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Fear, Anger and Acceptance:
U-Netaneh Tokef1n the Age of Covid 19

Rabbi Eliezer Diamond, Rabbi Judah Nadich Associate Professor of Talmud and Rabbinics, JTS

Sources prepared and translated (except for JPS translations of verses) by Prof. Diamond.

| have provided the following:

a. A color-coded text of U-Netaneh Tokef
b.  An English translation
c. Relevantbiblical and rabbinic sources

Let us proclaim the power of this holy day.

For it is awesome and terrifying.

On that day Your sovereignty shall be exalted,
Your throne will be established in loving-kindness,

and You will sit upon that throne in truth.

1. Bavli, Avodah Zarah 3b
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R. Judah said in the name of Rav:

There are twelve hours in a day. During the first three,
the Holy Blessed One is engaged in Torah study;
during the second three, God sits in judgment of the
world. When God sees that the world deserves to be
sentenced to utter destruction, God arises from the
Throne of Judgement and sits upon the Throne of
Mercy...
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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 will recall all that is forgotten.
You will open the Book of Records,
And it will be read of its own accord.
It contains the attestations of all humanity.

2. Esther 6:1

That night sleep deserted the king, and he ordered RN PPN MY NTTI RIND NPHa
the book of records, the annals, to be brought; and it D’bft\ M7 ‘n‘mp-m 990NN N’ﬁﬁ‘?
was read to the king. 27900 799 DRI PN

3. Mishnah Avot 2:1

Rabbi [Judah the Patriarch] says... 721 NYMWY NIRY IR PY.LIMIR 1Y
There is an Eye that sees and an Ear that hears, and :172N21 79902 PYYN
all your deeds are recorded in a Book.

4. Mishnah Avot 3:16

...the shop is open, the storekeeper offers credit, the DRI PPN MINN AMNS NMINN
account records are open and the hand writes... Jamd TN NIng

5. Tosefta Bava Metzia 1:10

‘ A concession by a litigant has the force of a hundred witnesses. DTY NRND PT HY2 NRTIN
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And a great shofar shall be sounded,
and a small, 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.
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And all the world's inhabitants shall parade before you as a herd of sheep.

6. Midrash Tanhuma, Parashat Va-Yishlah

Another midrash:
“God roars aloud” (Joel 2, 11) - this refers to Rosh Hashanah,
on which the shofar is sounded.

“At the head of God'’s army” (loc. cit.) - this refers to the
people of Israel, who shake and tremble upon hearing the
sound of the shofar and return to God’s ways in order to be
acquitted in judgement on Yom Kippur.

“For great is the Day of the Lord, most terrible - who can
endure it?” (loc. cit.) — this refers to Yom Kippur, when the
Books of the Living and the Books of the Dead [=the lists of

those who shall live and those who shall die] are sealed.
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7. The Amidah

Sound a great shofar to herald our liberation...
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8. IKings19:11-12

“Come out,” God called, “and stand on the mountain before God.”

And lo, God passed by.

There was a great and mighty wind, splitting mountains and

After the earthquake - fire; but God was not in the fire. After the
fire - a still, small voice.

shattering rocks by the power of God; but God was not in the wind.

After the wind - an earthquake; but God was not in the earthquake.
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9. Psalms 48:5-7

See, the kings joined forces; they advanced together.

At the mere sight of it [=Jerusalem] they were stunned, they were
terrified, they panicked.

They were seized with a trembling, like a woman in the throes of
labor.
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10. Midrash Tehillim, Psalm 118

sins, as Scripture states, “On this day God will make
atonement for you” (Leviticus 16, 30); but it is still
not known who has been acquitted.

When Sukkot arrives, Israel take their lulavim in

You find that on Rosh Hashanah everyone standsin | 1772 1T 520 NIWN WRI1 RXIN NR
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As a shepherd herds his flock,
directing his sheep to pass under his staff,
so shall You review, count, and take note of the souls of all the living,
and decree the number of each person’s days,

and inscribe their final judgment.

11. Mishnah Rosh Hashanah 1:2

On Rosh Hashanah all the world’s inhabitants 1 MYVN R PI9 MYN YRI NION MVN
pass before God like a numeron, as Scripture 17399 P72 DYIYN IRA DI MVN YRIA
states, “God who fashions the hearts of them all, | Y% pann DaY T2 ¥R IRV PN 12D
who discerns all their doings” (Psalms 33, 15). .00 ,25 o9nn) "onrwyn 93

