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A N    T : 
L  C ’  ‘H ’

Ruth Illman

1. Introduction

Now I’ve heard there was a secret chord
That David played and it pleased the Lord
But you don’t really care for music, do you?1

Brokenness and ambiguity—these are some of the prominent charac-
teristics Antti Laato highlights in his analysis of the love poetry of the 
Canadian poet, singer, and songwriter Leonard Cohen (1934–2016). 
Laato draws attention to the eclectic pluralism and openness to multiple 
perspectives contained in Cohen’s authorship: both Jewish and Christian 
imagery are found in his texts, as well as secular atheistic claims and 
themes resonating with Eastern spirituality, most notably Zen Buddhism, 
to which Cohen was strongly dedicated during the latter part of his life.2 
Cohen, the grandson of a rabbi and Talmudic scholar, had received a 
traditional Jewish upbringing, and was well versed in the stories of the 
Hebrew Bible, Jewish education and synagogue liturgy. At the same time, 
he became familiar with Christian imagery and practices early on in life in 
his native Quebec, and throughout his life he was a religious seeker who 
explored many paths of organised and personal spirituality.3  

1.  1984 version of the song ‘Hallelujah’, as quoted in Leonard Cohen, The Lyrics 
of Leonard Cohen: All the Answers Are Here (London: Omnibus Press, 2017), p. 172.

2.  Antti Laato, ‘The Binding of Isaac: A Key to Understand Leonard Cohen’s 
Love Poetry’, in Kristinn Ólason et al. (eds.), Shaping Culture: A Festschrift in 
Honor of Gunnlaugur A. Jónsson on his Sixtieth Birthday 28.4.2012 (Reykjavik: Hið 
Íslenska Bókmenntafélag, 2012), pp. 141-65 (144). 

3.  Sylvie Simmons, I’m Your Man: The Life of Leonard Cohen (London: Vintage 
Books), p. 23. Not just Jewish, Christian and Buddhist, but also Islamic references 
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The themes of brokenness and ambiguity were repeated in many of the 
obituaries and recollections published after the passing of the cherished 
singer. The journal Christian Century praises Cohen as a ‘a great litur-
gical writer’, while Rolling Stone Magazine, choosing a more immanent 
approach, calls him ‘the poet of brokenness’.4 Brokenness is also alluded 
to in the titles of two books published shortly before the passing of the 
poet about his life, works, and existential legacy. Referring to Cohen’s 
famous song ‘Hallelujah’ from 1984, Alan Light’s book is entitled The 
Holy or the Broken and Liel Leibovitz’s A Broken Hallelujah. Leonard 
Cohen’s Secret Chord.5 The opening lines of the song, quoted at the head 
of this study, capture these themes in three short phrases, first featuring 
the biblical King David, a stranger neither to human desires nor divine 
grace, and alluding to ‘secret chords’ for sacred music, but then suddenly 
flipping the mood and ending with a nonchalant dismissal of the serious 
and solemn reflection that was just about to start, leaving the interlocutor 
puzzled and confused: is he being serious or just playing around?

In this study, my aim is to combine Laato’s attentiveness to the 
relevance of biblical imagery in Cohen’s poetry and the inclusive interre-
ligious interpretations it facilitates with the theme of brokenness in order 
to explore the potential for liturgical reformulation and innovation offered 
by the particular song by Cohen that seems to unite all these themes in its 
narrative and melodic span: ‘Hallelujah’. I first encountered it in a litur-
gical setting when I conducted field research at Leo Baeck College (LBC) 
in North London. During the years 2014–16, I gathered ethnographic 
research data at this educational institution where rabbis for the Reform 
and Liberal movements in the UK, and Europe more widely, are trained. 
By interviewing students, teachers, and alumni at LBC, I sought to explore 
the role of music in contemporary processes of change within progressive 
Judaism, and to illustrate a growing trend identified by researchers of 
religion in various cultural and religious context all over the Western 
world: the wish to combine liberal theology with religious practices that 

occur in Cohen’s lyrics. As noted by Sorgenfrei, Cohen declared that the Sufi poet 
Rumi was ‘probably the greatest ascetic religious poet—in the same league as King 
David’. Simon Sorgenfrei, ‘I sprickorna kommer Rumi in. Kontextualiseringar av 
Jalal al-Din Rumi hos Leonard Cohen och Håkan Hellström’, Chaos 70 (2020), 
pp. 9-27 (12). 

4.  Mikal Gilmore, ‘Leonard Cohen 1934–2016’, Rolling Stone, 15 December 
(2016), pp. 52-67 (54); Christian Century, 7 December (2016), p. 17.

5.  Alan Light, The Holy or the Broken: Leonard Cohen, Jeff Buckley, and the 
Unlikely Ascent of ‘Hallelujah’ (New York: Atria, 2012); Liel Leibovitz, A Broken 
Hallelujah: Leonard Cohen’s Secret Chord (Dingwall: Sandstone Press, 2014).
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are experienced as increasingly traditional, and the important role played 
by music in these processes.6 The theoretical framework of the study builds 
on an analysis of religion and change, especially in relation to music, 
and with a particular focus on the context of contemporary progressive 
Judaism. I argue that music plays a central role as a driving force for 
religious change, comprising several elements seen as central to contem-
porary religiosity in general: participation, embodiment, experience, 
emotions, and creativity. The theoretical outline is followed by a presen-
tation of the central poetic piece under analysis, Cohen’s ‘Hallelujah’, 
featuring possible religious and secular interpretations of the biblical 
motives and generic existential themes in the composition. I continue 
by exploring how the song has been used in primarily Jewish, but also 
Christian, liturgical contexts, exemplifying how the theoretical discussion 
of religion and change takes form in innovative musical practices where 
a popular musical tune is appropriated and adapted for sacred liturgical 
purposes. A particular contribution of this essay to the wider research on 
Jewish liturgy is the analysis of how Cohen’s ‘Hallelujah’ can be regarded 
and interpreted as a ‘niggun for our times’.

2. Religion and Change

Your faith was strong but you needed proof
You saw her bathing on the roof
Her beauty and the moonlight overthrew you7

The religious landscapes of the world are in constant commotion, today 
perhaps more so than ever before, owing to the complexities of modern life 
and the turmoil that arises as several significant boundaries or religious 
belonging and self-determination, previously perceived as self-evident 
and unchangeable, are challenged and, de facto, changed. Static concep-
tions of identity, based on fixed ideas and hereditary traits, give way to 
more flexible boundaries—both in the Jewish world, where the necessary 
link between ancestry and Jewish identity is increasingly challenged,8 

6.  Ruth Illman, Music and Religious Change among Progressive Jews in London: 
Being Liberal and Doing Traditional (Lanham, MD: Lexington Books, 2018). 

