The Limits of Liturgical Change
Rabbi Ethan Tucker, Mechon Hadar
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Mishnah Berakhot 5:3

One who says, “Have mercy on us just as you have mercy
on the bird’s nest,” or “may your name be mentioned for
good,” or “Modim Modim,” is silenced.

Sefer Abudraham, Shmoneh Esreh, R. David
Abudarham, Spain, 14th c.

There are people who count the words in every blessing in
the Amidah, and they cite verses thematically related to
each blessing with the same number of words as are in the
blessing. Itoo once did this. But then I realized that there
is absolutely no basis for this, because you will not find
two places in the world that have the exact same text of
the Amidah. Some have more words in their liturgy and
some have fewer; in which case, the word count is only
relevant to that person’s text but not to someone else’s.

So why bother the scribes to record this information?

Tosefta Berakhot 4:4-5

R. Meir says: Even if one saw a loaf of bread and said,
“Blessed is the one who created this bread! It is so
beautiful!” That is its blessing. If one saw figs and said,
“Blessed is the one who created these figs! They are so
beautiful!” That is their blessing. R. Yose says: Anyone
who changes from the prescribed formula instituted by
the Sages for blessings has not fulfilled his obligation.

Bavli Berakhot 40a

Binyamin the shepherd ate bread and said: “Blessed is the
master of this bread.” Said Rav: He fulfilled his obligation.
But one must say three blessings! When Rav said, “he
fulfilled his obligation,” he was speaking only about the
first blessing. What is Rav teaching us, that such a
blessing is acceptable even though it was not said in
Hebrew? The Mishnah already teaches this! “What can be
said in any language?...Grace after meals! Rav still needed
to teach us this ruling; I might have thought that one
fulfills one’s obligation in other languages when one says
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something parallel to the text formulated by the rabbis in
Hebrew, but if one did not [and said an entirely different
text] one would not. Rav comes to teach us otherwise.

Yerushalmi Berakhot 6:2, 10b

It is taught: R. Yose says: Anyone who changes from the
prescribed formula instituted by the Sages for blessings
has not fulfilled his obligation...R. Meir says: Even if one
said, “Blessed is the one who created this thing! It is so
beautiful!”, he has fulfilled his obligation. R. Ya’akov b.
Aha in the name of Shmuel: The law follows R. Meir. An
incident involving Rav supports this ruling: A certain
Persian came to Rav and said, “What about me? 1don’t
know how to make a proper blessing, so when I eat bread I
say, ‘Blessed is the one who created this bread.” Have I
fulfilled my obligation?” Rav said, “Yes.”

Bavli Avodah Zarah 8a

Said R. Hiyya b. Ashi said Rav: Though they said that one
makes personal requests in shomeia tefillah, if there is a
sick person in one’s house - one can mention this in the
blessing for the sick, if one needs financial help - one can
mention this in birkat hashanim.

Bavli Berakhot 34a

One should never make requests in the first three or last
three blessings, but only in the middle ones, for R. Hanina
said: “During the first blessings, one is like a servant
reciting praise before his master; during the middle
blessings, he is like a servant asking for something from
his master; during the last blessings, he is like a servant
who has received something from his master and is taking
his leave.

Mishnah Berakhot 1:4

In the morning, one says two blessings before the Shema
and one afterwards, and at night, two before and two
afterwards. One long and one short. [R. Tam: Whether
long or short,] Wherever they said to prolong, one may
not shorten, to shorten, one may not prolong. To seal,
one must seal, not to seal, one must not seal.

Tosefta Berakhot 1:5-6
Why did they say “ahat ketzara”? Wherever they said to
lengthen, one may not shorten; to shorten, one may not
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lengthen. To end with a final summation, one may not fail
to do so; to end without a final summation, one may not
do so. To bow, one may not fail to do so; not to bow, one
may not do so. To begin the blessing with barukh, one may
not fail to do so; not to begin it with barukh, one may not
do so.

Which blessings are short? One who blesses on fruits [i.e.
foods] and on mitzvot, the invitation to the Grace after
Meals and the final blessing of the Grace after Meals.
Which blessings are long? The blessings of fast days, the
blessings of Rosh Hashanah and of Yom Kippur. From a
person’s blessings, one can tell if he is a boor or a scholar.

