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Is Music Kosher? A History of Jewish Song in Prayer and Beyond 

 
Part 2: Don’t Like the Chazzan? You’re Not Alone: A Brief History of 

the Sheliach Tzibbur 
 
1) Berachot 34a 
 

וֹל וּרמְאָ .יאדַּמִ רתֵוֹי Bירִאֲמַ היָהָוְ ,רזֶעֶילִאֱ יבִּרַ ינֵפְבִּ הבָיתֵּהַ ינֵפְלִ דרַיָּשֶׁ דחָאֶ דימִלְתַבְּ השֶׂעֲמַ :ןנַבָּרַ וּנתָּ  
תאֶוְ םוֹיּהַ םיעִבָּרְאַ תאֵ״ :הּיבֵּ ביתִכְדִּ ,וּניבֵּרַ השֶׁמֹּמִ רתֵוֹי Bירִאֲמַ םוּלכְּ :םהֶלָ רמַאָ !הזֶ אוּה ןכָרְאָ המָּכַּ :וידָימִלְתַּ  
״׳וֹגוְ הלָיְלַּהַ םיעִבָּרְאַ  
המָּכַּ :וידָימִלְתַּ וֹל וּרמְאָ .יאדַּמִ רתֵוֹי רצֵּקַמְ היָהָוְ ,רזֶעֶילִאֱ יבִּרַ ינֵפְבִּ הבָיתֵּהַ ינֵפְלִ דרַיָּשֶׁ דחָאֶ דימִלְתַבְּ השֶׂעֲמַ בוּשׁ  
״הּלָ אנָ אפָרְ אנָ לאֵ״ :ביתִכְדִּ ,וּניבֵּרַ השֶׁמֹּמִ רתֵוֹי רצֵּקַמְ םוּלכְּ :םהֶלָ רמַאָ !הזֶ אוּה ןרָצְקַ  

 
The Sages taught: There was an incident where one student descended to serve as prayer 
leader before the ark in the presence of Rabbi Eliezer, and he was excessively prolonging his 
prayer. His students complained and said to him: How long-winded he is. He said to them: Is 
this student prolonging his prayer any more than Moses our teacher did? As about Moses it is 
written: “And I prostrated myself before the Lord for the forty days and forty nights that I 
prostrated myself” (Deuteronomy 9:25). There was again an incident where one student 
descended to serve as prayer leader before the ark in the presence of Rabbi Eliezer, and he 
was excessively abbreviating his prayer. His students protested and said to him: How brief is 
his prayer. He said to them: Is he abbreviating his prayer any more than Moses our teacher 
did? As it is written with regard to the prayer Moses recited imploring God to cure Miriam of 
her leprosy: “And Moses cried out to the Lord, saying: ‘Please, God, heal her, please’” 
(Numbers 12:13).  
 
I.  Fulfilling the Congregation’s Obligation 
 
2) Mishnah Rosh Hashanah 4:9 
 

ןתָבָוֹח ידֵיְ םיבִּרַהָ תאֶ איצִוֹמ רוּבּצִ חַילִשְׁ ,רמֵוֹא לאֵילִמְגַּ ןבָּרַ .ביָּחַ דיחִיָוְ דיחִיָ לכָּ Bכָּ ,ביָּחַ רוּבּצִ חַילִשְּׁשֶׁ םשֵׁכְּ  
 
Just as the prayer leader is obligated in the prayer, so too, each and every individual is 
obligated in these prayers. Rabban Gamliel disagrees and says: Individuals are not obligated, 
as the prayer leader fulfills the obligation on behalf of the many. 
 