7.  Cohen, The Lyrics, p. 172.
8.  Vanessa Ochs, Inventing Jewish Ritual (Philadelphia, PA: The Jewish Publi-

cation Society, 2005); Ruth Popkin, Jewish Identity: The Challenge of Peoplehood 
Today (Jerusalem: Gefen Publishing House, 2015).
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and across cultures.9 Research on religion and change in contemporary 
Western societies stresses that increasing migration, urbanisation, and 
secularisation pave the way for new sensibilities and values that contest 
and reshape traditional boundaries and binaries of belonging. In my 
previous research, I have suggested that these processes can be crystallised 
in three so-called ‘turns’ relevant for the research on contemporary religi-
osity: the ‘reflexive turn’, the ‘turn within’, and the ‘turn to tradition’.10 

The ‘reflexive turn’ arises as a key explanation for contemporary 
religious change, expressed in an increasing emphasis on self-determi-
nation and fluidity in religious orientation. All over the Western world, 
institutional religions and traditional forms of religion seem to be experi-
encing a significant decline in power, popularity, and prestige. The interest 
in religiosity and existential dimensions of human life, however, is far 
from diminishing. Hence, secularism is challenged by novel, multi-layered 
outlooks often denoted ‘post-secular’, including central features such as an 
emphasis on pluralism, the permeable line between the religious and the 
secular, connectivity, and change. Commodification and consumption as 
well as popular cultural resources and digital communication also strongly 
influence contemporary religious landscapes in the West.11 In this context, 
researchers attach importance to the growing privatisation of the religious 
field, outlining a ‘sacralisation of subjectivities’ in the Western world. A 
central assumption is that religious institutions today lose their influence 
over individual believers owing to the growing privatisation of religion and, 
consequently, individuals elaborate more freely in building their outlooks 
on life, exploring a vast range of available religious and cultural resources. 
Present-day individuals seem to value free choice and eclecticism in 
matters of faith to a higher degree than before, not just following in the 
footsteps of their parents and adopting the socially and culturally dominant 
religious outlook. The focus on religious ‘self-authority’ is, however, also 
paralleled by an emphasis on community and shared visions as well as 
social, ethnic, gendered, and economic restraints that together form the 
context in which religious choices are made and positions defined.12

9.  Peter Nynäs, Ruth Illman, Rafael Hernandez and Nurit Novis (eds.), Sensitizing 
‘Religious’ Variety in a Global Perspective: Between Universalism and Particularism 
(Sheffield: Equinox, forthcoming 2021).

10.  Illman, Music and Religious Change, pp. 4-9.
11.  Nynäs et al. (eds.), Sensitizing ‘Religious’ Variety; Sorgenfrei, ‘I sprickorna’, 

p. 24.
12.  Ariela Keysar, ‘From Jerusalem to New York: Researching Jewish Erosion 

and Resilience’, Contemporary Jewry 34.2 (2014), pp. 147-62 (160-61).
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Especially within the study of religion and music, a ‘turn within’ is also 
highlighted, where growing attention is attached to bodily experiences, 
sensations, and states of consciousness.13 Expressive forms of religious 
engagement seem to have the ability to move and guide the imagination, 
thus creating novel and open spaces for meaning. Ole Riis and Linda 
Woodhead describe emotions as constructed in the interplay between indi-
viduals, social structures, and symbols, shaped by the subjective world of 
the individual, by interpersonal relations, cultural symbols, and material 
settings.14 This inclusive approach does not diminish emotions to mere 
inner psychological states, social systems, or neurological scripts. Thus, 
it offers a way of bridging the gap between different ways of knowing, 
relevant to the study of contemporary religion. Embodiment is also a key 
aspect of the turn within. Embodied religious practices offer patterns, 
parameters, and meanings to connect to in a concrete way in the project 
of building one’s identity and orientating oneself in the physical, social, 
and existential landscape.15 Emotionally engaging and embodied religious 
experiences resonate with different levels of existential and social life, 
bringing together uniquely personal outlooks with a larger community 
engaging in shared practice. The quest for a genuine and purposeful 
religious identification is often equated with a search for practices that 
‘feel real’, Chava Weissler claims. As Jews today ‘seek meaning through 
the body’ embodiment becomes the ‘key to achieving the influx of spirit, 
which can come through singing, chanting, dancing, and other sorts 
of ritual movement’.16 Emotional engagement is often associated with 
particular physical and embodied forms and practices in the religious 
landscape.17 Similarly, research on diverse Jewish liturgies has pointed 
to the relevance of the affective associations they carry: the musical 

13.  Lieke Wijnia, Making Sense through Music: Perceptions of the Sacred at 
Festival Musica Sacra Maastricht (Tilburg: University of Tilburg, 2016), p. 43.

14.  Ole Riis and Linda Woodhead, A Sociology of Religious Emotion (Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 2010), pp. 6-7.

15.  Chava Weissler, ‘Performing Kabbalah in the Jewish Renewal Movement’, in 
Boaz Huss (ed.), Kabbalah and Contemporary Spiritual Revival (Negev: Ben Gurion 
University of the Negev Press, 2011), pp. 39-74 (53); Boaz Huss, ‘The New Age 
of Kabbalah: Contemporary Kabbalah, the New Age and Postmodern Spirituality’, 
Journal of Modern Jewish Studies 6.2 (2007), pp. 107-25 (118).

