A Brief Guide to Jewish Liturgy 

                       adapted from A Book of Life  by Rabbi Michael Strassfeld
 There are a number of components in Jewish liturgy. Broadly they fall into three categories. 

1) Prayers from the Bible. Most of these are from the Book of Psalms. In addition, the most well known piece of Jewish liturgy, the Shema prayer, is composed of three selections from the Torah.

 2) Prayers composed by the rabbis of the Talmud. The amidah, the central prayer of every Jewish service, was composed in the rabbinic period. The Talmudic rabbis employed the form of the berakha, the blessing, which is an essential element in the liturgy. The final wording of the rabbinic liturgy was only established in the early Middle Ages. 

3) Beginning in the rabbinic period and continuing until the end of the Middle Ages, liturgical poetry was composed and added to the services. Known as piyyut (plural piyyutim), these poems often developed around themes from the festival cycle. Thousands were written. Some were adopted only by a local community, though certain of them became widely accepted as standard parts of the liturgy. This was especially true of the expansion of the High Holiday liturgy where some of our most famous prayers are piyyutim, for example, the u-netanah tokef prayer. In the modern period, with the printing of the prayerbook and the increased standardization of the liturgy, piyyutim that were used only locally mainly disappeared and in general piyyut was de-emphasized since the poetry was often difficult to understand.

The berakhah

The Talmudic rabbis invented the basic berakhah formula. A berakhah for the rabbis needed to include the following words barukh atah Adonai eloheinu melekh ha-olam, “Praised are You, Eternal One, our God, Ruler of the universe.” There are a number of types of berakhot. 
1) There are short forms said before eating, such as the blessing over bread which begins with the berakhah formula and continues ha-motzi lehem min ha-aretz, “who brings forth bread from the earth”. 

2) A short form said before doing a mitzvah. It adds the following to the opening formula: asher kidshanu be-mitzvotav ve-tzivanu, “who has sanctified us through the commandments and commanded us.” This is followed by reference to the particular mitzvah such as lighting the Hanukkah candles.

 3) The long form of a berakhah which is usually the length of a paragraph but which can be occasionally longer. This form is a key underlying structure in Jewish liturgy. The long form berakhot begin with the opening formula of barukh atah Adonai eloheinu melekh ha-olam and continue by setting out the theme of the berakhah. One example is the berakhah at the beginning of the evening service which talks about God as the bringer of light and darkness and night and day and celebrates God and God’s creation. This long form berakhah then concludes with part of the berakhah formula, that is, barukh atah Adonai, “Praised are You, Eternal One,” followed by a few words that recapitulate the theme of this liturgical unit. Thus this long form is framed by parts of the basic berakhah formula. These long forms of berakhot were the basic building blocks of rabbinic liturgy. Thus, the morning service is composed of two such berakhot preceding the Shema, one following the Shema and then the amidah. The amidah itself is a series of such paragraph berakhot each one on a different theme. The amidah is also known as the shemoneh esreh, literally, “eighteen,” which was the number of blessings that made up this prayer group. (Later, a nineteenth was added but the name had become traditional by that time and was not altered).

Recognizing the formula barukh atah Adonai eloheinu melekh ha-olam followed after some lines of liturgy by the formula barukh atah Adonai alerts you to the beginning and the end of a unit of liturgy. There is one complication. When there are a series of blessings that make up a larger liturgical unit, the opening berakhah formula is not repeated each time but rather is “assumed,” though the concluding berakhah formula is always present. Thus only the first berakhah preceding the Shema opens with the berakhah formula. The second berakhah opens with the words ahavah rabba, “with an abounding love,” though it does conclude with the concluding blessing formula of barukh atah Adonai with the summary of the theme of this second berakhah, that is ohev amo yisrael, who loves God’s people Israel. This is similarly true of the amidah where only the first blessing opens with the berakhah formula, the rest beginning with their themes but including the concluding berakhah formula.

An additional word on the amidah

The amidah is the central prayer of Jewish liturgy. Every “service” contains an amidah. The amidah begins with three blessings of praise and concludes with three blessings of thankfulness. The middle section changes based on the occasion. During the week the middle consists of thirteen blessings of request that range from healing or wisdom to a restoration of the people to the land of Israel. On Shabbat and festivals, the middle section consists of a single blessing on the theme of the day. (The Rosh ha-Shanah musaf is exceptional in having three central blessings for a total of nine overall). 

Traditionally when there is a minyan, the amidah is said silently and then repeated aloud by the service leader in every service except for the evening service. (This difference reflects the original optional status of the evening service). During the repetition in the third blessing, the kedushah is recited. This is a prayer recited responsively based on verses quoted from the prophets. The kedushah, reciting kaddish and reading from the Torah are among the elements of the service that are omitted when praying alone or without a minyan. In some congregations, there is no silent amidah, instead, the congregation recites the amidah aloud. In other congregations, the first part of the amidah and the kedushah are recited together out loud and then everyone continues silently to the end of the prayer.

The amidah has a kind of choreography: It is traditional to bow four times while reciting it. The bowing is done at the beginning and end of the first berakhah of the amidah. Bend your knees at barukh, “blessed are”, and then bend over from the waist at atah, “you.” Straighten up at the word Adonai, “God.” This is done the same way in the next to last berakhah of the amidah. We bow on the words modim anahnu lakh, “we thank you,” at the beginning of the berakhah and again on barukh atah at the end of the berakhah.

