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Is Music Kosher? A History of Jewish Song in Prayer and Beyond 
 
Part 4: Rocking Chassidim - The Remarkable Success of Orthodox Pop 

Music 
 
I.  A Brief History of Orthodox Pop 
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II.  Can One Make Songs Out of Biblical Verses? 
 
1) Sanhedrin 101a 

 
מֵבִיא רָעָה  –אוֹת בְּלאֹ זְמַנּוֹ תָּנוּ רַבָּנַן: הַקּוֹרֵא פָּסוּק שֶׁל שִׁיר הַשִּׁירִים וְעוֹשֶׂה אוֹתוֹ כְּמִין זֶמֶר, וְהַקּוֹרֵא פָּסוּק בְּבֵית מִשְׁתָּ 
עוֹלָם, עֲשָׂאוּנִי בָּנֶי˃ כְּכִנּוֹר   לָעוֹלָם, מִפְּנֵי שֶׁהַתּוֹרָה חוֹגֶרֶת שַׂק וְעוֹמֶדֶת לִפְנֵי הַקָּדוֹשׁ בָּרוּ˂ הוּא וְאוֹמֶרֶת לְפָנָיו: רִבּוֹנוֹ שֶׁל

 שֶׁמְּנַגְּנִין בּוֹ לֵצִים.  
 

The Sages taught: One who reads a verse from Song of Songs and renders it a form of 
secular song, and not a sacred text, and one who reads any biblical verse at a banquet house, 
not at its appropriate time, but merely as a song, introduces evil to the world, as the Torah 
girds itself with sackcloth and stands before the Holy One, Blessed be He, and says before 
Him: Master of the Universe, Your children have rendered me like a harp on which clowns 
play. 

 
2) Mishneh Berurah Shulchan Aruch Orach Chayim 560:14 
 

כתב בליקוטי מהרי"ל שלא כדין הוא שמשוררין במשתה אודך כי עניתני וכה"ג לשמחת מריעות  -(יד) דברי תשבחות 
כי אז התורה חוגרת שק ואומרת עשאוני בניך כמין זמר [סנהדרין ק"א ע"ש] אך בבהכ"נ לרגלים מצוה לזמר וע"כ  

 מסיק המ"א דלא שרי בשבת לזמר אלא אותן שירים שנתקנו על הסעודה אבל פיוטים אחרים אסור 
 
The Maharil writes that it is against halacha to sing at a party “odcha ki anitani” [a verse] and 
others like it just for fun because then the Torah wears sackcloth and says, “My children have 
rendered me a song!” (Sanhedrin 101). But it is a mitzva to sing in shul on the festivals. And the 
Magen Avraham also concludes that on Shabbos, it’s only permitted to sing the songs that were 
established for the meals, but that other poems are forbidden. 
 
3) Igrot Moshe Yoreh Deah 2:142 
 
ובעצם רואים אנו שרוב העולם מזמרים נוסחי ברכות וגם פסוקים בכל עניני שמחה אף חסידים ואנשי מעשה, אף שזה 
ודאי הא מפורש בגמרא לאיסור ולא ידוע לי טעם נכון, ואולי מפרשים בגמרא דוקא פסוק של שיר השירים שלא יבואו  
לזלזל בשיר השירים לומר שאינו קדוש אלא הם דברי שיר בעלמא... . עכ"פ למה שמקילין בזמרה של האדם ממש אין  
להחמיר גם בטעיפ רעקארדערס, אבל לבעלי נפש מן הראוי להחמיר שלא לעשות טעיפ רעקארדער מברכות ופסוקים,  

 וכשנעשה כבר שלא להעמידו להשמיע הברכות והפסוקים לתענוג בעלמא
 
In truth, we see that most people in the world sing the texts of blessings and even verses on all 
sorts of joyous occasions—even pious individuals and men of exemplary conduct—despite the 
fact that this is stated explicitly in the Gemara as something prohibited. I do not know a proper 
explanation for this, and perhaps they interpret the Gemara as referring specifically to a verse 
from Shir HaShirim, so that people should not come to treat Shir HaShirim lightly and say that it 
is not sacred but merely secular love poetry… In any event, for those who are lenient with actual 
human singing, one should not be stricter with tape recorders either. However, for people of 
refined spiritual sensitivity (ba‘alei nefesh), it is fitting to be stringent and not to make tape 
recordings of blessings and verses. And if such a recording has already been made, one should 
not set it up to play the blessings and verses merely for enjoyment. 
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4) Rashi Sanhedrin 101a, s.v. ha-kore 
 