16.  Weissler, ‘Performing Kabbalah’, p. 74.
17.  Tia DeNora, Music in Everyday Life (Cambridge: Cambridge University 

Press, 2000), p. 105.
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elements are intimately tied to emotions and emotions, for their part, are 
central to the human capacity for meaning making.18 

Finally, the ‘turn to tradition’ or ‘retraditionalisation’ targets an innova-
tive and embodied engagement with practices experienced as traditional. 
It results in a search for religious expressions and customs that are 
increasingly unbound by traditional institutional divisions, adding to the 
flexibility and fluidity of contemporary religion.19 When attention is turned 
towards the subjective rather than the boundaries of historical institutions, 
the previously incommensurable ways of ‘being’ and ‘doing’ religion 
appear in a new light. Hence, it is possible to leave behind the theological 
‘baggage’ of practices originating in Jewish milieux far removed in time 
and ideology from the contexts in which they are currently explored. The 
tradition is thus seen as a source of inspiration, but not as something to be 
bound by.20 As mentioned above, many Jews today search for and develop 
meaningful practices and ways of relating to their heritage by turning 
their gaze to history. Through music, liturgy, and the arts emotional links 
to the past are created that connect the Jewish tradition to a person’s 
living memory. By emphasising the Jewish origin of emerging vernacular 
rituals, an aura of familiarity is created, Vanessa Ochs argues. Thus, new 
practices can feel ‘genuine’ even when tried out for the first time: ‘turning 
to the past evokes certainty, security, and imagined community’.21 Turning 
to tradition is a valuable resource for those who seek to form a personal 
religiosity: the perceived link to tradition gives meaning and legitimacy 
to practices adopted from the past, even if they are significantly altered in 
the process.22  

In sum, the turns inward and to tradition, as well as the related rise in 
interest in emotional and embodied forms of religious practice, can be 
understood to offer a constructive and deepening perspective on contem-
porary religiosity in general and contemporary Judaism in particular. These 
turns should be addressed as incoherent, indeterminate, and intertwined 

18.  Jeffrey Summit, The Lord’s Song in a Strange Land: Music and Identity 
in Contemporary Jewish Worship (New York: Oxford University Press, 2000), pp. 
102-104.

19.  Judah M. Cohen, ‘A Holy Brother’s Liberal Legacy: Shlomo Carlebach, 
Reform Judaism, and Hasidic Pluralism’, American Jewish History 100 (2016), pp. 
485-509.

20.  Illman, Music and Religious Change, p. xvi.
21.  Ochs, Inventing Jewish Ritual, p. 6.
22.  Huss, ‘The New Age of Kabbalah’, p. 118.
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processes and not understood as necessary developmental schemes per-
taining to given regularities. Rather, they offer a conceptual framework 
by which the otherwise fairly evasive theoretical trajectory can be framed. 

Returning to the lines quoted from Cohen’s ‘Hallelujah’ in the intro-
duction to this subchapter, it is now evident how pertinently they capture 
some of the factors of contemporary religiosity, which the present study 
seeks to address. ‘We live in a time when people are looking for spiritual 
connections that feel authentic’, Alan Light contends in relation to 
the song, adding that ‘‘Hallelujah’ is one of the conduits providing an 
opportunity to make that link’.23 While one’s faith in a tradition can be 
strong—perhaps as a self-evident framework for life handed down by 
generations in a given cultural context, complete with stories, festivities, 
practices, and moral norms—people today increasingly feel a need to 
seek out proofs for themselves. As noted above, authorities and insti-
tutional hierarchies are questioned as individuals increasingly strive to 
find answers to the fundamental questions of existence that resonate 
with their own views. In Cohen’s lyrics, the need for proof is satisfied by 
emotional and tangibly embodied experiences that speak to all the senses, 
not just the rational and intellectual faculties of the narrator/spectator. By 
invoking biblical narratives to describe the yearnings of contemporary 
religious seekers, then, Cohen captures all three ‘turns’ described above 
in a few effectual lines.

3. Inspiration for Innovative Liturgies—Niggunim

Hallelujah, Hallelujah
Hallelujah, Hallelujah24

‘There is simply no getting around the power of that chorus’, Alan Light 
declares: one word, charged with age-old meaning, sung in a partly 
mocking, partly earnest way. As such, he claims, it serves as one of the 
great prayers of modern times, regardless of one’s relationship to organ-
ised religion. This song, centring on an ancient word of prayer, has ‘the 
ability…to transport listeners in a way that organized religion has largely 
failed to do for this generation’.25 This observation is highly relevant in 
relation to processes of change described above through the lens of the 
three significant ‘turns’. In this situation, growing attention is attached 

23.  Light, The Holy or the Broken, p. 178.
24.  Cohen, The Lyrics, p. 172.
25.  Light, The Holy or the Broken, p. 228.
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to music as a dynamic medium for shaping rational responses, social 
identification and emotional attachments to religious contexts, narratives 
and worldviews. Researchers today highlight the observation that music 
seems to play an increasingly important role in contemporary discourses 
on religion and change, both in general26 and in relation to Judaism in 
particular.27 Music and sound are emblematic of contemporary religiosity 
for several reasons: they highlight the interest in personal experience, 
the body and holistic well-being; they blur the boundaries between the 
sacred and secular; and they bring popular cultural elements into the 
religious scene. Thus, musical practices provide a religious language that 
is perceived as border-crossing: as transcending previously categorical 
distinctions between the intellectual and the emotional, and facilitating 
innovative, cross-denominational and interreligious explorations.28 Music 
also brings out individual emotions and experiences connected to the 
religious, as Lieke Wijnia stresses: ‘New forms are found to express the 
experiential and transforming character of sacred claims’, and such forms 
are increasingly connected to making, listening to, or participating in 
music.29

Music has the power to influence people in far more comprehensive 
ways than merely conveying meanings in a non-verbal form or aligning 
bodies to melodies. Indeed, music can influence how people relate to them-
selves, to the surrounding society, to their bodies and emotions, to profound 
existential issues and trivial everyday activities. Hence, music can offer 
concrete structures, patterns, and meanings for individuals seeking to orient 
themselves in the contemporary, changing religious landscape: a tangible 
point of anchorage relating them to a certain tradition and community but 
also to their own inner and embodied emotional landscapes.30 Thus, it is 
not surprising that for several decades now, a range of sonic practices that 
match these characteristics as emblematic for the processes of religious 

26.  Rosalind Hackett, ‘Sound, Music, and the Study of Religion’, Temenos. 
Nordic Journal of Comparative Religion 48.1 (2012), pp. 11-27; Isabel Laack, 
‘Sound, Music and Religion: A Preliminary Cartography of a Transdisciplinary 
Research Field’, Method and Theory in the Study of Religion 27.3 (2015), pp. 220-46.

27.  Philip V. Bohlman, Jewish Music and Modernity (Oxford: Oxford University 
Press, 2008); Dana Evan Kaplan, ‘Reform Judaism’, in Michael Berenbaum and Fred 
Skolnik (eds.), Encyclopaedia Judaica (Detroit, MI: Macmillan Reference, 2007), 
pp. 165-83; Marsha Edelman, Discovering Jewish Music (Philadelphia, PA: Jewish 
Publication Society, 2003).