This manner of bowing is done a number of other places in the liturgy, the two most common are during the call to pray (Barekhu) which opens the main part of the shaharit and evening service and in the aleinu prayer which concludes every service. (We bow during the line va-anahnu kor’im u-mishtahavim u-modim, “we bend our knee and bow and acknowledge”).

Why bow? One understanding is that we are acting out the metaphor of God as king. As we approach the king we bow in obeisance before God’s majesty and power. Another understanding sees the bowing as admitting that a world exists outside of ourselves. It acknowledges our own limitations. In support of this second interpretation is our custom of returning to an erect position when saying God’s name. If the purpose of bowing is to bow before the king, then we should be bowing specifically at the mention of God. Instead, we stand erect for we are not supposed to be fawning servants before the Almighty, rather we are to understand clearly that we are human beings, small specks in the universe which nonetheless carry a divine spark. We are humbled by our deficiencies and yet we stand facing the Holy One, for God desires partners in the work of creation.

Other Prayers

Berakhot include most of the essential elements of the liturgy. Other prayers that are important are the aleinu prayer which comes at the conclusion of all services and the kaddish. The kaddish prayer which is one of the few prayers recited in Aramaic, the common language of Jews in Talmudic times, is a praise of God. It exists in a number of versions. It’s most well-known version is the mourner’s kaddish. Though it does not speak about death, it is the widespread custom to recite this prayer after the death of an immediate relative. The kaddish is also used as a marker to conclude a large section of the service or to mark the imminent conclusion of a full service. As the former, the kaddish exists in a hatzi kaddish, “half kaddish,” version. As the latter, the kaddish exists in its kaddish shalem, “full kaddish,” version.

An outline of a Shabbat morning service

1) Birkhot ha-shahar, the morning blessings: A series of blessings related to awakening to the day. 
2) Pesukei de-zimra, verses of praise: A number of Psalms or collected verses from Psalms. These are meant to be a preparation, a warm up, for the main part of the service.

3) The Shema and its berakhot: The “Hear O Israel” prayer, which is both preceded and followed by blessings.

a) Barekhu, “Let us bless”—an opening call to join in prayer.

b) Yotzer or, “creator of light”—the first blessing which is about God as creator and the daily renewal of the world.

c) Ahavah rabbah, “with great love”—the second blessing whose theme is God’s love for us as expressed through the gift of Torah.

d) Shema, “Hear, O Israel”—consisting of three paragraphs from the Torah, Deuteronomy 6:4-9; Deuteronomy 11:13-21; and Numbers 15: 37-41

e) Emet ve-yatziv, “your teaching is true and enduring”—the blessing after the Shema that describes God as redeemer.

4) Amidah, the “standing” prayer—consists of seven blessings.

a) Avot, the “ancestors”—focuses on the theme of the patriarchs and matriarchs relation to God.

b) Gevurot, God’s “power”—focuses on the theme of how God’s power is manifested in the world. Traditionally, this includes the belief in the resurrection of the dead. Instead, Reform and Reconstructionist prayerbooks change this blessing to focus on God as the source of life.

c) Kedushat ha-shem, “God’s holiness”—This section includes the kedushah described above.

d) Kedushat ha-yom, “the sanctity of the day”—this central blessing focuses on the holiness of Shabbat or the festival as appropriate. On Shabbat, this blessing is different in each of the four services of the day.

e) Avodah,”worship”—asks that our prayers be acceptable to God.

f) Hoda’ah, “thanksgiving”—we are thankful for all the blessings of life. (In this blessing we bow twice as described above).

g) Birkat ha-shalom, “prayer for peace.”

The amidah is followed by a time for personal meditation. One of the rabbis of the Talmud composed a meditation, elohai nitzor, that is included here as a beautiful model of a personal meditation and, also, for recitation by those who are unprepared to offer their own meditation. It is often recited automatically, showing how the spontaneous prayer used as an example for others has instead become standard liturgy obscuring this as a moment for spontaneous prayer.

When Shabbat coincides with a festival, Hallel, “Praise,” is recited. This is a collection of Psalms (113-118) praising God. Otherwise the service continues with the second major unit of Shabbat morning: the Torah reading.

5) The Torah reading begins with the singing of a number of verses that precede the taking of the Torah scroll out of the ark. The Torah is then carried through the congregation until it is brought to the reader’s table. People are honored with aliyot, being called up to the Torah, that is then read to its cantillation. After the Torah is read, it is lifted up and then wrapped. The reading from the Torah is followed by a reading from the prophets called the haftarah which is chanted. (The haftarah is read from a printed book rather than a scroll). The rabbis chose selections from the prophets based on the theme of each week’s Torah reading. After the Torah service, the scroll is returned to its place in the ark.

6) In more traditional synagogues, the Torah reading is followed by musaf, the additional service. It is another amidah whose theme is the animal sacrifices brought in the Temple of Jerusalem. Many liberal synagogues, which do not believe in praying for the restoration of the sacrificial cult, have eliminated musaf. In either case, the service ends with a number of songs, the aleinu prayer, and the mourner’s kaddish.

A good book to read is: Entering into Jewish Prayer by Reuven Hammer, Schocken.