3) Rosh Hashanah 34b 
 

וֹתלָּפִתְּ רוּבּצִ חַילִשְׁ רידִּסְהַלְ ידֵכְּ :םהֶלָ רמַאָ !ןילִלְּפַּתְמִ רוּבּצִ המָּלָ ,Vירֶבָדְלִ :לאֵילִמְגַּ ןבָּרַלְ וֹל וּרמְאָ ,איָנְתַּ  
יקִבָּ וֹניאֵשֶׁ תאֶ איצִוֹהלְ ידֵכְּ :וֹל וּרמְאָ ?הבָיתֵּהַ ינֵפְלִ דרֵוֹי רוּבּצִ חַילִשְׁ המָּלָ ,םכֶירֵבְדִלְ :לאֵילִמְגַּ ןבָּרַ םהֶלָ רמַאָ . 
יקִבָּהַ תאֶ איצִוֹמ Bכָּ ,יקִבָּ וֹניאֵשֶׁ תאֶ איצִוֹמּשֶׁ םשֵׁכְּ :םהֶלָ רמַאָ  
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It is taught in a baraita that the Rabbis said to Rabban Gamliel: According to your 
statement, why does the congregation recite the silent Amida prayer beforehand? He said to 
them: In order that the prayer leader should have time to prepare and arrange his prayer. 
Rabban Gamliel said to the Rabbis: According to your statement, that the prayer leader 
does not fulfill the obligation on behalf of the many, why does the prayer leader descend 
before the ark and recite the Amida prayer? They said to him: He does so to fulfill the 
obligation of one who is not an expert in prayer. Rabban Gamliel said to them: Just as he 
can fulfill the obligation of one who is not an expert in prayer, so too, he can fulfill the 
obligation of the expert. 
 
II.  Composing New Prayers 
 
4) Megillah 25a 
 

״ץימִּאַהָוְ קזָחָהֶוְ רידִּאַהָ ארָוֹנּהַוְ רוֹבּגִּהַ לוֹדגָּהַ לאֵהָ״ :רמַאָ ,אנָינִחֲ יבִּרַדְּ הּימֵּקַ תיחֵנְדִּ אוּההַ  
תסֶנֶכְּ וֹתאֲוַ ,אתָייְרָוֹאבְּ השֶׁמֹ וּהנְיבִתְכַדְּ ואלָ יאִ ,אתָלָתְּ ינֵהָ אתָּשְׁהַ ?Bרָמָדְּ הּיחֵבָשְׁלִ וּהנְיתִּמְייֵּסַ :הּילֵ רמַאֲ  
ירֵנְידִּ םיפִלָאֲ יפֵלְאַ ףלֶאֶ וֹל וּיהָשֶׁ םדָאָלְ לשָׁמָ !יאהַ ילֵּוּכּ תְּרַמְאָ תְּאַוְ .וּהלְ ןנַירִמְאָ אלָ ןנַאֲ — וּהנְינִקְּתַוְ הלָוֹדגְּהַ  
וֹל אוּה יאנַגְּ אֹל .ףסֶכֶ ירֵנְידִּ )ףלֶאֶבְּ( וֹתוֹא ןיסִלְּקַמְ וּיהָוְ ,בהָזָ  

 
With regard to additions to prayers formulated by the Sages, the Gemara relates that a particular 
individual descended before the ark as prayer leader in the presence of Rabbi Ḥanina. He 
extended his prayer and said: God, the great, the mighty, and the awesome, the powerful, 
and the strong, and the fearless.  When he finished, Rabbi Ḥanina said to him: Have you 
concluded all of the praises of your Master? Even these three praises that we recite: The 
great, the mighty, and the awesome, had Moses our teacher not written them in the Torah 
(Deuteronomy 10:17), and had the members of the Great Assembly not come and 
incorporated them into the Amida prayer (see Nehemiah 9:32), we would not be permitted to 
recite them. And you went on and recited all of these. It is comparable to a man who 
possessed many thousands of golden dinars, yet they were praising him for owning a 
thousand silver ones. Isn’t that deprecatory toward him? 
 
5) Berachot 17a 
 

 ילַלְּקַמְלִוְ ,המָרְמִ רבֵּדַּמִ יתַוֹתפְשִׂוְ ערָמֵ ינִוֹשׁלְ רוֹצנְ ,יהaַאֱ״ :יכִהָ רמַאָ הּיתֵוֹלצְ םייֵּסַמְ הוָהֲ יכִּ אנָיבִרָדְּ הּירֵבְּ רמָ
 ,ערָהָ רצֶיֵּמִ ,ערָ עגַפֶּמִ ינִלֵיצִּתַוְ .ישִׁפְנַ ףוֹדּרְתִּ Vיתֶוֹצְמִבְוּ ,Vתֶרָוֹתבְּ יבִּלִ חתַפְּ .היֶהְתִּ לכֹּלַ רפָעָכֶּ ישִׁפְנַוְ ,םוֹדּתִ ישִׁפְנַ
 לקֵלְקַוְ םתָצָעֲ רפֵהָ הרָהֵמְ העָרָ ילַעָ םיבִשְׁוֹחהַ לכָוְ .םלָוֹעבָּ אֹבלָ תוֹשׁגְּרַתְמִּהַ תוֹערָ לכָּמִוּ ,העָרָ השָּׁאִמֵוּ
  .״ילִאֲוֹגוְ ירִוּצ ׳ה Vינֶפָלְ יבִּלִ ןוֹיגְהֶוְ יפִ ירֵמְאִ ןוֹצרָלְ וּיהְיִ .םתָוֹבשְׁחְמַ