12. Leviticus 27:32-33

Al tithes of the herd of flock - of all that passes | MDA 2P YR YD R¥) P2 WYNHI (29)

under the shepherd’s staff, every tenth one - :DPYY YIpn 7“17\?))}0 V1AYN
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He must not look out for good as against bad, 5RY
or make substitution for it. If he does make T
substitution for it, then it and its substitute shall
both be holy; it cannot be redeemed.
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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 shall live and who shall die,
who in one’s allotted 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 stoning,
who shall have rest and who shall wander,
who shall be at peace and who shall be pursued,
who shall be serene and who shall be tormented,
who shall become impoverished and who shall be wealthy,

who shall be brought low, and who shall be exalted.
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But repentance, prayer and charity avert the severity of the decree.
13. Genesis Rabbah, Chapter 48, 12
R. Yudan said in the name of R. Eleazar: D’50V2N DM2T NVHV YY1 0w TV
Three things annul the decree and they are the PTNY NYAN 101N NN DR
following: prayer, charity, and repentance... L.01vm
14. Jerusalem Talmud, Ta’aniyot, Ch. 2 Halakah 1
R. Eleazar said: Three things annul the evil NR PHVIN DM2T NVHOHY ITYY 227 INR
decree... VP NN
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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.
You wait for them until the day of their death,

and if they repent, you receive them immediately.
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In truth,
You are their Creator
and You understand their yearnings,

for they are but flesh and blood.

A mortal -

One comes from dust and returns to dust,
earning one’s bread through soul-crushing labor.
A broken shard,

desiccate grass,

a withered flower,

a passing shadow

a vanishing cloud,

a gusting breeze, scattering dust

a fleeting dream.
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But You are the ever-living and eternal sovereign
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There is no end to Your years
Nor a limit to Your days
It is impossible to imagine Your chariots of glory

And one cannot plumb the depths of Your hidden Name

Your name is fitting for You,
And you are fit for Your name.

And you have called us by Your name.
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Act for the sake of Your name
and bestow the sanctity of Your name upon those who sanctify You,

for the sake of Your exalted and sanctified name.

[We sanctify it] with the words of the council of the Holy Seraphim who sanctify Your name in holiness
Those who dwell above and those who dwell below
Declare the threefold sanctification:

Holy etc.

15. Two midrashim having great affinity with U-Netaneh Tokef
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additional sources

1. Mishnah Rosh Hashanah 4, 6

We do not declaim verses containing the themes of
remembrance, sovereignty and [the sounding of] the
shofar that speak of Divine retribution.
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2. Bavli Rosh Hashanah 32b

We do not declaim verses concerning the remembrance
of individuals, even if it is for good, such as “Remember

me, God...Your people (Psalms 106, 4) and “Remember
me, my God, for good” (Nehemiah 5, 19).
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3. Pesiqta de-Rab Kahana, Pisqa 24 (Shabbat Shuvah)

...for R. Qerispa said in the name of R. Yohanan: there
are three ledgers - one a list of the totally righteous, one
a list of the totally evil, and one of those in the middle...

“They will be removed from the book” (Psalms 69, 29) -
these are the wicked. “[of] the living” - these are the
righteous. “And their names will not be recorded
together with those of the righteous” - these are those
in the middle, whom God has given ten days between
Rosh Hashanah and Yom ha-Kippurim. If they repent
their names are recorded with those of the righteous.
For this reason, Hosea warns the people of Israel, saying
to them “Return, O Israel” (Hosea 14, 2).
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4. Genesis Rabbah 17, 4

R. Aha said: When the Holy Blessed One was about to
create humanity, God took counsel with the angels.
God said to them, “Let us create adam”. The angels said
to him, “This adam - what is his nature?” God answered,
“His wisdom is greater than yours.” God brought before
them the animals, the wild creatures and the birds. He
asked them concerning each one, “What is its name?”
They did not know. God caused all living things to pass
(172y0n) before adam. God asked him concerning each
one, “What is its name?” Adam replied, “this is an ox;
this is a donkey; this is a horse, this is a camel.” “And
you,” God asked. “What is your name?” “| am fit to be
called Adam, for | have been formed from the adamah.”
“And |,” God continued, “What is My name?” Adam
answered, “It is fit that you be called Adonai, because
you are master, adon, over all your creations.”

R. Aha concluded: “| am Adonai; this is my name”
(Isaiah 42, 8). This is my name - the name given to me

by Primal Adam, Adam ha-Rishon.
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5. Tannade-be Eliyahu, 18

Another interpretation: “And forever my people shall
not suffer humiliation” (Joel 2, 27). Our Father in
Heaven, to Whose name ours is likened, and Whose
name is fitting for Him, all is His and everything is His
handiwork, may His great Name be blessed forever and
ever.
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CLOSING STATEMENT

Where does this leave us? In the end, while our time on this earth is brief, the length of
our days and the manner of their end unknown, we, like God, are holy, and we increase
our own holiness and God's through a life of holiness, a life of Torah.

A metaphor that is helpful to me, and | hope to you, is that of an orchestra playing a
perpetual symphony. Each of us is given an instrument and notes to play - the violin
perhaps, percussion, woodwinds. But the symphony is incomplete without our
performance. We are given the gift of playing a few notes, and then someone else
takes our part. But that brief period of playing in the orchestra, of being part of the
performance, lifts us up and we transcend mortality and the prospect of ephemerality.
As God’s instruments we count, we matter. We are temporary manifestations of an
eternal reality. That is the promise and challenge of the Yamim Noraim; that is the
promise and the challenge of life itself.
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