Classic Prayers for the Days
of Awe

For Both Rosh Hashanah and Yom
Kippur



In order to support this year’s socially distanced High Holiday season,
Reconstructing Judaism is making this excerpt from the Mahzor
Leyamim Nora’im: Prayerbook for the Days of Awe available without
cost. We hope that providing this excerpt will help make your at-home
High Holidays observances uniquely meaningful.

We are grateful for the efforts of Rabbi Amy Loewenthal for producing
this excerpt in tandem with the Reconstructionist Rabbinical

Association under the leadership of Rabbi Elyse Wechterman.

If you are in a position to do so, please consider a gift to support
Reconstructing Judaism’s movement of accessible, inclusive Judaism.
Your support will allow us to continue providing free resources like this
one, in addition to training the next generation of rabbis, leading in
Jewish innovation, and connecting our communities across the globe.

To make a gift, please visit our website.


http://stores.jewishreconbooks.org/mahzor-leyamim-noraim/
http://stores.jewishreconbooks.org/mahzor-leyamim-noraim/
https://www.reconstructingjudaism.org/support
http://stores.jewishreconbooks.org/mahzor-leyamim-noraim/
https://www.reconstructingjudaism.org/support

The following psalm is traditionally recited each moming and evening—from Rosh Hodesh
Elul through Hoshana Rabah.

[A psalm] of David

THE ETERNAL is my light and my salvation; whom, then, should
I fear?

THE ALMIGHTY is my living source of strength; before whom
should I tremble?

When evildoers approach to eat my flesh, when tormenters and
enemies come after me,

see how they stumble; see how they tumble down!

Should a force encamp against me, my heart shall have no fear;

should a war arise against me, in one thing I shall trust,

one thing have I asked of GOD, one goal do I pursue: to dwell
in THE ETERNALs house throughout my days,

to know the bliss of THE SUBLIME, to visit in God’s temple.

Truly, in a day of trouble, I am nestled in God’s shelter, hidden
in the recess of God’s tent. God sets me high upon a rock.

KavaNAH. It is only a true and close community that develops associations,
traditions and memories that go to make up its soul. To mingle one’s
personality with that soul becomes a natural longing. In such a community
one experiences that mystic divine grace which, like radiant sunshine,
illumines our lives when joyous and, like balm, heals them when
wounded or stricken. Then all questions about saying this or that become
trivial, for the real purpose is attained in having each one feel with the
Psalmist: “One thing I ask of God that will I seek after, that I may dwell
in the house of God all the days of my life, to behold the graciousness of
God.” M.M.K. (Adapted)
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Ahat sha’alti me’et adonay otah avakesh shivti beveyt adonay kol
yemey hayay lahazot beno’am adonay ulevaker beheyhalo.

COMMENTARY. Many Jews recite this psalm every day betwen the first of
Elul and the end of Sukkot. The rabbis doubtless chose it to accompany us
through every phase of the fall holiday season because it encompasses such
a range of powerful emotions. Identifying with the experience of the
speaker can help us at various moments to get in touch with our fears of
abandonment, our need for security, our yearning for joyful religious
experience, our need for guidance from God, our steadying commitment
never to lose hope. Above all, we experience the psalmist’s vulnerability.
Feeling that it is possible to be hidden and secure within God’s presence,
the psalmist also knows, by contrast, the terrible fear that God can hide
the divine countenance and seem utterly unavailable. The psalm delicately
balances these two kinds of hiddenness, as it seeks a “level path,” the right
way of moving in a difficult, dangerous world. The psalm ends by urging
that we cling to the hope that comes from connection to 17, the One of
Being and Becoming, in whose presence all life unfolds. HL.
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And now, my head is raised in triumph on my foes around me,
and I offer sacrifice in celebration in God’s tent.
I offer song and melody to MY REDEEMER.

Hear me, PrREcIOUS ONE, I call aloud;
be gracious to me, answer me!

To you my heart cries out, to you my face is turned;
your presence, GRACIOUS ONE, I seek.

Hide not your face from me; do not, in anger, turn away your
servant.

You have been my help, don’t shun me now; do not abandon
me, my God who saves!

For my father and my mother have abandoned me,
but THE LIVING ONE shall take me in.

Teach me your way, WiSE ONE, and guide me in a just path as I
meet my foes.