28.  Laack, ‘Sound, Music, and Religion’, p. 242.
29.  Wijnia, Making Sense through Music, p. 40.
30.  DeNora, Music in Everyday Life, p. 17. 
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change—reflexive and innovative yet perceived as rooted in tradition and 
as advancing participatory values—have been explored within progressive 
Jewish contexts. Many Jewish communities today seek to legitimise new 
practices by relating to aspects of the tradition that are generally regarded 
as ‘authentic’ in search for recognition and respect for previously margin-
alised identities. For many Jews today, authenticity seems to arise from a 
feeling of timelessness and familiarity rather than rational reconstruction.31 
Looking to history to find ‘the authentic’ can be understood as a nostalgic 
search for a meaningful and durable identification in a rapidly changing 
world full of contrasting options. 

‘Music is and has been at the heart of conflicts and affirmations concern-
ing the essence of being Jewish’, Barbara Borts claims.32 Indeed, many 
musical practices revitalised or introduced afresh in progressive Jewish 
communities today have clear ties to traditional, often mystical, practices 
of the past. However, they are consciously remodelled in relation to the 
contemporary religious landscape and its requirements, including a liberal, 
egalitarian, and democratic approach, embodied forms of practice and poten-
tial for commodification.33 Consequently, the turn to tradition, as described 
above, is seldom regarded as a direct re-enactment of past practices but is 
more often envisioned in terms of inspiration and rootedness. It reflects a 
longing to find religiously and culturally significant models from the past 
and to transform them into eclectic forms of practice that can go along with 
contemporary lives and worldviews.34 Many people seek ways of express-
ing their Jewishness that are experienced as historically relevant, liturgically 
defensible, and individually meaningful but also socially cohesive. Such 
commitments are nurtured by an emotional investment in the religious prac-
tices one engages in, but also has a distinct embodied dimension. 

One such musical practice, identified in my previous research as particu-
larly distinctive, is the greater use of niggunim in progressive Jewish 
liturgies. In short, niggunim are religious melodies with roots in the Hasidic 
tradition that since the turn of the millennium have found their way into all 
types of Jewish communities around the world.35 Niggunim are associated 

31.  Ochs, Inventing Jewish Ritual, pp. 28-29.
32.  Barbara Borts, Mouths Filled with Song: British Reform Judaism through the 

Lens of its Music (Durham: Durham University E-Thesis, 2014), p. 28.
33.  Cohen, ‘A Holy Brother’s Liberal Legacy’, pp. 492-94; Ochs, Inventing 

Jewish Ritual, p. 31.
34.  Summit, The Lord’s Song, p. 112.
35.  Joseph A. Levine, ‘The Issue of Niggunim in Worship: Too Much of a Good 

Thing?’, Journal of Synagogue Music 43 (2009), pp. 4-7; Summit, The Lord’s Song, 
pp. 94-95.
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with the performance of repetitive melodies accompanying plain syllables 
or mantra-like text fragments from the Torah or the Jewish prayer books. 
Most characteristic are the Hasidic, wordless tunes performed to syllables 
such as lay-lay-lay or ya-ba-bam.36 However, melodies referred to and 
used as niggunim today have their roots in many different musical sources, 
for example, Israeli folk music, popular music, melodies by modern Jewish 
composers—such as Leonard Cohen—and even interreligious sources 
such as Sufi chants.37 In this context, niggunim are perceived as a broad 
category of wordless songs, a tradition which is alive within many branches 
of Judaism as part of a larger upswing toward explorative, emotional, and 
embodied Jewish practices.38 For this context, Ochs offers the following 
definition: ‘The nig[g]un is a Jewish spiritual melody often sung with 
universal sounds, rather than words. Initially used among Hasidim to warm 
up for prayer and also as a prayer in and of itself’.39 

This particular practice is of special importance for understanding 
the liturgical significance of Cohen’s ‘Hallelujah’ today. The chorus of 
‘Hallelujah’ has a ‘hymnlike incantation’, Light notes. Therefore, people 
do not always pay attention to the words, and, in the end, that does not 
seem to matter. Focusing on the melody and the act of singing seems 
to be indicative of contemporary spirituality, he concludes: ‘something 
as simple as saying ‘hallelujah’ over and over again, really beautifully, 
can redeem all the verses’.40 Like a niggun, the song seems able to set 
itself free from its own entanglement with words, letting the listener (or 
performer) experience the serene, spiritual, and embodied presence of 
something profound and eternal beyond the words—in the repetition of 
the ancient hallelujah. Before this quality is analysed in further detail, 
however, the actual words forming the four original verses of the song 
will be presented and discussed.

4. Cohen’s ‘Hallelujah’

You say I took the name in vain
I don’t even know the name
But if I did, well really, what’s it to ya?41

36.  Bohlman, Jewish Music and Modernity, p. 57.
37.  Ochs, Inventing Jewish Ritual, pp. 17, 26; Weissler, ‘Performing Kabbalah’, 

p. 53; Cohen, ‘A Holy Brother’s Liberal Legacy’, pp. 487-88.
38.  Levine, ‘The Issue of Niggunim’, pp. 4-5.
39.  Ochs, Inventing Jewish Ritual, p. 37.
40.  Light, The Holy and the Broken, p. xx.
41.  Cohen, The Lyrics, p. 172.
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How does Leonard Cohen’s song ‘Hallelujah’ exemplify the trends and 
trajectories described in the previous sections, outlining a theoretical 
approach to religion and change with special regard to Jewish musical 
practices? Before turning to an analysis of the many uses to which the 
song has been put in liturgical contexts, the genesis of the song and its 
lyrics requires a detailed presentation, in order to set the frames of such 
an investigation.