במיסב על יינו עושה שחיקותיו בדברי תורה וקורא פסוקים בקול רם לשחק   -הקורא פסוק בבית המשתאות בלא זמנו 
בהם בני המשתה אבל אם אומרו בזמנו על המשתה כגון שהוא יום טוב ונוטל כוס בידו ואומר עליו דברי הגדה ופסוקים  

 מענינו של יום מביא טובה לעולם
 
One who reads a verse at a party not in the proper place – [this refers] to one who is drinking 
wine and making a joke out of words of Torah and reading verses in a loud voice to mock them. 
But if he says [verses] in their proper time at a party, for example, if it’s Yom Tov and he takes a 
cup in his hand to say the words of the Haggadah over it and verses related to the day—that 
brings good to the world. 
 
III.  Is Rock and Roll Kosher? 
 
5) Mordechai Schiller, “Chassidus in Song - Not for the Record,” Jewish Observer (Mar. 
1975) 
 

 
 
6) Dovid Sears, “Who Took The ‘Jewish’ Out Of Jewish Music?” Jewish Observer (Jan. 
1997) 
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7) David Altschuler, “Letter to the Editor: A Call for Civilized Enthusiasm at Simchos,” 
Jewish Observer (Apr. 1997) 
 

 
 

 
 
8) Haym Soloveitchik, “Rupture and Reconstruction: The Transformation of 
Contemporary Orthodoxy,” Tradition (1994) 
 
Rock music sung with “kosher” lyrics was heard at the weddings of the most religious. There 
had been no “kosher” jazz or “kosher” swing, for music is evocative, and what was elicited by 
the contemporary beat was felt by the previous generation to be alien to a “Jewish rejoicing” 
(yiddishe simche). This was no longer the case. The body syncopated to the beat of rock, and the 
emotional receptivities that the contemporary rhythm engendered were now felt to be consonant 
with the spirit of “Jewish rejoicing.” Indeed, “Hassidic” rock concerts, though decried, were not 
unheard of. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



5 
 

9) NEW WEDDING RULES: Rabbonim Sign Letter About “Goyish Music” at Weddings, 
Yeshiva World News (Jun. 6, 2019) 
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10) R. Efraim Luft, Committee for Jewish Music 
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11) Rabbinic Ban of Lipa Schmeltzer “Big Event” Concert, Hamodia (Feb. 20, 2008) 
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IV.  Trends in Contemporary Orthodox Pop 
 
12) Maccabeats Hanukpop Demon Hunters, “What it Sounds Like,” Lyrics Comparison 
 
Maccabeats: 
 
We broke into a million pieces, and we can’t go back  
But now we’re seeing all the beauty in the broken glass 
The scars are part of me, darkness and harmony  
My voice lights up the night, this is what it sounds like 
Why did we cover up the colors stuck inside our head? 
Get up and let the jagged edges meet the light instead 
Truth after all this time, our voices all combined  
When darkness meets the light, this is what it sounds 
like 
 
Original: 
 
I broke into a million pieces, and I can’t go back 
But now I’m seeing all the beauty in the broken glass 
The scars are part of me, darkness and harmony 
My voice without the lies, this is what it sounds like 
Why did I cover up the colors stuck inside my head? 
I should’ve let the jagged edges meet the light instead 
Show me what’s underneath, I’ll find your harmony 
The song we couldn’t write, this is what it sounds like 
 
13) Bass Kol! 
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14) The Matzav Shmoooze: Is ‘Adamah V’Shamayim’ an Avodah Zarah Song? (Mar. 25, 
2019) 
 
Dear Editor@Matzav.com, 
 
I’m sure you’ve heard of the song Adamah 
V’shamayim, an often-requested song. Some 
people know and understand the lyrics, most 
don’t. But 99.9% of our community doesn’t 
know the song’s origin. So here goes, working 
backward: 
 
Before Motti Weiss (aka Matt Dubb) recorded 
the song, it was recorded and popularized by a 
Buddhist-style Israeli group by the name of 
Segol. Little detail is given by Segol that the 
song is originally in English. 
 
The original song is “Strong Wind, Deep Water” (the original lyrics and the source can be found 
here and below). It’s a song by an earth-worshiping pagan cult, translated into Hebrew, almost 
word for word, for the Segol group. A Google search will show many results confirming that the 
song is of pagan (i.e., avodah zarah) origins. 
 
 … 
 
I would strongly urge you to consider whether or not you should play the song in the future. We 
wouldn’t sing about gilui arayos of shfichus domim at our heiligeh simchas…singing a song of 
avodah zarah should be no exception. Boruch Hashem, we have many great and leibedik songs 
to choose from without an avodah zarah chant. 
 