Don’t place me at the mercy of my enemies, for slanderers arise
against me, and they fume in violence.

Were it not for my belief that I'll behold GOD’s goodness in the
Land of Life...

Hope, then, for THE ETERNAL ONE; strengthen your heart with
courage, and have hope in THE ETERNAL.

Psalm 27
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abandoned me, but THE LIVING ONE shall take me in. Everything human
is imperfect and finite—even my parents—who were to me as gods when
[ was a young child. As I mature, I realize that only in sensing my
connection to the ground of being and becoming, the perfect and infinite,
can I ever fully feel safe. S.PW.

0N PIRI A% 202 MRIY IR KD/ Were it not for my belief that I'll
behold God’s goodness in the land of life... This line is a fragment—the
beginning of a thought stranded in mid-air which I refuse to complete. I
don’t want to put into words or visualize a life without faith. It would be
like the end of the verse—an empty chasm. S.PW.
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In the book of life, blessing, peace, and proper sustenance, may
we be remembered and inscribed, we and all your people, the
house of Israel, for a good life and for peace.

[ 0

THE PROMISE OF THIS DAY

Look to this day,

For it is life,

The very life of life.

In its brief course lie all

The realities and verities of existence,
The bliss of growth,

The splendor of action,

The glory of power—

For yesterday is but a dream,

And tomorrow is only a vision.

But today, well lived,

Makes every yesterday a dream of happiness
And every tomorrow a vision of hope.

Look well, therefore, to this day.

Sanskrit Proverb
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A GUIDE TO GREETINGS

During the month of Elul, the traditional greetings are Shanah
tovah (‘A good year”); or Leshanah fovah tikatevu (“May you be
inscribed for a good year {in the Book of Life]”); or Leshanah
tovah umetukah tikatevy (“May you be inscribed for a good and
sweet year”); or—Iless common—Ketivah tovah (“A good
inscription [in the Book of Life]”).

The appropriate response: Gam leha (feminine lah)—“The same
to you.”

Between Rosh Hashanah and Yom Kippur, some people add to
the above: Leshanah tovah tikatevu vetehatemu (“May you be
inscribed and sealed for a good life”). Others use these greetings
only through the first night of Rosh Hashanah; after that, it
would be indelicate to suggest that a person is not already
inscribed in the Book of Life, for on Rosh Hashanah all the
righteous are so inscribed—only those whose records are closely
balanced between good and bad have their fate postponed until
Yom Kippur.

On Yom Kippur (and until Hoshana Rabah) the greeting is
Gemar hatimah tovah (“A good final sealing [to you]!”) or Hatimah
tovah (“A sealing for good!”). Michael Strassteld
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On the High Holy Days in some communities, the hazan or a second sheliah tzibur/
prayer leader begins here.

The sovereign one,
presiding on your lofty and exalted throne!

COMMENTARY. When we are brushed by the magic of the world’s splendor,
when we catch a hint of the mysteries of the universe, when we behold
nature in all its wild beauty, we are embraced by a majesty that both takes
our breath away and restores it to us in an inspiring rush. At that moment,
the “lofty and exalted throne” shines before us. We are humble—and
joyful. L.G.B.

KAVANAH. Praised be to absolutes, to the truths planted deep within us.
Praised be these inner sovereigns and our ability to revere them, to hold
them sacred, so that we can act in their name. D.B.

COMMENTARY. Rosh Hashanah is the descendant of ancient Near Eastern
ceremonies celebrating the annual re-enthronement of the local king and
deity. In the ancient mythologies, this enthronement was associated with
the defeat of chaos. We too have a need to re-enthrone meaning in the face
of the chaos of our lives. JAS.

DERASH. On a hospital bed in an intensive-care unit, a critically ill patient
was heard to say, “I'm ready. If God calls me now, I'm ready to go.” This
acknowledgment of our basic human frailty, mortality and ultimate lack of
control is an essential aspect of addressing God as Hameleh/the Sovereign.
We live life for as long as we have it, doing godly acts as long as we are
able. When our time comes, may we be ready. Carl S. Choper

PESUKEY DEZIMRA/VERSES OF PRAISE / 269



On the High Holy Days in some communities, the hazan or a second sheliah tzibur/

prayer leader begins here.
: = “—

RPN 07 RPD Y WP

Hameleh
yoshev al kisey ram venisa.