The song ‘Hallelujah’ first appeared on Cohen’s album Various 
Positions from 1984. Originally, Cohen is said to have written close 
to eighty verses of the song, and a different selection of verses have 
been used in various recordings and live performances, both by Cohen 
himself and by the hundreds of musicians, ranging from world-famous 
artists to local talent show contestants, who have covered the song over 
the decades. ‘Hallelujah’ is today called an ‘international anthem’ and 
‘contemporary standard’ emblematic of our times; it figures among a 
multitude of film soundtracks and television shows; it has been selected 
greatest Jewish song of all times and is played every Saturday night on 
the Israeli Defence Forces’ radio channel.42 ‘Judging by the obscene 
number of cover versions, the song is everyone’s indeed’, Liel Leibovitz 
retorts sardonically, and Alan Light writes about the ‘Hallelujah industry’, 
which has caused a ‘Hallelujah mania’, ‘Hallelujah fatigue’, or even 
‘Hallelujah exhaustion’.43 Nevertheless, the song has retained its existen-
tial significance and continues to move listeners all over the world; in the 
biographer Simmons’s words it is ‘the closest thing pop music has to a 
sacred text’.44 

The word ‘hallelujah’ consists of the verb hallelu (הללו) which in 
biblical Hebrew stands in piel (and is thus associated with an emphatic 
expression), meaning ‘to praise joyously’, and yah (יה), a short form for 
referring to the unspoken name of G-d.45 In a traditional Jewish setting, 
hallelujah is thus an active imperative, a vigorous summons to the listener. 
In contemporary Christian worship, the meaning tends to shift towards a 
general expression of joyful worship, roughly equivalent to ‘Praise the 

42.  Jeff Burger, Leonard Cohen on Leonard Cohen: Interviews and Encounters 
(Chicago: Chicago Review Press, 2014), pp. 262, 506, 566; Light, The Holy or the 
Broken, pp. xvi-xvii.

43.  Leibovitz, A Broken Hallelujah, p. 213; Light, The Holy or the Broken, pp. 
138, 157, 175, 214.

44.  Simmons, I’m Your Man, p. 328.
45.  Marcus Jastrow, Dictionary of the Targumim, Talmud Bavli, Talmud Yerushalmi 

and Midrashic Literature (New York: Judaica Treasury, 2004), pp. 353-54.
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Lord’.46 Each verse of Cohen’s song ends with the word repeated four 
times, which gives the melody a meditative, prayer-like character.47

In the original recording of ‘Hallelujah’ from 1984, two different 
biblical love stories are intertwined: the story of King David and Bath-
sheba, on the one hand, and that of Samson and Delilah on the other.48 
The song starts by introducing King David, well known for his poetic and 
musical skills, whose ‘secret chords’ on the harp were divinely sanctioned 
but who also gave in to earthly temptations, such as the pursuit of power, 
violence, riches, and the pleasures promised by beautiful companions. 
The biblical David believes and repents, challenges, and doubts the God 
that he sometimes praises, sometimes scorns.49 The second verse recounts 
David’s encounter with Bathsheba, whose beauty overthrows him as 
he sees her ‘bathing on the roof’. Following the biblical narrative of 
2 Samuel, David calculatingly sent Bathsheba’s husband, the elite soldier 
Uriah, on a lethal military mission so as to be able to marry the widowed 
Bathsheba himself. From there, the story swiftly moves on to another 
dramatic biblical love affair, that of Samson and Delilah: ‘She broke your 
throne, and she cut your hair’.50 As recounted in Judges 13–16, Delilah 
manages to destroy the hero Samson by seducing him and cutting his hair, 
which was the source of his super-power.51 In between the recap of the 
two biblical narratives, however, Cohen inserts the line ‘She tied you to a 
kitchen chair’—a reference which surely is not derived from the Bible but 
seems to have another, more contemporary source. Such intermingling of 
the transcendent and the earthly can be regarded as one of ‘Cohen’s oldest 
tricks’—a creative style he cultivated already in his earliest poetry.52 

As demonstrated above, Cohen’s use of biblical narratives is one of the 
most intriguing aspects of his writing. As Laato notes, ‘creative reinter-
pretation of older texts is an interesting literary style’, well known in the 
history of Jewish and Christian writing as a way of seeking correlation 
and justification for new thoughts on old scriptures.53 In ‘Hallelujah’, 
Cohen can thus be said to align with this literary tradition in a personal 

46.  Light, The Holy or the Broken, p. 19.
47.  Burger, Leonard Cohen, pp. 283-84.
48.  Laato, ‘The Binding of Isaac’, p. 159.
49.  M.A. O’Neil, ‘Leonard Cohen, Singer of the Bible’, Cross Currents 65.1 

(2015), p. 95.
50.  Cohen, The Lyrics, p. 172.
51.  Laato, ‘The Binding of Isaac’, p. 159.
52.  Leibovitz, A Broken Hallelujah, p. 212. 
53.  Laato, ‘The Binding of Isaac’, pp. 144, 157.
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and witty way, not lacking existential depth and anguish. By making the 
musical connection between the biblical characters and our world, Mary 
Anne O’Neil adds, ‘Cohen has succeeded in reinterpreting the devotional 
tradition in popular song and transmitting the power of Judeo-Christian 
Scripture to the twenty-first century’.54 Despite the prominent biblical 
references, however, Cohen himself primarily regarded the song as a 
‘secular ‘Hallelujah’’. While David’s hallelujah was of a religious kind, 
Cohen notes, his own intention was to show that hallelujahs also ‘can 
come out of things that have nothing to do with religion’.55 It does not 
matter which hallelujah you utter, he further states in an interview, ‘it’s 
just saying amen to what is’:56 

The song explains that many kinds of hallelujahs do exist. I say all the 
perfect and broken hallelujahs have an equal value. It’s a desire to affirm 
my faith in life, not in some formal religious way, but with enthusiasm, with 
emotion.57

Verses three and four, consequently, move on from the biblical narratives 
to a more general reflection of the themes of brokenness, doubt and the 
need for redemption, sometimes in a sarcastic, witty and doubtful tone, 
sometimes echoing the depts of harrowing despair. These verses could 
take place anywhere and any time and speak to listeners of all traditions, 
who may or may not recognise the biblical narratives alluded to in the 
earlier verses. In Light’s reading, the central premise of the song comes 
out as ‘the value, even the necessity of the song of praise in face of 
confusion, doubt or dread’.58

In Cohen’s lyrics, and prominently so in ‘Hallelujah’, religious language 
is used to describe earthly and heavenly love interchangeably, moving 
swiftly from one to the other without clear distinctions, creating an 
enigmatic riddle of mystical interpretations where pain and bliss, clarity 
and confusion, fulfilment and desolation are inseparable.59 As Salman 
Rushdie once noted in a speech to Cohen, the song is full of contrasts: 
it is joyful and hopeless, a celebration and a lamentation, a hymn and a 
comedy all at once: who else than Cohen could come up with the idea of 

