
ERNEST BLOCH'S NOTES ON HIS SACRED SERVICE 

 

The "Service" is a setting of Hebrew texts used in the Reform Temples of America. Most of them 

belong to the Sabbath morning service, and they originate from the Psalms, Deuteronomy, Exodus, 

Isaiah, Proverbs and other sources of Jewish spiritual patrimony. These texts embody the essence of 

Israel's aspirations and its message to the world. 

 

Musically, the work falls in five parts, following the liturgy, the whole to be performed without 

interruption. The occasional short preludes and interludes were intended to replace the so-called 

“responsive readings", and to allow people, instead, to fall into silent meditation and prayer, thus 

connecting, also, the several moods of the texts itself and giving them unity. 

 

Part 1 

The shore orchestral prelude, Meditation, sets forth the initial (myxolydian) 

motive, which permeates the whole work, and two other melodic forms too, 

which recur here and there.  "How goodly are They Tents" is a kind of 

invocation, in the desert perhaps, depicting the Temple of God in “Nature”.  

More liturgical is "Sing His Praise", that follows. 

 

The shore interlude which leads to "Oh hear, Israel", is more "cosmic”, as if representing 

the hidden of the Universe. "Oh, hear Israel" is the great profession of the Jewish faith -- 

the essential affirmation of unity. 

 

Then comes "And thou shalt love Him", characterizing the union of religion and everyday 

life, suggesting, in a kind sublimation, the simplicity, grandeur and sacredness of all things, 

and the idea of a religion, not of words, but of aces. 

 

"Who is like Thee " is the crowd's response, and it expresses it exultation in the section "And 

the Lord shall reign". The tragic accents of "Rock of Israel" succeed this short-lived joy, 

however, to end Part One on a mournful note expressive of the sufferings of humanity. 

 

Part II 

Here the music comes from another world, seraphic and mysterious. The Kodosh, Kodosh, 

Kodosh, (Holy, Holy, Holy) is the original form of the Sanctus, Sanctus, Sanctus of the Catholic 

Church.  Two bars of the "cosmic" motive lead to "One is He, our God", in its formidable concision 

and affirmation of the Unity of the world. Upon its repetition, its mood changes completely, as it 

here represents the faith of the people in this affirmation. Part Two ends in a paean of joy with "Thou 

shalt reign, Adonoy, evermore". 

 

Part III 



Part Three deals, symbolically, with the law, its order, discipline and limitations. But before accepting 

it, to understand it and to submit joyfully to its discipline, a purification of heart is required. The 

short prelude, "Silent Devotion", and the a capella chorus, "My the words of my mouth", express this 

feeling. 

 

Then the Cantor intones "Lift up your heads, O ye portals, that the king of Glory may enter". This I 

interpreted in the sense of clouds rising high into the sky, and of darkness receding from man 's 

heart, so that the light may enter.  I wanted to express the wish that man may free himself from hate, 

from dark instincts and all that prevents him from rising above himself and seeing the Truth. 

 

Then the Scroll is taken from the Ark (symphonic interlude) and borne slowly through the  

assembly, and the Cantor explains: the Law which God gave through Moses is the Law of the house 

of Jacob; the chorus repeats it, and both the  Cantor  and  chorus call "House of Jacob" -- in the 

sense, for me, of all mankind -- " Come ye and walk with me in the Light of God". And light bursts 

our, clear and mystical. It abates, and mysteriously, the Cantor once more proclaims the act of faith: 

"Our God is ONE!" 

 

After a great crescendo and ascending progression, there burst forth a final chorus of exultation, 

"Thine Adonoy, is the greatness." 

 

Part IV 

We come back to earth: the Law is returned to the Ark. It is hidden now, but it must become a part 

of our life, to remain alive in the heart of men. 

 

The Cantor calls to the people, and the crowd, expressing its joy, intones "Earth sees His Glory". 

Then the Cantor, alternation with the chorus, proclaims the wisdom and perfections of the Law, and 

reminds the people not to forsake it. 

 

A song of peace, 'tree of Life’, ends the fourth part. 

 

Part V (Epilogue) 

The first part of the Epilogue (Adoration) expresses the peace and solemnity of the Sabbath. 

 

Now the Cantor addresses the people in a recitative in which he prays that before long virtue may 

reign, that all men, no longer enslaved by fetishisms, will worship one God and live in brotherhood  

-"Then shall Thy Kingdom he established on earth".  The chorus answers "On that day the Lord 

shall be ONE, and His name, ONE." 

 

And suddenly the color changes, and the Cantor in tragic accents intones: "And now, 

ere we part..." 

 



Here the mind turns to those "who have finished their earthly course... bur have not 

ceased to be". Then are the words "In the divine order of Nature" is expressed the whole 

philosophy of the work. All this section, from the " spoken'' recitative, is kind of general 

projection of the hidden philosophy of the Service, a proclamation of its central idea to 

all mankind. 

 

It is the conception of the Hebrew Prophets, and the eternal contribution of Israel to 

humanity. 

 

From afar is heard again the supplication of mankind, its cry to God for help, for an explanation of 

this sad, incomprehensible world. for the reason for our sufferings.  

 

"O God of Israel, arise to the help of Israel!" 

 

After and ominous silence, from the uttermost distance, ou t of time, out of space above time, 

space and matter, of which we know nothing - a kind of collective voice rises slowly, 

mysteriously. Is it the key? The explanation? 

 

The beautiful poem, Adon Olom ("Eternal God''), was used here. It embodies a philosophy which 

transcends all creeds, all "Science", and which, properly interpreted, may outlive them all: it is 

perhaps the last word of wisdom and knowledge.  I interpreted this lase strophe: 

 

"Into His hand I commit my spirit, And, with my spirit, my body. 

The Lord is with me –  

I shall not fear" 

 

by the idea of Death, accepted, as Life is accepted, with serenity and confidence, with the 

conviction that man is too bounded, imprisoned as he is in the narrow walls of his 

senses, to be able to understand the infinite. 

 

The "equations" of his pride and knowledge" arc formulas, mere labels and theories, to 

be changed from time to time in the course of history. He is completely ignorant of the 

causes of all that is essential - Time, Space, Matter, Thought. 

 

Thus, as a last resort, he commies himself, soul and body, into God's hands, or, if one 

prefers it, he relies humbly upon the vast forces, the laws, the everlasting, the higher 

Truth of the Universe, and upon their ultimate wisdom. 

 

After chis "cosmic" dream we come back co earth again, with the Three Benedictions and the 

Three Amens. And the last expression of the Cantor to the Assembly is the beautiful word 

"Sholom", which means "Peace" 


