol (Tehillim 136) 
c.   Nishmat Kol Chai through “Yishtabach” 
d.  “All Your Works will praise You, Lord our God…” 

4
  Hallel HaMitzri: Tehillim 113-8. 

Hallel HaGadol: Tehillim 136 



synagogue service. Ending these praises with a Blessing demonstrates that we are well aware 
that any and all descriptions of  HaShem’s Greatness are not only something that should come 
naturally and spontaneously whenever the spirit moves us, but that these expressions of our 
appreciation of the Divine is the fulfillment of a religious obligation, sanctified by the formula of 
Blessing. 
 
 The first section of “Nishmat” consists of an inventory of the reasons why HaShem is 
Deserving of our praise: 
 a. God Serves as our King, Redeemer, Savior, and Sustainer. 
 b. He Extends compassion to us at all times.  
 c. He is the God of all creatures. 
 d. He Guides His World with loving kindness.  
 e. God never “sleeps” but rather is always “on duty”. 
 

The second section is a poetic description of despite God’s Deserving of as many praises 
as we can possibly heap upon Him, we will always prove unworthy of adequately describing His 
myriad Positive Qualities.  
 a. Our mouths, tongues, lips, eyes, hands and feet are simply not up to the task. 
 b. What He has Done for us is simply beyond what we can articulate: 
  i. The Exodus from Egypt.  
  ii. Supplying us with food.  
  iii. Saving us from attacks and plagues.  
  iv. Healing us from sickness.  
 

The third and final  section states that despite our shortcomings, we will nevertheless 
dedicate our entire beings to praising God as well as we can.  
 
 Usually, we think of praising God exclusively by means of words, as in the case of 
reciting Hallel and Pesukei D’Zimra. However, the author of Nishmat includes not only those 
parts of human physiology that make speech possible, i.e., mouths, tongues and lips, but also 
eyes, hands, and feet, as well as spirit and soul: 
 

“(If) our eyes shown like the sun and the moon,  
  If our hands were outstretched like eagles of the sky,  
  And our feet as swift as deer 
  Still we could not thank You enough…  
 
“Therefore the limbs that You Formed within us,  
  The spirit and soul that You Breathed into our nostrils… 
 
“Every knee shall bend to You,  
  Every upright body shall bow to You,  
  All hearts shall fear You,  
  And our innermost being sing praises to Your Name,  
  As is written, (Tehillim 35:10) ‘All my bones shall say: Lord, Who is like You?...” 
 
The author of “Nishmat” appears to be poetically asserting that although at the moment 

of our “davening” these lines, we are merely saying words, ultimately praising HaShem cannot 



be relegated exclusively to lip service. One is also able to praise God, or, Chas VeShalom, the 
opposite, by one’s actions and thoughts,5 outside the context of formal prayer. Furthermore, 
were there to be a radical disconnect between what we “say” and how we conduct ourselves in 
non-prayer situations, particularly when we recognize that prayer is essentially an act “Bein 
Adam LaMakom” (between man and God) whereas most activities in which we engage take 
place as part of our interactions with others, the category that Kiddushin 40a describes as “Tov 
LaShamayim VeRa LaBriyot” (good to Heaven, but bad to people), and a “Tzaddik SheEino Tov” 
(a righteous person (!) who is not good) becomes possible.  

 
“Nishmat”, in addition to containing soaring poetry, subtly challenges those reciting it to 

use every aspect of their being, to engage in practices that either constitute in themselves praise 
of God, or that at least could enable eventual spiritual activity that will be consistent with the 
prayers that we are expected to utter on a regular basis. 
  
 

                                                           
5
 Applications of the elements specifically mentioned in “Nishmat” would include:  

 a. Eyes: 
  i. What we read. 
  ii. What we watch. 
  iii. Sights to which we decide to expose ourselves. 
 b. Hands:  
  i. Give help and support to those who are in need of it. 
  ii. Making Tashmishei Kedusha. 
  iii. Lovingly holding ritual objects with which we perform Mitzvot. 
 c. Feet:  
  i. Hurrying to carry out a Mitzva opportunity.  
  ii. Doing our best to avoid compromising religious and moral situations. 

iii. Making an effort to position ourselves to do the right thing, even if it entails walking 
long distances.  

 d. Spirit:  
  i. Imbuing all that we do with proper intention. 
  ii. Carrying out Avodat HaShem with joy. 
  iii. Demonstrating proper respect to those whom we are Commanded to respect. 
    