Which blessings have no final summation? One who
blesses on fruits, on mitzvot, the invitation to the Grace
after Meals and the final blessing of the Grace after Meals.
R. Yose Hagelili used to put a final summation on the final
blessing of the Grace after Meals and used to lengthen it.

Which blessings does one bow for?...Which blessings does
one begin with barukh? All blessings begin with barukh,
except for the blessing that immediately follows Shema
and any blessing that immediately follows another
blessing; these one does not begin with barukh.

Rashi Berakhot 11a
One long and one short. This phrase refers to the two
blessings after the evening Shema.

Tosafot Berakhot 11a

One long and one short. Rashi explained, long - Emet
ve’emunah, short — Hashkiveinu. But Hashkiveinu is also
quite long, and is not listed in the Tosefta with the short
berakhot! Furthermore, we often add things to it like Or
Yom Haneif. Also, one can shorten Emet Ve’emunah...R. Tam
says that this phrase refers [also] to Emet Ve’emunah and
means to say that one may lengthen or shorten these
blessings...

Mahzor Vitry #325

R. Yaakov b. Meir rules that one may be creative with all
18 blessings, whether for words of thanks and praise or
for one’s needs, since one is merely extrapolating on the
theme of the blessing. And one may add liturgical
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poems...R. Hananel explained that the ruling “One should
never make requests in the first three or last three
blessings” refers to personal requests, but communal
requests are permissible, because the last three blessings
are in fact communal requests...and custom is law.

R. Aharon Halevi, Berakhot 11a, Spain, 13th c.

One cannot explain “one long and one short” as referring
to a long and a short matbeia, since both have a long
matbeia...rather, it must refer to the text of the
blessing...and when it says, “Wherever they said to
prolong, one may not shorten, to shorten, one may not
prolong,” it means that one may not change the text of
the matbeia and add to it such that [a short text] will
appear to be long.

This challenges our practice to insert poems into the
blessings surrounding the Shema. But we can say that
they ban only applies to fixing a new liturgy; it is
forbidden to make them permanently long or short in
deviation from the Sages’ matbeia—specifically
lengthening or shortening that is recognizable as
changing the matbeia—but temporary changes were never
forbidden...therefore, additions are permissible as long as
one does not permanently fix a change into the matbeia,
and this is the basis for the practice of adding poetry and
praises even in the first three blessings of the Amidah.

R. Yom Tov b. Avraham, Hilkhot Berakhot 6:14, Spain,
13th-14th c.

The text of every berakhah is rabbinic in authority, but in
places where they did not express an opinion with regard
to changing a specific word, one may change or add words
so long as one does not make permanent changes. If one
could not fulfill one’s obligation through such changes,
the Sages should have recorded the text of the blessings
and specified the exact number of words...

Meiri Berakhot 11a, R. Menahem b. Shlomo Meiri,
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Provence, 13th-14th c.

Regarding the statement, “One long and one short,” Rashi
explained that it refers to the two blessings after the
evening Shema...They called Emet Ve’emunah“long”
because in it one must mention the Exodus, the splitting
of the Reed Sea and the killing of the first-born...
Hashkiveinu is called “short” because it consists entirely of
a prayer not to be harmed by various dangers, and it is
called “short” not because of its text but because of its
theme. Perhaps it is also called “short” because of its text,
given that it is shorter than Emet Ve’emunah...The Mishnah
then instructs us not to leave out any of the themes that
must be mentioned in Emet Ve’emunah nor to add to the
theme of Hashkiveinu. Nonetheless, adding words in
keeping with the blessing’s theme or in keeping with the
theme of the day, related to the blessing’s theme is
perfectly permissible...But I prefer the reading of R.
Tam...the Mishnah then means that where there is
nohatimah, one should not lengthen the text, since a long
text is not appropriate without a hatimah and
vice-versa...This is the sense in which we say that it is
forbidden to deviate from the matbeia formulated by the
Sages.

Rashba, Berakhot 11a, Spain, 13th c.