54.  O’Neil, ‘Leonard Cohen’, p. 99.
55.  Light, The Holy or the Broken, p. 25.
56.  Burger, Leonard Cohen, p. 207.
57.  Light, The Holy or the Broken, p. 18.
58.  Light, The Holy or the Broken, p. 25.
59.  Laato, ‘The Binding of Isaac’, pp. 154, 156.
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rhyming the sacred ‘hallelujah’ with the colloquial ‘what’s it to ya’?60 This 
balancing act comes to the fore in a tangible way in the three lines quoted 
at the beginning of this section, as Mary Anne O’Neil contends: ‘These 
seemingly flippant remarks can also be read as serious inquiries into 
the proper way to address God’.61 Between belief and disbelief, earnest 
longing and scornful indifference the singer on the one hand acknowl-
edges a religious language and worldview within which ‘the Name’ can 
be taken in vain, only to immediately cut the edge of the confession by 
claiming not to know and not care about the Name—ha-Shem. In addition 
to the mélange of religious and secular words and sentiments, it also 
includes a fair share of emotion, as conceded by the author himself, and 
personal agency, albeit with a fluid structure of subjectivity where the 
narrator at times seems to be a biblical king, sometimes his companion, 
and sometimes a confused contemporary seeker. All the three ‘turns’ 
mentioned in the previous chapter—the reflexive turn as well as the 
turns within and to tradition—are thus amply represented in the lyrics 
of ‘Hallelujah’. These, I argue, are among the prominent reasons why 
‘Hallelujah’ works so well as a liturgical melody for our times.

5. Liturgical Uses of ‘Hallelujah’

There’s a blaze of light 
In every word
It doesn’t matter which you heard
The holy or the broken Hallelujah62

During my fieldwork at Leo Baeck College in London, I took part in 
the activities of the college community during my periods in residence, 
participating daily in the Shacharit service,63 engaging with teachers, 
staff members and students around coffee tables, between lectures, and 
over lunch. I also attended different services, talks, and learning activities 
in several local Liberal, Reform, and Masorti communities and was 
kindly invited to homes for Shabbat dinners and get-togethers. The inter-
viewees—men and women born between 1940 and 1990—all harboured 
a special interest in music and song, liturgical renewal, and Jewish religi-
osity, with special emphasis on developing liberal and egalitarian ways 

60.  Light, The Holy or the Broken, pp. xvi, 25-26.
61.  O’Neil, ‘Leonard Cohen’, p. 95.
62.  Cohen, The Lyrics, p. 172.
63.  Shacharit is the daily Jewish morning prayer. 
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of living Jewish lives.64 The Shacharit services at LBC function as a 
kind of liturgical laboratory where rabbinical candidates try out different 
ideas to use with their future congregations. At these occasions, I had the 
opportunity to sing the traditional Jewish prayers in both English and 
Hebrew, sometimes to ancient Sephardic or Sufi melodies from North 
Africa, to English folk melodies, as a Buddhist mantra or as a niggun—
and occasionally to Leonard Cohen’s ‘Hallelujah’. Sometimes, only the 
melody would be utilised to sing some of the most central and beloved 
prayers of the morning service, such as Oseh Shalom or Adon Olam.65 
At other times, the text was also included and the song was performed 
following a certain passage of the liturgy, a reading from the Bible that 
evoked themes resonant with the song or as a companion to a speech 
given by the prayer leader of the day.

My observations resonate well with Barbara Borts’s study of current 
musical practices among Reform Jews in the UK. She notes that substantial 
changes have occurred in the patterns of worship over recent decades as 
a result of the 2008 introduction of a new siddur with a more traditional 
liturgical order where music plays an increasingly prominent part. ‘There 
has been a demonstrable increase in attention to music’, Borts contends; 
prayers are chanted ‘with a different attitude than in previous years’, 
alternative services including guitars and music written by contemporary 
composers have been introduced, along with prayer modes and melodies 
found in Jewish history. The musical panoply of liberal communities 
today is generally rich, oscillating between ‘desires for return to ‘tradition’ 
and modern musical tastes consonant with genres of music popular in 
secular culture’. Moreover, influences travel both ways: traditional Jewish 
liturgical melodies move into popular music but popular music is also 
incorporated in the synagogues today.66 As noted in the theoretical outline, 
many researchers regard music as emblematic of contemporary processes 
of religious change and highlight how popular musical tunes, such as 
Cohen’s ‘Hallelujah’, can function as important gateways into religious 
liturgies, as points of resonance and identification for those with meagre 
previous experience of organised religion. Thus, popular music can be 
experienced as engaging, uniting, liberating, and equalising in religious 

64.  Illman, Music and Religious Change, p. 31.
65.  Oseh Shalom is a prayer for peace, often sung at the conclusion of the Amidah 

prayer in the morning service. Adon Olam is a liturgical poem (piyyut) focusing on 
God as eternal closing the morning prayer. The Amidah, in its turn, is one of the most 
central prayers in Jewish liturgy. Ismar Elbogen, Jewish Liturgy: A Comprehensive 
History (Philadelphia, PA: Jewish Publication Society, 1993), p. 53.

66.  Borts, Mouths Filled with Song, pp. 27-28, 41-43.
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contexts.67 For example, one informant in my LBC study, whose family 
had not been active in synagogue life before her bat mitzvah, described 
popular music as her ‘access point’ into Jewish liturgy. She appreciated 
that she knew the melodies and could sing along although the rituals 
and the religious vocabulary were unfamiliar—so much so that she later 
became a cantor and took charge of the musical life of her synagogue, 
continuously striving to ‘find ways to bring people in using music that 
isn’t difficult and that’s accessible and joyful’ yet always intentional.68 

The musicologist and rabbi Jeffrey Summit asserts that contemporary 
choices of Jewish religious music can include a variety of influences, 
such as Sufi chants and Buddhist mantras, folk music, popular music 
and much more.69 In my ethnographic research, several interviewees 
gave vivid descriptions of how they went about creating tunes for the 
services and adapting musical influences from a number of Jewish and 
non-Jewish sources in their roles as prayer leaders or cantors. They were 
generally enthusiastic to promote different kinds of musical practices 
in their communities and seemed to appreciate the freedom to bring 
in new musical elements and to experiment with them in the current 
liberal atmosphere. Yet, they also stressed the importance of doing this 
in an informed, grounded, and meaningful way. With its double legacy 
as a credible religious reflection and a well-known popular tune, Cohen’s 
‘Hallelujah’ fulfilled all such requirements.