The traditional liturgy subtly underlines the changes in mood and
meaning from weekday to Shabbat to Holiday to High Holy Day by its
shifts in nusah, the melodic liturgical line. Such a shift occurs at this
Juncture. On weekdays much of this passage is omitted, and the person
who will chant the main part of n*INW/the morning service begins
simply—*“1¥% I»® Nanw*/your name will always be praised.” On Shabbat
the new service leader emphasizes the stative, restful nature of Shabbat
and its grandeur by beginning “D1I» Y 15W/forever dwelling in the
highest heights.” On the Pilgrimage Festivals the new leader emphasizes
the historical origins of the festivals and their connection to revelation and
redemption by beginning “J1¥ nm3¥yn3 Yx:71/divinity so consummate in
strength.” On the High Holy Days the leader leads us toward the primary
struggle of this season, the effort to re-enthrone the divine in our lives, by
beginning, “9%n71/the Sovereign.” DAT.
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Today, give us courage and strength. Amen!

Today, give us blessing. Amen!
Today, give us goodness. Amen!
Today, seek our welfare and good. Amen!
Today, write us down for a good life. Amen!
Today, please hearken to our cry. Amen!
Today, accept with mercy and good will our prayer. Amen!
Today, may your right hand keep us safe. Amen!
Today, forgive and pardon all our sins. Amen!

On a day like today,

may you bring us, joyful and glad,

to the completion of our reconstruction.

As is written by your prophet’s hand:

“And I shall bring you to my holy mountain,

and you shall celebrate there inside my house of prayer...
For my home shall then be called

a house of prayer for all peoples!”

And may we and all the people Israel,
and all who dwell on earth,

enjoy justice and blessing,
lovingkindness, life, and peace,

until eternity.

COMMENTARY. The 0771/Hayom/Today is the crowning prayer of the
High Holy Day liturgy. Its power stems not only from its fresh and
energetic sense of hope and from its beautiful music; it comes also from
the powerful awareness that what matters is Today, the powerful
commitment of this moment. The challenge of the High Holy Days is
in part to remember that when tomorrow comes, it too will be Today. The
hope of this moment, every moment, lies in the knowledge that when
tomorrow comes it will be Today. If we live in the possibility of this
moment, Today is more than enough. DAT
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Hayom te’amtzenu. Amen.
Hayom tevarehenu. Amen.
Hayom tegadlenu. Amen.
Hayom tidreshenu letovah. Amen.
Hayom tihtevenu lehayim tovim. Amen.
Hayom tishma shavatenu. Amen.
Hayom tekabel berahamim uveratzon et tefilatenu. Amen.
Hayom titmehenu bimin tzidkeha. Amen.
Hayom timhol vetislah lehol avonotenu. Amen.
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The Torah of THE ONE is flawless, it restores the soul.
The testimony of THE ONE is true, it makes wise the simple.

The precepts of THE ONE are sure, they make the heart rejoice.
The mitzvah of THE ONE is clear, it gives light to the eyes.

Fear of THE ONE is pure, it stands eternally.
The judgments of THE ONE are true, together they are just.

The following paragraph is omitted on Shabbat.

ADONAY ADONAY, God loving and gracious,
patient, and abundant in kindness and truth,
keeping kindness for a thousand ages,
forgiving sin and rebellion and transgression,
making pure!

And as for me, my prayer is for you, GENTLE ONE,
may it be for you a time of desire.

O God, in the abundance of your love,

respond to me in truth with your help.

P IPI3... NN/ The Torah...together they are just (Psalms 19:8-10).
..o/ And as for me...your help (Psalms 69:14).

pN...MT /ADONAY...pure! It is customary to recite Exodus 34:6-7 on the
High Holy Days. Kabbalists beginning with Isaac Luria (sixteenth-century
Safed) understood these verses to contain the thirteen attributes of God.
Reciting the attributes celebrates God’s presence as vividly experienced in
the observance of the Days of Awe. DAT
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Torat adonay temimah meshivat nafesh.
Edut adonay ne’emanah mahkimat peti.
Pikudey adonay yesharim mesamehey lev.
Mitzvat adonay barah me’irat eynayim.
Yirat adonay tehorah omedet la’ad.
Mishpetey adonay emet tzadeku yahdav.

