Lesson 11 — Introduction to Hallel in the Prayers

Goal:

Students will be able to locate Hallel within Tehillim, list the days on which we recite
Hallel, describe the way Hallel was performed antiphonically and how the Leviim
coordinated reciting Hallel with Korban Pesah, and explain how we know that Mizmorim
113-118 form one unit.

Activity:

1. Have students skim Mizmorim 113 to 118 to see that Hallel comes from Tehillim.
Noticed that only Mizmor 113 has a heading — n"55n — while the rest have no heading.
When a Mizmor has no heading, it is often an indication that it is connected to the
previous Mizmor. This is a first sign that these Mizmorim are part of a unit. What themes
run throughout these six Mizmorim? They all praise Hashem for saving us from
suffering. (Mizmor 119 also has no heading but its subject matter, praise of Torah, is
different from that of the previous Mizmorim.)

2. When do we say Halel? Students should remember from synagogue days on which full
and half Hallel are recited. Why don’t we say Hallel on Rosh Hashanah and Yom Kippur?
Even thought these are holidays, they are also serious days of judgment on which Hallel
is not appropriate (See Bavli Arachin 10a-b). Why we do say Hallel on Hanuka but not
on Purim? See the answer given in the Gemara. Another explanation is that we only
recite Hallel on Shalosh Regalim. However, according to the book of Maccabbees, the
Maccabbees were not able to celebrate Sukkoth during the war because they had to hide
in caves. They therefore celebrated Hanukah as a substitute for Sukkoth. We
commemorate this by reciting Hallel on the eight days of Hannukah just as we do on the
eight days of Sukkoth:

lMaceabees 10:67h oy celebrated it for eight days with rejoicing, in the manner of the festival
of booths, remembering how not long before, during the festival of booths, they had
been wandering in the mountains and caves like wild animals. "Therefore, carrying ivy-
wreathed wands and beautiful branches and also fronds of palm, they offered hymns of
thanksgiving to him who had given success to the purifying of his own holy
place. *They decreed by public edict, ratified by vote, that the whole nation of the Jews
should observe these days every year.

Why don’t we say Hallel on the last six days of Pesah? The Gemara in Arachin explains
that we only say Hallel when there is a different number of Korbanot. Each day of
Sukkoth has a different number of Korbanot but each day of Pesah remains the same. The
Midrash gives another, more inspiring, reason. We should not sing when people are
suffering and dying, even if they are our enemies who tried to kill us. Why not? How can
we apply this lesson to current events?
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Hallel in the Pravers

When do we say full Hallel?
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Why don’t we say full Hallel on the last six days of Pesah?
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How the Leviim repeated Hallel while the Kohanim slaughtered the Pesah sacrifices.
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How the Hallel was recited.
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2. Performance

Read the Mishnah about how the Leviim would repeat the Hallel during each of the three
shifts of Pesah sacrifices. Then read the Rambam about how the Hazan should interact
with the congregation during Hallel. How do you think it should be said? How do you say
Hallel in your shul?

3. Structure

Mizmor 115:9-11 contains a repeating refrain where only one element is changed from
one Pasuk to the next. First it says, “Israel, trust in the LORD! He is their help and shield.”
Then the subject become more narrow with “House of Aaron” and finally “Those who
fear Hashem.” If we look ahead to Mizmor 118:2-4, we find a similar progression also
within the context of a repeating refrain. First it says “Let Israel declare, ‘His steadfast
love is eternal.”” Then Israel is once again replaced by “House of Aaron” and “Those
who fear Hashem.” These two sections obviously correspond to each other. If we count
the number of words from the beginning of Hallel until the fist section we find 171
words, excluding the word 179977 which is a heading and coda for Mizmor 113 but not an
integral part of the Mizmor. When we count from the end of Hallel backwards to the
second refrain we also find 171 words. It is very improbable that this could be just a
coincidence. Rather, it shows that the entire Hallel is one carefully authored unit. These
repeating refrain stand like two pillars of the structure. These pillars encapsulate the main
message of Hallel. We praise Hashem because He is our help and shiled and His love is
eternal.

Bibliography:
Jacob Bazak, Numeric Structures in the Psalms (Jerusalem: Rubin Mass, 1999), 35-38.
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Structure of Hallel: Mizmorim 113-118
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