 
When Mar, son of Ravina, would conclude his prayer, he said the following:  
My God, guard my tongue from evil and my lips from speaking deceit.  
To those who curse me let my soul be silent  
and may my soul be like dust to all.  
Open my heart to Your Torah,  
and may my soul pursue your mitzvot.  
And save me from a bad mishap, from the evil inclination,  
from a bad woman, and from all evils that suddenly come upon the world.  
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And all who plan evil against me,  
swiftly thwart their counsel, and frustrate their plans.  
May the words of my mouth and the meditation of my heart find favor before You,  
Lord, my Rock and my Redeemer. 
 
III.  Inspiring the Congregation 
 
6) Shulchan Aruch Orach Chayim 53:4, 5, 11 
 

 וינע היהישו ותודליב 'יפא ער םש וילע אצי אלשו תוריבעמ ןקיר אהיש ןוגה והזיאו ןוגה היהיש ךירצ צ"ש
  :םיבותכו םיאיבנ הרות תורקל ליגרו ברע ולוקו המיענ ול שיו םעל הצורמו

 
The leader must be one who is fit. Who is fit? One who is free of sin; who has never had a poor 
reputation, even in his youth; who is humble; who is acceptable to the nation; who is skilled at 
[liturgical] chanting; whose voice is pleasant; who is accustomed to reading Torah, Prophets, and 
Writings (i.e. biblical text). 
 

םיבוט םישעמבו המכחב רובצבש בוטה ורחבי ולאה תודמה לכ וב היהיש ימ ןיאצומ ןיא םא  
 
If there is no person that fits these qualifications, we should pick the one that has the most 
knowledge and good deeds in the community. 
 

המיענב י"שהל האדוה ןתונש לע ובלב חמשש תמחמ אוה םא ,ברע ולוק ועמשיש ידכ ותלפתב ךיראמש צ"ש  
חמשו ,ולוק עימשהל ןיוכמ םא לבא .האריבו המיאב דמועו שאר דבוכב ללפתיש אוהו .הכרב וילע אבת  
רובצה חרוט ינפמ השוע בוט אל ותלפתב ךיראמש לכ מ"מו .הנוגמ ז"ה ,ולוקב  

 
A leader who lengthens the prayer so that people will hear his pleasant voice: if it was because of 
the joy in his heart that he gives thanks to God, may He be praised, in pleasantness, a blessing 
shall come upon him. And this is the one who would pray with weighty intention and stands in 
dread and fear, but if he intends to make his voice heard and rejoice in his voice, behold this is 
detestable. And in any case, anyone who lengthens his prayer does something that is not good 
because of burdening the congregation. 
 
7) R. Aviezer Selig Margoliot (17th century Poland), Chibburei Likkutim (trans. Dr. Matt 
Austerklein) 
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For one time in our community [of Kalisch] our cantor prayed – may his name, R. Baruch, be 
mentioned for good. He was saying the hymn “Angels of Mercy [malachei rachamim]” with a 
great spiritual arousal [hit’orerut gadol], full of melodies of compassion, until he had softened 
the human heart with the words: “perhaps he shall have mercy upon a poor and needy people,” 
and men and women began to cry greatly. And one of the heads and leaders of the city said that 
when his father had died he was unable to shed tears; yet through the spiritual arousal of this 
cantor, he was [finally] able to cry when he said the thirteen attributes. 
And especially on the days of awe he was one of those awakened when [the cantor] began with 
the word “magnified [yitgadal]” and raised his voice in melody, or when he said “remember us 
for life [zokhreinu l'chaim] or “he who sustains life [m’chalkeil chaim], there was not one person 
in the synagogue whose heart was not broken to return in repentance. And especially when he 
sang the avodah service, everyone would pour out their hearts like water, unlike what is done in 
other lands who have neither melody nor spiritual arousal. But the cantors in our land can arouse 
repentance with their voices. 
 