The Mishnah does not mean to say that one cannot
lengthen or shorten the text of the blessing—that is to say
with respect to its words—for then they should have fixed
the text of every single blessing with a specific number of
words and with specific themes, but such complete and
total specification does not exist and they only spoke of
certain words that must be said...but the Sages did not in
general fix the text of the blessings, specifying that a
person say exactly such-and-such words...rather the
concern is not about words but about the matbeia, such as
blessings that must begin and end with barukh, and these
are called “long.”



7 p"o Mo B0 N3 maen

1R Y25 [5DNT Swwa WTw 0TI DR
TIDWR MO 70D MIPR ATIRn R mwd
D3 DMww 3™ 9D 1"1D 521 S I TIoob
735 1 "ww 15 we vaw 521 owaw 3™ T
DY TID0 DY 0Y95DNNT OITIDWRT XM 17U
W DTN P TD1.A0BN A IR OIS N
7373 X XM 0T mn SaR 19BN wow3
Mwa 7R 535 mw X R 1TOw 0PoIDT
"3 NS oTR owb

TR vRaw N8P Moo 0'ana

.03 MDY M5737 55 xw oy 158 mon3
P81 01PN 17T N3 DD R SN 5
DPR ,BmoY A0S 8D orn MneEb oxwn oTR
0> 85w Sxwn 198 N33 0NNS PRI
,0INMS X7 1R DINNS XOW 1PN DIPm
SRZT 1R 1723 mMneb XSw 1pRTw 0IPn
XOW RwT 178 MDY 1PN 2pn ,mneb
WY vavnn TwnT 53 937 Sw b mneb
A T 9T M2733 0mon

...U3URD T73m Tm

=R 1993 M9S5S o"ana

IR XM 7S 523 1N 1910 MDA S;
5917 vawnT NR MW G871 ,0°MOM 1pnw 1Y
W53 15IDR 2737 171 MIDOMY TIDTR T
xx» 5

737 B0 0"3ANTT N

7wS 523 17nRI ORI TwHT MRA 73T TONY
A5DM Yaw NP1 WYn M 0 e

5y 170m0w 1173 ISR AN T 0293
I DD Dot Sy 891 T35 DYmawn
,aMm55o1a oA o 0w Ox Loy TvInd

5w 137y 921 ®X5w D Sy AR T3 T OORIRIM
127937 NRANM ARSI 0YWADT R vIEY B B
O IR DMK DR TInON3 1831735
D1M3pT 1PMSna S wapw moT Sy 1voniow
02 NIRRT LOAR 7OR DY 1TEpIw M 0n
M 3027 MR R ®5w 5D 1317737 M

Mishnah Berurah 68:4

With regard to the established practices of prayer, no one
should change from his local practice—such as by
switching from nusah Ashkenaz to nusah Sefarad or
vice-versa—for there are 12 gates in heaven that
correspond to the 12 tribes, and every tribe has a distinct
gate and practice. But with regard to the bottom line, it is
true that Ashkenazim praying with Sefaradim fulfill their
obligations, and vice-versa. All of this applies only to
customs that grow up around prayer, but with regard to
requirements laid out in the gemara or which are derived
from the gemara by poskim, there is no tolerated variaton
and no one has permission to follow a divergent practice.

Rambam, Hilkhot Keriat Shema 1:7

These blessings and all others were established by Ezra
and his court and one may not delete from or add to them.
Wherever they said to end with barukh, one must end with
barukh, wherever they said not to end with barukh, one
must not end with barukh. Wherever they said not to
open with barukh, one must not open with barukh,
wherever they said to open with barukh, one must open
with barukh. As a general rule: Anyone who deviates from
the matbeia established by the Sages in blessings is in
error and must bless again according to the matbeia...

Rambam, Hilkhot Berakhot 1:6

All blessings may be said in any language, provided that
they are said in the way the Sages established them. But if
one altered the matbeia, as long as one mentioned the
divine name and sovereignty and the blessing’s them, one
has fulfilled one’s obligation, even in another language.

Rambam Responsum #254

One may not deviate from the matbeia formulated by the
Sages in any way, and anyone who deviates is in error.
Your proof to the contrary from the permission to say
blessings in any language is no proof, because in that case
one is not adding to or subtracting from the themes of the
blessing, but merely changing the language. That is
unlike the liturgical poems that add new themes that have
nothing to do with the prayer at hand and they add meter
and music such that the prayer is no longer prayer but
rather frivolity. This is the greatest cause for the lack of
focus and rampant conversation, because most people feel
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that these additions are not obligatory [and therefore
none of the prayers seem obligatory]...

