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Bridging Dust & Divinity in the Days of Awe:
Unpacking the Unetaneh Tokef Prayer
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Unetaneh Tokef

(1) We lend power to the holiness
of this day. For it is tremendous and
awe filled, and on it your kingship
will be exalted, your throne will be
established in loving-kindness, and
you will sit on that throne in truth.
(2) Itis true that you are the one
who judges, and reproves, who
knows all, and bears witness, who
Inscribes, and seals, who reckons
and enumerates. You remember all
that is forgotten. You open the
book of records, and from it, all
shall be read. In it lies each person's
insignia.

(3) And with a great shofar it is
sounded, and a thin silent voice
shall be heard. And the angels shall
be alarmed, and dread and fear shall
seize them as they proclaim:
behold! the Day of Judgment on
which the hosts of heaven shall be
judged, for they too shall not be
judged blameless by you, and all
creatures shall parade before you
as a herd of sheep. As a shepherd
herds his flock, directing his sheep
to pass under his staff, so do you
shall pass, count, and record the
souls of all living, and decree a
limit to each persons days, and
inscribe their final judgment.

(4) On Rosh Hashanah it is
inscribed, and on Yom Kippur it is
sealed - how many shall pass away
and how many shall be born, who
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shall live and who shall die, who in
good time, and who by an untimely
death, who by water and who by
fire, who by sword and who by wild
beast, who by famine and who by
thirst, who by earthquake and who
by plague, who by strangulation and
who by lapidation, who shall have
rest and who wander, who shall be
at peace and who pursued, who
shall be serene and who tormented,
who shall become impoverished
and who wealthy, who shall be
debased, and who exalted. But
repentance, prayer and
righteousness avert the severity of
the decree.

(5) For your praise is just as your
name. You are slow to anger and
quick to be appeased. For you do
not desire the death of the
condemned, rather, that they turn
from their path and live and you
wait for them until the day of their
death, and if they repent, you
receive them immediately. (It is true
-) [For] you are their Creator and
You understand their inclination,
for they are but flesh and blood.

(6) We come from dust, and return
to dust. We labour by our lives for
bread, we are like broken shards,
like dry grass, and like a withered
flower; like a passing shadow and a
vanishing cloud, like a breeze that
passes, like dust that scatters, like a
fleeting dream. But You are the
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king who lives eternal.

I Kings 19:11-12

(11) “Come out,” He called, “and
stand on the mountain before the
LORD.”

And lo, the LORD passed by. There
was a great and mighty wind,
splitting mountains and shattering
rocks by the power of the LORD;
but the LORD was not in the wind.
After the wind—an earthquake; but
the LORD was not in the
earthquake. (12) After the
earthquake—fire; but the LORD
was not in the fire. And after the
fire—a soft murmuring sound.

Malachi 3:14-20

(14) You have said, “It is useless to
serve God. What have we gained by
keeping His charge and walking in
abject awe of the LORD of Hosts?
(15) And so, we account the
arrogant happy: they have indeed
done evil and endured; they have
indeed dared God and escaped.”
(16) In this vein have those who
revere the LORD been talking to
one another. The LORD has heard
and noted it, and a scroll of
remembrance has been written at
His behest concerning those who
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revere the LORD and esteem His
name. (17) And on the day that |
am preparing, said the LORD of
Hosts, they shall be My treasured
possession; | will be tender toward
them as a man is tender toward a
son who ministers to him. (18) And
you shall come to see the difference
between the righteous and the
wicked, between him who has
served God and him who has not
served Him. (19) For lo! That day is
at hand, burning like an oven. All
the arrogant and all the doers of evil
shall be straw, and the day that is
coming—said the LORD of
Hosts—shall burn them to ashes
and leave of them neither stock nor
boughs. (20) But for you who
revere My name a sun of victory
shall rise to bring healing.™ You
shall go forth and stamp like stall-
fed calves,
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Rashi on Malachi 3:16:1

Then the God-fearing men spoke,
etc. | retort upon your words then,
when the wicked commit evil and
the good go about in anxious worry
because of Me. The God-fearing
men spoke to one another not to
adopt their evil deeds; and, as for
Me, their words are not forgotten to
Me. And although | do not hasten to
visit retribution, | have hearkened
and heard, and | have commanded
that a book of remembrance be
written for them. Their words shall
be preserved for Me,