Light describes ‘Hallelujah’ as a ‘wryer sort of contemporary Psalm’, 
and notes that many listeners today naturally assume that it is an ancient 
liturgical song—a tune that ‘was always there’—not a modern-day 
pop-song written in the 1980s.70 Gilmore, for his part, calls it a ‘liturgy 
of rejoicing that was also honest about God’s deceits’. He quotes Cohen 
as writing: ‘I wanted to stand with those who clearly see G-d’s holy 
broken world for what it is, and still find the courage or the heart to praise 
it… You don’t always get what you want. You’re not always up for the 
challenge. But in this case—it was given to me’.71 Instead of holiness, 
Cohen himself preferred to connect his song to ritual—the mechanism of 
prayer that sometimes is spiritually void and imperfect but in the long run 
proves to be redemptive in its repetitiveness and rootedness in thousands 
of years of longing.72 This characterisation seems apt indeed, because 

67.  Illman, Music and Religious Change, p. 135.
68.  Illman, Music and Religious Change, p. 87.
69.  Summit, The Lord’s Song.
70.  Light, The Holy or the Broken, p. 25.
71.  Gilmore, ‘Leonard Cohen’, p. 54.
72.  Leibovitz, A Broken Hallelujah, p. 214.
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today, numerous examples of liturgical uses of Cohen’s ‘Hallelujah’ can 
be found in the literature and online. YouTube abounds with bat mitzvah 
girls and confirmation candidates who perform the song in synagogues 
and churches, couples who exchange marital vows to its tunes and 
various—happy and sad, solemn and relaxed—prayer services, liturgies 
and religious contemplations that implement its soundscape. 

As a praise of the broken and the deeply (divinely) human, ‘Hallelujah’ 
has been adapted to both Jewish and Christian liturgies in many ways. ‘By 
recognising ‘Hallelujah’ as an extension of Jewish liturgical services, we 
gain a further appreciation of Cohen’s most recorded song as a communal 
prayer’, Mary Anne O’Neil suggests in relation to a presentation of 
Sabbath services.73 Alan Light, for his part, notes several examples of 
American and Israeli synagogues that have included the song in their 
services. For example, Rabbi Ruth Gan Kagan of Jerusalem has included 
‘Hallelujah’ in her Yom Kippur service. According to the rabbi, ‘it’s a 
hymn of the heretic, a piyyut of a modern, doubtful person’ that manages 
to contain multitudes and embrace contradictions in a powerful way.74 
Rabbi Jeffrey Sulkin of New York, who also attests to using ‘Hallelujah’ 
for his Yom Kippur service, says that the song works as ‘a modern 
rendition of our prayers’.75

‘Hallelujah’ has also appeared in Christian liturgies, for example to 
illustrate how even the greatest and strongest biblical heroes, David and 
Samson, have brokenness, sin and failure in their lives and how, despite 
their human shortcomings, God redeems them and reconciles the ambigu-
ities of their lives.76 As mentioned above, ‘Hallelujah’ also appears in 
religious ceremonies—Jewish, Christian and secular—such as weddings, 
funerals, and coming of age rituals.77 Not everyone is happy with this 
development, however. In an editorial for the Canadian confessional news 
bulletin Western Catholic Reporter, Glen Argan notes that the song has 
become ‘a top request for funeral services’ but hopes that ‘most Catholic 
priests gently turn down such requests’. Even if the song recounts biblical 
stories, it does so in ‘Cohen’s own enigmatic style’ that is ‘not appropriate 
to Christian funerals or to any other liturgy’, he asserts, pointing both to 
the explicit reference to adulterous sexual affairs and to the disbelief in 

73.  O’Neil ‘Leonard Cohen’, p. 98.
74.  Light, The Holy or the Broken, p. xxiv (also xxxi). 
75.  George Robinson, ‘ “Hallelujah”: Leonard Cohen as High Holiday Liturgy’, 

The New York Jewish Week, 16 September 2014.
76.  Light, The Holy or the Broken, pp. 23, 226. 
77.  Light, The Holy or the Broken, p. 178.
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God expressed in the lyrics.78 To the relief and satisfaction of commen-
tators such as Argan, the musician Kelley Mooney has rewritten the lyrics 
(with Cohen’s permission) to better suit the theological preferences of 
practising Christians. The altered version narrates the passion of Christ 
instead of David and Samson, basically retaining only the repetitive 
hallelujah-chorus, which made Mooney a YouTube super star.79 Argan 
salutes her for providing ‘a way of bringing Cohen’s powerful melody 
into a church setting’.80 

The power of the melody is something recognised as an enchanting 
and spiritually captivating aspect of Leonard Cohen’s ‘Hallelujah’ even 
by his opponents, for whom the explicit sexual references and brazen 
challenging of God’s existence are simply too much, too heretical to be 
acceptable within the walls of religious institutions. The melody, however, 
has a power of its own and sometimes the act of singing itself can become 
the core of religious liturgies, making the words redundant and letting the 
melody carry the prayer instead. Therefore, ‘Hallelujah’ is aptly suited to 
function as a niggun. As previously stated, niggunim are (mostly) word-
less melodies associated with Hasidic or neo-Hasidic practices. Today, 
these wordless melodies stemming from the Jewish mystical heritage 
but adapted to the conditions and needs of the twenty-first century offer 
an attractive alternative for many religiously curious Jews. The niggun, 
perceived as an ‘emotionally profound, musically accessible form of 
Jewish ‘folk’ art’, is one of the most established aspects of the trans-
formative process described with reference to the ‘three turns’ currently 
driving religious change. It satisfies a longing for ‘artistic spirituality’ and 
a desire to find ‘an antidote to excessive rationalism’.81 The melodies are 
experienced as engaging and meaningful because of the perceived reso-
nance with tradition, making them into romanticised ‘musical symbols of 
Jewish identity’.82 

In my study of musical practices among liberal Jews in London, 
niggunim constituted a pertinent example of the pre-eminence held by the 
melody in relation to the text. Many interviewees talked about exploring 
the ‘aesthetics’ of niggunim, that is: singing folk melodies or popular 

78.  Glen Argan, ‘Another Way to Sing “Hallelujah” in Church’, Western Catholic 
Reporter, 7 March 2016.

79.  Vanessa Santilli-Raimondo, ‘Catholic reworking of Leonard Cohen’s “Halle-
lujah” makes singer a YouTube sensation’, The Catholic Register, 20 April 2012.