The following paragraph is omitted on Shabbat.
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Adonay adonay el rahum vehanun ereh apayim verav hesed

ve’emet notzer hesed la’alafim nosey avon vafesha vehata’ah
venakey.

Va’ani tefilati leha adonay et ratzon elohim berov hasdeha aneni
be’emet yisheha.

468 / HOTZAAT SEFER TORAH/THE TORAH SERVICE



UNETANEH TOKEF/NOW, WE DECLARE...

And so, let holiness arise to you,
for you, God, are our sovereign,

The ark is opened.

Now, we declare the sacred power of this day,
which is the most awesome and solemn of days,
when your rule is established over all,

and your throne set in place by the power of love,
and you come forth to govern in truth.

True it is that you are our judge,

y Jjudg
you alone can reprove, you alone can know,
you alone are witness to all deeds.

It is you who shall write,

you who shall seal what is written,

you who shall read,

and you who shall number all souls.

You alone can remember what we have forgotten;

it is you who shall open the Book of Remembrance,
but its contents shall speak for themselves,

for it bears the imprint of us all,

which our deeds and our lives have inscribed.

And when the great shofar is sounded,

a small, quiet voice can be heard,

and the heavenly beings are thrown into fright,
and, seized by a terrible dread, they declare:

“Behold, the Day of Judgment has arrived,
when even those in heaven’s court are judged,
for none can be exempt from justice’s eyes!”‘_.,

ROSH HASHANAH MORNING / 347
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KAVANAH. Unetaneh tokef refers to the awesome and threatening power of
this day. Our ancestors saw themselves as if exposed to divine retribution
for their sins. They pictured punishment from God mainly in terms of
natural disasters to life and livelihood—plagues, wars and other woes that
can swoop down on us, physically maiming us, ruining our stores and
crops, starving our families. While that feeling—the sense that life’s
tragedies are largely externally imposed—may linger, another way of
understanding this prayer, and the whole of these “days of awe,” is to
recognize how small and hidden from sight is the nature of so much
misfortune that we experience. The splitting of an atom, which we cannot
see, unleashes terrors of dreadful, almost unimaginable proportions.
Similarly, we should not regard lightly the little wounds to the spirit
which happen daily. Every insult uttered, every belittling gesture, every lie
or rejection or unfair accusation is a punishment to a society that does not
value the spirit of respect, the necessity of truth, or the power of love. If
we pay better attention to each other’s feelings, the small cruelties and
hidden meannesses that are tearing us apart from within will no longer
threaten. Let us resolve to heal the environment of suspicion, in which
promises are broken, wills are broken and hearts are broken. Let us no
longer make excuses for selfishness that causes such injuries to the human
spirit, made in God’s image. SDR.
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And all who come into the world

pass before you like sheep for the shepherd—
for, just as a shepherd numbers the flock,
passing the herd by the staff,

so do you make us pass by before you,

and number, and count, and determine the life,
one by one, of all who have lifebreath within.
You decide for each creature its cycles of life,
and you write down its destined decree.

On Rosh Hashanah, all is written and revealed,
and on Yom Kippur, the course of every life is sealed!

—how many pass on, how many shall thrive,
who shall live on, and who shall die,

whose death is timely, and whose is not,

who dies by fire, and who shall be drowned,
who by the sword, and who by the beast,

who by hunger, and who by thirst,

who by an earthquake, who by a plague,

who shall be strangled, and who shall be stoned,
who dwells in peace, and who is uprooted,

who shall live safely, and who shall be harmed,
whose life is tranquil, and whose is tormented,
who shall be poor, and who shall be rich,

who shall be humbled, and who is raised up! -
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Kevakarat ro’eh edro ma’avir tzono tahat shivto ken ta’avir
vetispor vetimneh vetifkod nefesh kol hay vetahtoh kitzbah
lehol beriyah vetihtov et gezar dinam.

Berosh hashanah yikatevun uveyom tzom kipur yehatemun
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The glory and agony of being human rousing us

entreating us to wake up!

To know that we who have no power

can be filled with power.

When we wake up to our transparent nature,

divine forgiveness shines through us.

When we forget our names,

we become part of God’s name.

When we learn to act and yield, act and yield,

we smash the contradiction of existence. SPW.
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But teshuvah, and tefilah, and tzedakah
make easier what God may decree,
make easier what life holds in store,
make easier facing the world,

make easier facing ourselves.

