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Chapter XXXI: Emor (Lev. 21:1-24:23)

Essay 17. Why we don’t recite Hallel on the Yomim Noraim
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In tractate Rosh Hashana, the final chapter, the Gemara explains why Hallel is not recited
on Rosh Hashana or Yom Kippur. “Rabbi Abbahu said, ‘The ministering angels said before the
Holy One, Blessed be He: Master of the Universe, for what reason don’t the Jewish people
recite a song of praise, i.c., Hallel, before You on Rosh Hashana and on Yom Kippur? That is,
on the other holidays, Jews read Hallel, so why aren’t they doing so on Rosh Hashana and Yom
Kippur? He said to them: Is it possible that I am sitting on the throne of judgment and the
books of life and the books of death are open before Me, and the Jewish people are reciting
a song of praise?’ ” l.e., Rosh Hashana and Yom Kippur are somber days of judgment whose
mood is incompatible with the recitation of Hallel, which is a joyous prayer. (Rosh Hashana 32b)."
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Everyone inquires what this question is that the ministering angels ask: “For what
reason don’t they recite a song of praise,” for this is a positive Torah obligation that they
violate if they don’t recite it,” to petition before Him, may He be blessed. Also, what is this
answer that the Holy One, Blessed be He, responded, “I am sitting on the throne of
judgment” etc.? To the contrary, because of this claim, there is room to obligate the recitation
of a song of praise, as it is said, “I will sing of faithfulness and justice” (Ps. 101:1), and it is
taught, “A man is obligated to bless [G-d] for what he perceives to be something bad that has

* English translation: Copyright © 2021 by Charles S. Stein.

! See Essay 8, which also discusses this quotation from the Gemara.

2 The rabbis disagree over whether it is a commandment to recite Hallel on the holidays. For example, the Rambam
says the recitation of Hallel is not a Biblical command, but was ordained by the rabbis. (Mishneh Torah, Chanukah
3:6).



happened to him, just as he blesses [G-d] for something good that has happened to him.”* See
this question, that it seems that G-d’s answer would strengthen the argument that Hallel is
required, in the Tor Bareket, siman 584.*
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In my poor opinion, it appears that the solution to the second question also solves the
other part, i.e., the first question. The question of the ministering angels is precisely from the
viewpoint of “I will sing of faithfulness and justice,” for because of this, Israel should recite
a song of praise even if it’s the Day of Judgment, and now that they don’t say this, the
ministering angels argue, [the Israelites] are violating this verse.
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The Holy One, Blessed be He, answered them that the verse of “I will sing of
faithfulness and justice” has the meaning that after the sentence is enacted of the person who
has been punished, then the man is obliged to acknowledge the appropriateness of the
sentence. He is also obliged to give thanks to the Holy One, Blessed be He, for the bad just as
he would bless [Him] for good. But /ere, where the judgment has not yet been meted out,
and it’s not settled, if Israel were to recite a song of praise, it would have appeared that they
were giving a bribe to the Holy One, Blessed be He, in order they should merit [good]
judgments. For it is forbidden for a judge to take a bribe, even a bribe of words,> and this is
why He answered [the ministering angels] in such strange language, “Is it possible that. ..
the books of life and the books of death are open before Me, that I haven’t concluded the
judgment, and the Jewish people are reciting a joyous song of praise?”
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3 Mishnah Berachot 9:5; Berachot 34a.

4 The Tur, i.e., the Arba’ah Turim, Rabbi Jacob ben Asher’s compilation of halacha, includes a discussion (Orach
Chaim, siman 584) of whether it is appropriate to say Hallel on Rosh Hashana and Yom Kippur, and quotes the
exchange between G-d and the ministering angels from tractate Rosh Hashana. Rabbi Chaim ben Avraham haCohen,
of Aleppo (“Aram Zobah”) wrote a commentary on the Orach Chaim called Tor Bareket (Amsterdam 1654). He asks
the question of this paragraph: that G-d’s answer that He is sitting in judgment could actually strengthen the belief
that Hallel is appropriate for Rosh Hashana and Yom Kippur, as Ps. 101:1 tells us to praise justice, and as we are
obligated to bless G-d for things that we perceive to be bad, just as we are obligated to bless Him for good things..

5> Shulchan Aruch, Choshen Mishpat, siman 70, se’if 1.
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