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LITANIES

The MM*9D that are recited today by Ashkenazim, whether according to N©oD 3,
Lithuania, or T"?'ID A3, Poland, can be divided into two types; poems and litanies. The
liturgical poems appear before M7, confession (13733 IDWN, etc.) and the litanies appear

thereafter. The liturgical poems that comprise the Mo were primarily composed after
the year 1000 CE while the litanies appear to have been composed much eatlier.

Professor Joseph Heinemann on page 144 of his book, Prayer In The Talmud, De Gruyter,
1977, defines litanies as follows:

Prayers which are made up of a string of brief cries or petitions, all similar, each of
which is followed by a stereotype congregation response. Not only the repetition of
the response at the end of each line is characteristic of this genre, but also the
frequency of that response, on account of the brevity of the individual sentences.

Examples of litanies found in the P90 today are the tollowing:
TR TS Y
TN b ey
A iaiah Ko~ lyival
SPNDM T b ey

A3 T
33D 130mH—R 133Y
J33D 303N 1Y
J33D NS 1Y

9D books today no longer highlight the congregational responses contained in the
litanies. In the first set above, the congregational response consists of the word: &Y or
W?J‘? Y. What was once the congregational response is now frequently shown in error as
the opening words of each line in the litanies. A similar change befell many of the 221D of
the D'N"M3 D", In the case of MM9D an argument can be made that the congregational
responses were omitted to speed up the recital of M9, Think about how much longer it
would take to recite MMY9D if all the litanies were recited responsively. In contrast to the

practices of Ashkenazim, those who follow 1! F1D1] still recite the litanies of inllnille
together with the congregational responses.
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The origin of the “litany” style of composition can be traced to 2'%11n. Professor
Heinemann points to two examples: 217371 551 and 991, 1n 917371 557 the congregational
response 1s: 1D o?W% *2. In 557, the congregational response is: m—19%1. Professor
Heinemann fails to note that both prayers are still recited responsively in some Sephardic
congregations. Sy ‘75-‘!, with the congregation responding with 17DM a5 YD, is still
recited in that manner in many Sephardic synagogues. Yemenite congregations recite 5
with the congregational response of m—"19%1 on certain days of the year and at the 77D,
They have a name for that type of recital- "17%22 ohm.

On page 149 of his book, Professor Heinemann notes that MIVET are among the oldest
forms of litanies and can be traced to the @I N°2:

We have thus identified an important link in the history of Jewish poetry, a link which
belongs to that obscure period between late Biblical poetry and the beginnings of the
classical piyyut. The link clarifies to a certain extent the evolution of some of the
characteristic devices of the piyyut whose origins are enshrouded in mist. We find in
the Hosanot three primary elements, meter, alphabetical acrostic and rhyme-all of
which are intrinsically related to the litany recited during a procession: meter would be
needed to set the pace for marching; an alphabetical acrostic would be necessary to
insure the proper recitation of so many similar sentences in some order without any
of them being repeated and without any moments of embarrassing silence while the
leader searches for the appropriate epithet. The unvarying rhyme scheme, built on
identical possessive suffixes, etc., is in fact a gratuitous by-product of the form of the
litany itself, for if each line is absolutely identical with its predecessor, save for the
alternating epithets or attributes, it is inevitable that all of these equivalent words will
end with the same grammatical suffix.

Many of the MIVEIT that are recited as part of TIDWN 171 were composed by YN 737
7"?@”. We know '\’bpﬂ MMYIN 227 as the composer of many sophisticated 2'81°9. That
7"7Pﬂ “MYIN 139 composed litanies as well as sophisticated liturgical poetry demonstrates

that when composers of R'¥1D began writing more sophisticated poetry that form of 212
did not supplant the litanies but merely supplemented them.

Litanies may have initially been composed by those who noticed that many verses in "3
share words in common and contain mutual themes. A close look at the verses that
currently open P90 in T3OWN 33N reveals that we still follow the practice of reciting
verses that share words and themes:

AR w32 55 7y ,A%en puw

/1170305 775w a 5o R
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e 129,03 T-N TInh 7 INDY

3PP 71 01D5 F1DTa1,YNON T N

1531 7% ey ownh aNal

DL 127217 957502 1PNNEA L TTIND PP ING

NI BT 1030 0T AT N5 -N T v

APTR-R TR 03 R D AT 0T T e

PN 9 »am o m wp NN A e

TN TR 50T SR 772,00 N1 TTDM 273 1M

T 53 5y N5 0 R S oM By e NN T eep Do by e
PN

1INJ F1PTVD 37 in his opening to the PY9D created litanies based on words that often
appear in Y2108, In one section, he begins with the following PYDD:

ATAVAM VAN 12T RIN AN T (2,0 PID 2Y5MM)
Translation: Lord, what is man, that You should take knowledge of him, or the son of man, that Yon
should matke account of him?

He then continues by composing a litany around the words "RTN F1” found in the P1DB:
MDY, RTIN D
What is man and how truly strong is he?
pinivstinia)iinky | Fute
What is man and how truly rich is he?
SN2 7Y ,0TN A
What is man and how truly conrageous is he?
JI8P T ,0TN
What is man and what will be his end?
;1012 711 0N
What is man and how much time remains for him?
S0 7Y ,0TN
What is man and how long will he live?
SR Y, RTN AR
What is man and how many years does he have remaining?
Mini=InEnia) =i fule
What is man and how many meritorious acts has he truly performed?
;U0 Y ,BTIN
What is man and what is the value of what he has accomplished?
;01Y BTN
What is man and what is the value of his work?
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A2 1N Y BTN
What is man and what purpose does he serve?

In much the same way, the litany of & ISJD5 MY originated from the following verse:

DINDM TS 1 N2 127 90 AR 1YRD PY 7732 03P 101Y DN T PID e

Translation: O Lord, though our iniquities testify against us, do Y ou it for Your name’s sake; for our
backslidings are many; we have sinned against Y ou.

Perhaps one of the most well known litanies comes from the 21371, the Aramaic translation
of the MT¥2 3%, 1WNRI VD 27 provides that the Aramaic translation of the M7 2 be
recited as part of the Mo just after the Hebrew version is said. The practice was adopted
and is still currently followed by /27 FD:
NIBMT RAS-N T RDY TIBNR BY N1 1 3PN —1,T9 51D s DIDPIN DN
TIPS DYaw 1997 1DDND 1301 TP —T PIDD MDY NAB TAPKT DM 137 D NI
1201 17212 T

The following litany was composed based on the Aramaic translation of the M7 "%
NI M7 03YT N
G-d, who answers the prayers of the poor, respond to our requests;
N273p 82571205 22y Napmn
G-d, who answers the prayers of the broken hearted, respond to our requests;
NI7IY NM 927005 130T N
G-d, who answers the prayers of the down fallen, respond to our requests;
ANV NIDAT
G-d, may You respond to our prayers;
fi=lini hiainl
G-d, may You display compassion towards us;
;2100 NAAA
G-d, may You rescue us from the Diapora;
,AN NRIAAT
G-d, may You protect us from our enemies;
.29MD 18121 KDY RO 15 BM Ravmn
G-d, may You sympathize with our suffering and rescue us as soon as possible.

The manner in which the M?D are currently recited as part of 2% DI are a good
indication of how the M1Y9D were originally said. All of the PRD are recited by the
M8 M2 word for word. In fact the instructions call for the M9 to be divided among
four M2 "MW, The majority of the stanzas within the MDD are followed by a refrain

which the congregation recites after the 12°% Fe5w completes each stanza.
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