For, as is your name, so is your praise—
slow to be angry, quick to forgive;

you do not desire a person to die,

but only to change and to live.

Down to a person’s last day of life,

the person is given the chance to return,
and all who return, and resolve to be just,
are welcomed by you straight-away.

For truly you are their creator,
and you know their innermost nature,
and they know they are flesh and blood.

COMMENTARY. But teshuvah, and tefilah, and tzedakah.... These meritorious
acts, says the original Hebrew text, “cause the evil of the decree to pass
away” (ma’avirin et ro’a hagezerah). The English rendition seeks to
encompass several ways that we are likely to feel ourselves facing a
decree on the Day of Judgment: by God, by the events of our lives, by the
world around us, and, of course, by ourselves. The power of repentance,
prayer, and acts of giving to turn “judgment,” in all its forms, from an
alien and arbitrary event to a shaping force of our life and our identity is
the subject of these lines. We cannot will away either what happens to us
or what happens around us, but we may have it in our power to turn it
into something quite other than “evil.” JR

TITAT Y7 DR P1avn /make easier what God may decree. We cannot change
the decree. But sometimes our tzedakah, by providing food for the hungry,
shelter for the homeless, or peace for the embattled, reduces 17137 ¥1/the
severe effects of the decree. We can make easier what “God may decree”
by living lives of meaning in the face of apparently meaningless events.
JAS.
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Uteshuvah utefilah utzedakah

ma’avirin et ro’a hagezerah.

Ki heshimeha ken tehilateha kasheh lihos venoah lirtzot. Ki lo
tahpotz bemot hamet ki im beshuvo midarko vehayah. Ve’ad
yom moto tehakeh lo im yashuv miyad tekabelo. Emet ki atah
hu yotzram ve’atah yode’a yitzram ki hem basar vadam. o

AT ¥ DR PIRYD APIN AYDMY 12w/ But teshuvah, and tefilah, and
tzedakah make easier what God may decree. After the fierce determinism
of the first half of Unetaneh Tokef—suggesting that nothing is within our
control, and all is decreed—we are suddenly presented with a note of
encouragement: How we act can, in some way, affect how we live.

Reconstructionism rejects the superstitious dimensions of prayer, and we
do not believe either that “all is decreed” or that “teshuvah, and tefilah, and
tzedakah” can magically mitigate what may happen. But we do accept, as
this prayer suggests, that though there are things beyond our control, we
do retain control over how we react to those things.

A Reconstructionist interpretation of the Hebrew might yield: “Direction
(teshuvah), Reflection (fefilah) and Connection (tzedakah) make it possible
to live within boundaries not of our making and beyond our control.”
Teshuvah, or turning-to-God/liness, is the process of deciding the direction
of our lives. Tefilah, or prayer, can be a reflection on who we are, where we
are, and where we are going. Tzedakah, both charity and acts of justice,
connect us to others, reminding us that our own salvation or self-fulfillment
cannot exist apart from those with whom we share past, present and
future. RH.
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All of humanity is founded on dust—

of dust they are made, and to dust they return;

as long as they live, they strive for their bread.

Like vessels of clay, they can break.

Like grass they can wither, like flowers they fade,
like shadows they pass, like clouds they are emptied,
like wind their strength is exhausted,

like dust they are scattered about,

like a dream they shall vanish from sight.
But you, holy one, your reign is eternal,
the God who lives and endures!

No limit exists to the years of your life,

no end is assigned to the length of your days,
no measure contains the array of your glory,
your name is beyond all translation.

Your name is the perfect expression of you,
and you have, in turn, embodied your name,
and have called us, as well, by your name.

The ark is closed, and we remain standing.
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Adam yesodo me’afar vesofo le’afar. Benafsho yavi lahmo.
Mashul kaheres hanishbar kehatzir yavesh uhetzitz novel
ketzel over uhe’anan kaleh uheruah noshavet uhe’avak pore’ah
vehahalom ya’uf.

Ve’atah hu meleh el hay vekayam.
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The ark is closed, and we remain standing.

w2 nRIP 1YY/ and have called us, as well, by your name. This refers to
the godly quality that is inherent in all people. If our name and God’s
name are intertwined, then our calling to God and God’s calling to us are
reciprocal actions. We speak God’s voice as well as listen for it. God is
within each of us. As we call out to God, God calls out to us. MBK.
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