Yehuda 
 
P.S. The reason I researched the song, to begin with, is two-fold: 1) The tune (with the repetitive 
A and B section) has the sound and structure of a classic far-eastern or pre-American chant, and 
2) the lyrics convey a spiritual feeling of experiencing nature as an end to itself, rather than 
experiencing G-d through nature. It sounded extremely foreign and strange to me, not something 
written by a Jew, let alone a frum Jew. 
 
Strong wind, Deep water; Tall trees, Warm fire 
I can feel it in my body; I can feel it in my soul 
Heya heya heya heya heya heya ho 
Heya heya, heya heya, heya heya heya ho 
 
Strong wind, Deep water; Pure Earth, Warm fire 
Soft breeze, Vast Ocean; Bright Sun, Grand Mountain 
Sweet kiss, Long River; Earth Live forever 
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15) R. Mosheh Lichtenstein, “Kol Isha: A Women’s Voice,” Tradition (Spring 2013) 
 
We may summarize as follows: Under circumstances in which 
the song does not arouse sexual desire, does not emphasize 
femininity in a sensual manner, and the listener estimates that he 
will not come to have sexual thoughts – we should not forbid 
listening to a woman’s voice, whether in speech or in song. This 
conclusion not only relies upon the explicit stance of the greatest 
of the Rishonim – Rambam, Rashba and Ra’aviah; it appears in 
the literature of the Aharonim as a recognized opinion, and it has 
been applied in our generation by an eminent posek. This 
opinion takes into account the present societal reality together 
with its needs and constraints, while at the same time rules 
stringently regarding the obligation to preserve man’s dignity 
and embolden his image as a spiritual creature who is not 
controlled by biological drives alone. In terms of day-to-day 
life, this means that we may permit women’s singing of 
Shabbat zemirot, participation in official ceremonies of a serious and formal nature, 
listening to random radio commercials, and the like. It is both possible and appropriate within 
the framework of Halakhah to permit these scenarios, and one who does so rules faithfully and 
legitimately.  
 
16) R. David Bigman, “A New Analysis of ‘Kol B’isha Erva’,” Feb. 4, 2009, 
www.jewishideas.org 
 
It is permitted to be lenient with regard to listening to the voice of a woman singing when there 
is a clear sense that the listening is innocent and the singing is innocent. 
Such an assessment is dependent on five conditions: 
1. Context and appropriate atmosphere 
2. The lyrics of the song 
3. The musical style 
4. Dress 
5. Body language 
According to this approach, there is no problem with those among our daughters who are modest 
and upstanding to develop a career in singing, even within the general culture, as long as they 
do not make concessions of the refined foundations of Torah culture, and do not cooperate with 
the vulgar, commercialized aspects of the culture surrounding us. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



11 
 

V.  Israeli Music 
 
17) Ishay Ribo, “Seder Ha-Avodah” 

 
 
18) Shmuel, “Ten Li Tefillah” 

 
 



12 
 

19) Ness & Stilla, “Reshimat Keniot” (Shopping List) 
 

 
20) Yuval Raphael, “New Day Will Rise” (verse 2 and chorus) 
 

And even if you say goodbye 
You’ll always be around 
To lift me up and take me high 
Keep my feet close to the ground 
Are you proud of me tonight 
Dreams are coming true 
I choose the light 
Nothing to lose if I lose you 
New day will rise 
Life will go on 
Everyone cries 
Don’t cry alone 
Darkness will fade 
All the pain will go by 
But we will stay 
Even if you say goodbye 
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21) Shir Hashirim 8:7 
 

א יִשְׁטְפ֑וּהָ  ֹ֣ ה וּנְהָר֖וֹת ל אַהֲבָ֔ א יֽוּכְלוּ֙ לְכַבּ֣וֹת אֶת־הָֽ ֹ֤ ים ל יִם רַבִּ֗  מַ֣
 

Vast floods cannot quench love, / Nor rivers drown it. 
 
22) Simcha Leiner’s “New Day Will Rise” (lyrics adapted by Chayala Neuhaus) 
 
Verse 2 
And even if I say goodbye 
You’ll always be around 
To bring me home and take me high 
When I reach your sacred ground 
Although I’m miles away tonight 
You’re my dream that’s coming true 
I look towards Your light 
And let it draw me back to You 
 
Bridge 

שִׂמְחָתִי  ראֹשׁ  עַל יְרוּשָׁלַיִם אֶת אַעֲלֶה לאֹ אִם  
 
 
 
 