80.  Argan, ‘Another Way to Sing “Hallelujah” in Church’.
81.  Cohen, ‘A Holy Brother’s Liberal Legacy’, pp. 487, 491.
82.  Illman, Music and Religious Change, p. 135.
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music without words to syllables such as lay-lay-lay or with simple 
Hebrew words. The attraction of niggunim was described as both practical 
and spiritual: they were regarded as ‘teachable’ and ‘approachable’, 
as well as convenient for creating an atmosphere—of joy or sincerity, 
remembrance or reassurance, depending on the circumstances. Niggunim 
facilitate participatory singing, which strengthens feelings of involvement. 
Above all, niggunim were described as emotionally engaging, something 
that absorbs the entire body and creates a sensation of wholeness, holiness 
and connection. However, wordless singing was also described as jarring 
or boring, albeit not offensive, by some informants, who discarded the 
practice as pointless or even childish: ‘I often think that there’s some 
intellectual insides lacking in a niggun’, one of them explained. A more 
practical uneasiness with niggunim was also expressed by interviewees, 
who preferred prayers with words because, as one of them said, it is 
easier to have ‘some feeling of being attached to them as opposed to 
lay-lay-lay’. Words offer an ‘anchor that people can hold on to’. To create 
the meditative experience, therefore, many informants favoured tunes 
with words—but simple, Hebrew or English ones that function ‘more as 
a mantra’. Thus, prayers were sung in a ‘niggun-kind-of-way’—short, 
mantra-like phrases sung in a repetitive, meditative way, or in a cheerful, 
energetic way with changes of pitch and increasing tempo.83 

Repeating the word ‘hallelujah’ over and over again serves the same 
end. Carried by the much-loved and well-known melody of Leonard 
Cohen, the shared, repetitive singing of it in liturgical situations fills 
both the practical and spiritual needs attached to the use of niggunim 
described above. Rabbi Ruth Gan Kagan relates a pertinent example: 
when officiating at a wedding of a couple, who wanted a non-religious 
service that still had a ‘certain enchantment’ to it, she proposed using 
‘Hallelujah’ as a niggun. For a secular Israeli crowd, humming Cohen’s 
chorus over and over again worked as a ‘holy chant’, she concludes, 
offering ‘a great way in’ and creating an open and recognisable sacred 
space where a traditional liturgy would only have increased the feeling 
of estrangement.84 ‘There’s a blaze of light in every word’, Cohen 
announces, offering hope and resolution in the face of harsh realities. 
‘Holy or broken, there is still hallelujah’.85

83.  Illman, Music and Religious Change, pp. 39-41.
84.  Light, The Holy or the Broken, pp. 183, 214.
85.  Light, The Holy or the Broken, p. 24.
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6. Conclusion: A Niggun for our Times

I did my best, it wasn’t much
I couldn’t feel, so I tried to touch
I’ve told the truth, I didn’t come to fool you86

In this study, I have sought to illuminate Leonard Cohen’s song ‘Hallelujah’ 
from several angles: the relevance of the biblical imagery used in the 
lyrics, the inclusive interreligious interpretations it lends itself to, and its 
potential to serve in various innovative liturgical contexts. As a thread 
through the analysis, the themes of brokenness and ambiguity have struc-
tured the discussion. In closing the analysis, however, ambiguity remains, 
and brokenness, in all its fragility, is still the greatest strength and allure 
of the song. In the end, Cohen’s ‘Hallelujah’ portrays brokenness as a 
possibility.87 It does not reconcile its contradictions, and perhaps this is 
also the key to its popularity? According to Laato, the religious motives 
and metaphors employed in the lyrics give Cohen ‘the possibility to 
intensify [the] pain of love, which at some other level can be described as 
desirable, beautiful and wonderful’.88 There is hardly any other song that 
uses language from the Hebrew Bible and still can be sung in a credible 
way by teenage popstars.89 Cohen’s religiosity, as conveyed in his lyrics, 
is paradoxical: worldly and heavenly, agonising and blissful, ancient and 
constantly renewing, all at once. It is expressed in a vague, universal way, 
conveying a worldview that seems full of hope and despair at the same 
time.90 Thus, it also speaks to people of various religious backgrounds, the 
deeply engaged, the thoroughly indifferent and the cautiously sceptical 
alike, fitting in to services and celebrations in synagogues and churches, 
temples and night clubs. It is playful but sincere and undercuts any sense 
of a simple blind faith; its degree of religiosity can vary from institu-
tionalised High Holiday liturgies to ‘a vague aura of holiness’.91 This 
‘all-purpose, ecumenical/secular hymn for the New Millennium’92 is 
perhaps not a perfect hallelujah, as Cohen admits in the lines quoted 
above, but it is a sincere and self-disclosing effort to convey a profound 

86.  Cohen, The Lyrics, p. 172.
87.  Sorgenfrei, ‘I sprickorna’, p. 20; Simmons, I’m Your Man, p. 439.
88.  Laato, ‘The Binding of Isaac’, p. 163.
89.  Light, The Holy or the Broken, p. 231.
90.  Sorgenfrei, ‘I sprickorna’, p. 12.
91.  Light, The Holy or the Broken, pp. 185, 218.
92.  Simmons, I’m Your Man, p. 329.
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experience. When intellectual efforts fall short of creating meaning and 
understanding, when the words are not enough, Cohen relies on the body 
and the melody instead: ‘I couldn’t feel, so I tried to touch’. 

Taken together, I find it accurate to maintain that ‘Hallelujah’ indeed 
can be described as a niggun of our times. Within the Jewish world, 
niggunim often develop as an encounter and negotiation between the 
sacred and the secular, which is of particular interest in relation to the 
description of changes in the current religious landscape discussed in 
this essay. Furthermore, creativity and innovation have always been 
significant aspects of the niggun tradition that includes the conscious 
combination of high and low, secular and religious. In Hasidic theology, 
all music is regarded as appropriate to turn into niggunim and hence 
inspiration has been sought in music from various sources far removed 
from the Jewish religious life, ‘rescuing’ melodies from their exile in 
profane contexts and giving them a new sacred task.93 In a similar way, 
many of the covers made of Cohen’s ‘Hallelujah’, both in sacred and 
secular contexts, have played around with the lyrics, changing them 
to suit their own purposes and preferences: love, sex, religion, hope, 
despair, and death are all elements that can be downplayed or under-
scored depending on what you want to convey. ‘For a song as weird as 
‘Hallelujah’, this open invitation to experiment and adjust is perhaps its 
greatest allure’, Light notes; its versatility triumphs over its ambiguity.94 
As a niggun, ‘Hallelujah’ opens the door to inspiration and influx from 
various cultural, religious, and secular sources. In the end, singing a 
niggun can be regarded as a part of the ambition to promote tikkun 
olam—repairing the world.95

And even if though
It all went wrong
I’ll stand before the Lord of Song
With nothing on my tongue but Hallelujah96
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