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Released nineteen years ago this week, the feature film “Seven” somewhat grue-

somely featured murders that emulated the seven deadly sins of Christian ethics, 

namely wrath, greed, sloth, pride, lust, envy and gluttony. Each Rosh Hashanah and 

Yom Kippur, our liturgy includes a prayer that, in its fuller form, as printed in less 

modern liturgies, could inspire an equivalent film in the suspense or horror genre. Let

me read part that is not in our Machzor:

“On Rosh Hashanah they will be written down and on Yom Kippur they will be 

sealed: How many will pass on and how many will be created, who will live and who 

will die, who at their end and who not at their end, who by fire and who by water; who

by the sword and who by wild animal, who by hunger and who by thirst, who by 

earthquake and who by plague, who by strangling and who by stoning...”

It’s not easy reading or listening, is it! If we take a brief look at page 141, we would 

see that, after the opening paragraph, the image is created of God in a magisterial 

court, as Judge and Arbiter, Expert and Witness. No human court with such multiple 

roles for one person would ever be seen as fair or proper, yet we cast God in all 

roles. Yet, turning the page, God is then cast as a conscientious and caring shepherd

looking after the flock. This more merciful entity will respond to our repentance, our 

prayer and our good deeds by annulling the severity of the judgement.

I am focusing on this prayer, to which we will shortly return, because it brings out the 

challenges we constantly face as Progressive Jews, as well as the risks if medieval 

interpretations gain credence in this century.

Unetaneh Tokef is an example of a piyyut or religious poem, and the best scholarly 

guess is that it dates from the 6th or early 7th century, written by a poet named 

Yannai, who lived in the land of Israel. Its widespread fame and liturgical prominence

is owed to a legend of the eleventh century Rabbi Amnon of Mainz in Germany, and 

itself a gruesome story. Rabbi Amnon was asked to convert to Christianity by the 

powerful local Bishop, refusing this request, and then having his fingers and toes cut 

off one by one, each time refusing the repeated request to become Christian. When 

he was returned to his community, shortly afterwards he pleaded to be taken into the

synagogue on Rosh Hashanah and there he recited Unetaneh Tokef, after which he 

was taken immediately to heaven. Three days later, he appeared in a night vision to 



Rabbi Kalonymus ben Meshullam - who we mention during our Additional Service on

Yom Kippur each year  - and taught this leading rabbi the Unetaneh Tokef so that he 

could recite it on Yom Kippur. Amnon instructed that Unetaneh Tokef be recited every

year, and thus it became Asheknazi Jewish practice.

Now this story’s a legend, and we have no historical evidence of such a person as 

Rabbi Amnon. We should, however, note, that his name was carefully chosen - 

Amnon comes from the word emunah, meaning faith or honesty or integrity. Amnon 

was therefore ‘the faithful one’. It’s more likely that the story grew up to explain the 

inclusion of material other than a prayer in the liturgy for the High Holy Days.

In the wake of the crusades, when communities of Jews were decimated, then later 

through expulsions - from England in 1290, from France in 1306, from Sapin in 1492 

- the prayer gained importance as it resonated with the Jews’ experiences. How 

much more so through the pogroms of Eastern Europe through later centuries and, 

most of all, during and after the Shoah. Sixty or seventy years ago, rabbis would fre-

quently draw on Unetaneh Tokef to reflect on the tragedy that befell our people and 

others through the Nazi period.

Now, I hope you, like me, do not believe, in any literal sense, in a God who decides 

our fate and the manner of our death in the way that the poem suggests. Indeed, 

Rabbi John Rayner’s note to our text comments that the complete text has a “fatalist-

ic ring to it, but the human capacity for change is nevertheless emphatically main-

tained, especially in the affirmation that ‘repentance, prayer and good deeds annul 

the severity of the judgement.’”1 In my summer holiday reading, and I’m reasonably 

certain no-one else here read the same compilation by Rabbi Larry Hoffman - who 

was our Scholar-in-Residence in July - of essays about this poem, quite a few writers

argued against its inclusion, or at least for its substantial editing. Some favoured 

Unetaneh Tokef remaining intact, because of tradition, or because its message can 

be interpreted poetically, or simply because it has a memorable tune!

We should rejoice in this diversity of opinions, and in the fact that the whole range 

can be included in one book. No-one is going to shoot anyone for their opinions - the

varying perspectives gave me cause to stop and think carefully, something we ought 

all to relish. One essay that I enjoyed, by Rabbi Lawrence Kushner, asked a question

that is particularly instructive: Why is it repentance, prayer and good deeds that 
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annul the severity of the judgement? Why not other things, like mitzvot, study of 

Torah, love, reverence or peace? His answer is that each of these three actions 

requires us to diminish in some way. When we commit to teshuvah, we diminish our 

egos by admitting to ourselves that we were wrong and therefore, that we accept the

imperfections in ourselves. When we pray tefillah, especially as part of a congrega-

tion, we diminish our minds and hearts by accepting that we are not gods and that 

there is something, indefinable yet somehow knowable, beyond us. When we act 

according to tzedakah, we diminish ourselves by giving something - time and / or 

money - to the benefit of others.

Yet, through all three teshuvah, tefillah and tzedakah, we actually grow and become 

healthier. It is like the pruning of a tree or bush. If left to grow wild, it will quite pos-

sibly flourish, but at some cost to either itself and / or all around it. So it is with us. 

We need to keep ourselves trimmed, we need to go through these times and pro-

cesses of voluntary self-diminution, in order to emerge stronger in mind, soul and 

body.

When we recite the Shema, the watchword of our people’s faith for around three 

thousand years, we commit to loving God ְמאֶֹדָך-ּוְבָכל, ַנְפְׁשָך-ּוְבָכל, ְלָבְבָך-ְּבָכל  

with all your heart and mind, for lev means both, with all your soul, and with all your 

might. Teshuvah, tefillah and tzedakah are Judaism’s way of enabling us to work on 

each of these aspects of ourselves. The wisdom of three thousand years is that to 

commit regular time to each of repentance, prayer and good deeds is to give us the 

opportunity to live a calm and healthy life, however long we may have left to live. 

Unetaneh tokef, in this sense, is not about God determining who will live or die in this

coming year. It is about us deciding if we will come alive by committing to the three 

ways of trimming ourselves, so that we have what I wish you all today - a healthy, 

happy, and peaceful 5775.

1. See MRC p. 487 on the text of p. 141 for Rosh Hashanah and p. 286 for Yom Kippur.
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