Berakhot 6a:12

What is the meaning of the phrase,
“And that think upon His name”?
Rav Ashi said: If a person
intended to perform a mitzva, but
due to circumstances beyond his
control, he did not perform it, the
verse ascribes him credit as if he
performed the mitzva, as he is
among those that think upon His
name.
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Mishnah Rosh Hashanah 1:2

(2) At four times of the year the
world is judged: On Passover
judgment is passed concerning
grain; on Shavuot concerning
fruits that grow on a tree on Rosh
HaShana, all creatures pass
before Him like sheep [benei
maron], as it is stated: “He Who
fashions their hearts alike, Who
considers all their deeds” (Psalms
33:15); and on the festival of
Sukkot they are judged concerning
water, i.e., the rainfall of the
coming year.

Ein Yaakov (Glick Edition), Rosh
Hashanah 1:19

Rabbi Yaakov ibn Habib began compiling
and editing the Ein Yaakov in the early
16th century in the wake of the expulsion
of Jews from Spain. After his death, his
son, Rabbi Levi ibn Habib completed the
work.

On New Year's Day all the inhabitants
of the world pass before Him, Kibne
Maron. What is the meaning of
Kibne Maron? Here (in Babylonia)
they translated it "like sheep." But
Resh Lakish said: "The meaning is, as
the steps of the Temple (i.e., narrow,
so that people ascended them one by
one)." R. Juda, however, in the name
of Samuel, explained it: "Like the
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armies of the house of David [which
were numbered one by one]."”
"Nevertheless," said Rabba b. b.
Ghana, in the name of R. Jochanan,
"they are all reviewed with one
glance."” R. Nachman b. Isaac said:
"Our Mishnah also teaches us so, since
it makes the inference from the
passage (Ps. 33, 15) He that fashioned
all their hearts alike. What does that
mean? Shall we assume that it means,
He created every heart alike in
inclination? We see that it is not so.
We must, therefore, say that it means.
The Creator sees all their hearts [at
one glance] and [at once] understands
all their works."

Jeremiah 18

(1) The word which came to
Jeremiah from the LORD: (2) “Go
down to the house of a potter, and
there I will impart My words to
you.” (3) So I went down to the
house of a potter, and found him
working at the wheel. (4) And if the
vessel he was making was spoiled,
as happens to clay in the potter’s
hands,? he would make it into
another vessel, such as the potter
saw fit to make. (5) Then the word
of the LORD came to me: (6) O
House of Israel, can | not deal with
you like this potter?—says the
LORD. Just like clay in the hands
of the potter, so are you in My
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hands, O House of Israel! (7) At
one moment | may decree that a
nation or a kingdom shall be
uprooted and pulled down and
destroyed; (8) but if that nation
against which | made the decree
turns back from its wickedness, |
change My mind concerning the
punishment | planned to bring on it.
(9) At another moment | may
decree that a nation or a kingdom
shall be built and planted; (10) but
If it does what is displeasing to Me
and does not obey Me, then |
change My mind concerning the
good | planned to bestow upon it.

Isaiah 40:7-8

(7) Grass withers, flowers fade
When the breath of the LORD
blows on them.

Indeed, man is but grass: (8) Grass
withers, flowers fade—

But the word of our God is always
fulfilled!”

Psalms 144:3-4

(3) O LORD, what is man that You
should care about him,

mortal man, that You should think
of him? (4) Man is like a breath;
his days are like a passing shadow.
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Job 7:7-9

(7) Consider that my life is but
wind;

| shall never see happiness again.
(8) The eye that gazes on me will
not see me;

Your eye will seek me, but I shall
be gone. (9) As a cloud fades away,
So whoever goes down to Sheol
does not come up;

Isaiah 5:24

(24) Assuredly,

As straw is consumed by a tongue
of fire

And hay shrivels as it burns,™
Their stock shall become like rot,
And their buds shall blow away like
dust.

For they have rejected the
instruction of the LORD of Hosts,
Spurned the word of the Holy One
of Israel.
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