Spiritual Reflection on Adon Olam

I have called our Jewish year 5780 'The Year of Adon Olam'. Many of you will know by heart this hymn, which traditionally concludes many of our Jewish services. It features a regular 4/4 musical metre, and has a simple, regular rhyme scheme; the most widely used setting amongst Ashkenazi congregations is by the Russian cantor Eliezer Mordechai Gerovitsch (the one Ron Molnar calls 'the regular tune'). Because of the strictness of the metre, it is infinitely adaptable, and has been sung to such secular tunes as 'Yellow Submarine', 'It’s a Small World', 'I’d Like to Teach the World to Sing', 'Rock Around the Clock', and 'Yankee Doodle'. There is a wonderful collection of 58 compositions in the volume edited by Velvel Pasternak, called The Adon Olam Folio; there are, of course, many more – both ancient and modern. Each one of us has a favourite, and I hope that the ones I have arranged, and am introducing to you this year, will carry for you a deeper meaning by the time you have completed this reflection. Rabbi Yehuda the Chasid indicated that if we sing 'Adon Olam' with feeling and intent, then negative connotations will disappear from our prayers and supplications on the High Holy Days.

The precise origins of 'Adon Olam' are unknown. It may have been conceived as a bedtime prayer, recited to secure God’s protection while sleeping. Some scholars ascribe it to Rav Sherirah Gaon (c. 900-1001), the head of the Academy of Pumbeditha; Rav Hai Gaon (939-1038), another Pumbedithan scholar, and even to the first-century scholar Rabbi Yochanan ben Zakkai, a sage of the Second Temple period. Most, however now ascribe it to the great Andalucian poet-philosopher Shlomo Ibn Gabirol (1021-1058). Whatever the actual genesis of the piece, it serves  as a sublime statement of personal belief and divine affirmation. Here is the text (from p. 175 of our Machzor, Lev Shalem):

Before creation shaped the world

eternally God reigned alone,

But only with creation done


could God as Sovereign be known.

When all is ended, God alone


will reign in awe-inspiring majesty.

God was, God is, always will be

glorious in eternity.

God is unique and without peer,

with none at all to be compared.

Without beginning, endlessly,


God's vast dominion is not shared.

But still – my God, my only hope,

my one true refuge in distress,

My shelter sure, my cup of life,

with goodness real and limitless.

I place my spirit in God's care;

my body too can feel God near.

When I sleep, as when I wake,


God is with me, I have no fear.

This is not, however the complete version of the text. There are two additional verses, which are sung by Sefardic congregations; the version we generally sing in Ashkenazi communities is somewhat abbreviated. It omits the fact that God's essence is unchangeable, and that God's appearance cannot be captured by a likeness or picture; it also omits the desire for the Messiah to come quickly, so that we may joyfully sing once again in the Holy Temple. I think this is a shame, because the coming of the Mashiach, and the ushering in of a new age of peace, is so central to Jewish theology.

Think of the various attributes of God embodied in the poem: God is the benevolent creator; the majestic, overarching ruler; and a unique, eternal entity. The verses then turn to the personal: God is my God; my hope; my refuge in times of trouble; my shelter; the source of my life; the epitome of goodness; a caring deity; One who comes so close to me that I can really feel it. God is also always there: when I sleep, and when I wake; when I come to know God, fear evaporates. These elements relate very well to the dual aspects of the God to whom we appeal during the High Holy days: Avinu Malkeinu – both parent and monarch. It is therefore entirely appropriate that we link Adon Olam with the High Holy Days, as we explore the deeper meanings behind our connection with God.

Your task is to listen to NINE versions of Adon Olam, and then to answer the three questions given below. They will serve as the basis for our musical and spiritual discussion on the afternoon of 9 October. Your choice of favourite version will serve as the basis for the version we will will sing at the end of the Ne'ilah service on Yom Kippur. In order to make an informed choice, you will need to attend the sing-a-long on the afternoon of Monday 30 September. As an aide mémoire, I have uploaded the versions I have arranged to this web page:

http://jccpeterborough.com/?page_id=30
When you listen to the versions with vocals, here are the words in transliterated Hebrew (read across the lines, from left to right):

Adon olam asher malach

be-terem kol yetsir nivrah

Le-eit na-asa be-chef-tzo kol

azai melech shemo nikrah.

Ve-a-cha-rei kich-lot ha-kol

le-va-do yimloch norah

Vehu hayah vehu hoveh


vehu yihyeh be-tifarah.

Vehu echad ve-ein sheini

le-hamshil lo le-hachbirah,

Be-li rei-shit, be-li tach-lit

velo ha-oz ve-hamisrah.

Vehu eili, vechai goa-li


vetzur chevli be-eit tzarah

Vehu nisi, u-manos li


me-nat kosi be-yom ekrah.

Be-yado afkid ruchi


be-eit ishan ve-a-irah

ve-im ruchi ge-viyati


Adonai li, ve-lo i-rah!

The tunes are listed there by name; these match up with the list below, on which you should check off your favourite version.

NOTE: 
DISCRETION WILL BE ASSURED! I WILL NOT READ OUT ANY NAMES, AND WILL NOT ATTRIBUTE ANYTHING I RECEIVE TO ANY SPECIFIC INDIVIDUAL!

You can email this form to leonlitvack@mac.com
or bring the hard copy with you to the synagogue on Tuesday 8 October (Kol Nidrei night)

We will hold a discussion about your answers on Wednesday 9 October, during the time for Yom Kippur Minchah (4:30 pm).

With best wishes for a shanah tovah,


Cantor Leon Litvack

My favourite version (from among Cantor Leon's arrangements) is: 
(rank or put a checkmark in the box):

· 1. Adon Olam by E.M. Gerovitsch (the 'traditional' version)

· 2. Adon Olam by Adolph Katchko (one of the great cantors of the C20th 'golden age')

· 3. Adon Olam by Uzi Chitman (the one that gets faster towards the end)

· 4. Do-Re-Mi Adon Olam (from The Sound of Music)

· 5. Adon Olam by Ron Eliran (based on the Israeli song Sharm a Sheikh, written during the Six-Day War in 1967)

· 6. Adon Olam by David Aaron de Sola (a Sephardic version, from a 19th-century cantor at Bevis Marks synagogue in London, England)

· 7. Adon Olam based on a traditional Israeli melody

· 8. 'Danny Boy' Adon Olam (sung to 'The Londonderry Air')

· 9. Scottish Adon Olam (inspired by the Scottish air 'The Caledonian Hunt's Delight')

Why is this your favourite version?

What does 'Adon Olam' mean to you?
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