8) Yehuda al-Harizi (13th century Toledo), Sefer Tachkemoni 
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9) R. Ephraim Lunshitz (17th century Prague), Amudei Shesh 
 

 
 
I protest the chazzanim that sing too much—they admit that when they sing such a long tune, 
they don’t have any kavannah. And most of them only intend that they should find favor in 
others’ eyes—that the people should say, “What an impressive man who knows how to sing!” 
But when he is singing, he doesn’t pay attention to the proper pronunciation of the words. 
 
10) R. Chanoch ben Avraham (17th century Poland), Reishit Bikkurim 
 

 
 

 
 
…And after the piyyut, when he recites the body of the seder ha-avodah on Yom Kippur, or 
malchuyot, zichronot, and shofarot on Rosh Hashanah, he says it hurriedly—to the point where a 
horseman could not overtake him. … And during the weekday prayers he will spend an 
exorbitant amount of time on one word, like “ve-lirushalayim” and after that will say many 
berachot in one breath. And in the middle of a bracha he will cry a great and bitter cry such that it 
frightens the listener, such as on the words “be-tochah bah” and the like. Is this appropriate in the 
eyes of Hashem? 
 
11) R. Abraham Joshua Heschel, “The Vocation of the Cantor” (1957) 
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Salomon Sulzer (1804-1890) 
 

 
 
Choral Synagogue, Vilna 

 
12) Salomon Sulzer, Denkschrift an die hochgeehrte Wiener israelitische Cultus-
Gemeinde (1876) (memorandum to the highly esteemed Viennese Jewish community) 
 
We might find out the original noble forms to which we should anchor ourselves, developing 
them in an artistic style.... Jewish liturgy must satisfy the musical demands while remaining 
Jewish; and it should not be necessary to sacrifice the Jewish characteristics to artistic forms... 
The old tunes and singing modes, which became national should be improved, selected, and 
adjusted to the rules of art. Nut new musical creation should also not be avoided. 
 
13) R. Akiva Yosef Schlesinger, Lev ha-Ivri (1869) 
 

 
 
6) It is forbidden to hear the prayers of a choir; kal va-chomer to pray with them or to answer 
Amen after them. Even if one is forced because of this to fulfill “he sits alone and is silent.” 
 
7) Synagogues that are called “choir shuls”—since they are houses of heresy, one is not allowed 
to enter them, as it is brought in Shabbat 116a: “R. Tarfon said etc. that even if a person is 
running after him to kill him or a snake is running after him to bite him, one may enter a house of 
idol worship but may not enter houses [of heresy].” 
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14) R. Yosef Zechariah Stern (1831-1903), Teshuvot Zekher Yehosef, Even Ha-Ezer 50 
 

שאר דבוכב הלפתה חסונ תרימאב קר םינוגנל םוקמ ןיא בלבש הדובע םוקמב איהש הלפתב , ןיאש טרפבו
שאר דבוכב תויהל ךירצש םינונחתו הלפת תשקבל האדוה ירישמ ןוימד , תסנכה תיבב הלפתה םינפ לכ לעו

שאר דבוכו ארומו הענכהב ךפיהה תויהל ךירצש המ לוע קרופכ תואיג ךרדו ומצע דצמ רוסיא אוה רמז ילכב  
 
And as for prayer which is in place of the service of the heart, there is no place for tunes, only for 
reciting the nusach ha-tefillah with seriousness … Specifically, there’s no comparison between 
songs of thanksgiving and supplications, which need to be said seriously. And in any event, 
playing musical instruments during tefillah in shul is forbidden on its own, and it is haughty and 
like throwing off a yoke. [Tefillah] should be the opposite—bowed and with awe and with 
seriousness. 
 
IV.  Preserving the Nusach ha-Tefillah 
 
15) Pinchas Minkowsky (1859-1924 Ukraine and US), “18 Takkanot for the Cantor” 
 

 
 
16) Heschel, “Vocation of the Cantor” 
 

 