Rambam Responsum #184

Question: Please guide us regarding the rule forbidding
requests in the first three and last three blessings. We
have a practice that an individual can add, as a voluntary
prayer, the following text into the Avodah blessing: “On
the high place of Israel, there we will worship you and
there we will seek out all that you have commanded us to
offer up with savory smell. Accept us. Let our eyes
witness it.” May we say this? It seems to run afoul of the
above rule.

Answer: There is nothing wrong with this text that you
add into the Avodah blessing; this is not a request but
rather the theme of the blessing...

Bavli Berakhot 49a

Rabbi says: We do not seal with two themes. Levi
challenged Rabbi: “al ha’aretz v’al hamazon”! On the land
that brings forth food. “Al ha’aretz v’al hapeirot”! On the
land that brings forth fruit. “Mekadeish yisrael
vehazemanim”! Israel, who sanctify the appointed times.
“Mekadeish yisrael verashei hodashim”! Israel, who sanctify
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the new moons. “Mekadeish hashabat veyisrael
vehazemanim”! This is an exception. Why is this one
different? In this case, it is one [verb with multiple
objects]; in that case, it is two [separate verbs and
subjects] and each one should be dealt with on its own.
Why don’t we seal with two themes? Because we don’t
want to piggyback mitzvot one on the other.

Responsa Yabia Omer II OH #16, R. Ovadia Yosef,
Israel, 20th-21st c.

I have heard people tell me of a practice to say “asher
kidshanu bemitzvotav vetzivanu lehadlik ner shel shabbat
kodesh”. And I was unsure if this was an unacceptable
interruption between the blessing and the lighting, since
the word kodesh interrupts between the two. And though
once the blessing was made this way, it does not seem that
it is an interruption, given that the addition is on
topic...nonetheless, it seems one should be wary of doing
it this way...and it has been clarified by Rema that one
should not purposely interrupt between the blessing and
the mitzvah even with words that are on topic. And thenI
remembered that the Petah Hadevir made a comment
about a hazzan who, for the last of the sheva berakhot, said,
“mesameiah hehatan im hakallah umatzliah.” In the Talmud
and the codes, the word matzliah is not mentioned, and it
is thus an interruption between the blessing and the
drinking of the wine. But he concludes that since this
addition is added on to the words of the berakhah, there is
no concern of an interruption. As indeed R. Yosef Karo
writes in a responsum that one is permitted to add a few
words to the liturgy prescribed by Hazal, as long as it is on
topic. And here too, the word matzliah is on topic and
constitutes no interruption, and we need not be
concerned if they said it...According to this, it would be
even clearer in our case that the word kodesh is just an
added adjective of praise for Shabbat and is thus of no
concern...[Though in the Petah Hadevir’s case, I am less
sure, because of the principle that we don’t seal with two
themes, and joy and success are two separate things...]
Nonetheless, it is good to tell people with this practice not
to fix their practice this way, adding to the formula
established by Hazal...

Bavli Berakhot 16b

Our Sages taught: Only three are called avot and only four
are called imahot...these are important, other ancestors
are insuficiently important.
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Raviah Berakhot #57, R. Eliezer b. Yoel Halevi,
Germany, 12th-13th c.

...for purposes of invoking their merit during prayer, such
as “Remember our ancestors’ merit in our favor.”

Pesikta Derav Kahana #3

“I will be standing” - in prayer (tefillah), as it says, “God
descended in a cloud and stood with him there.” “On the
top” - I will mention the merit of the fathers of the world,
as it says “for from the top of the cliffs I will see him.” “Of
the hill” - I will mention the merit of the mothers, as it
says, “I will gaze on him from the hills.”

Bavli Pesahim 117b

Said R. Shimon b. Lakish: “I will make you a great nation”
- hence we say “God of Avraham.” “And I will bless you” -
hence we say “God of Yitzhak.” “And I will make your
name great” - hence we say “God of Yaakov.” Is it
possible that we conclude the blessing with all of them?
The verse teaches “And you shall be a blessing” - they
close with you and they do not close with the others.
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