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History  

Rosh Hashanah Between 
Tanach and Mishna 

The missing links 

Dr. Rabbi Zev Farber and Prof. Marc Zvi Brettler 

  

“Rosh Hashanah” (not?)  
in the Bible 

osh Hashanah as we know it does not exist in 

the Bible. The Torah does reference a holiday 

that occurs on this date (the first of Tishrei), 

but nowhere does the Bible describe this festival as a 

new year. 

Although the holiday is not part of the pilgrimage fes-

tival calendars in Exodus 23, Exodus 34, or Deuteron-

omy 16, it does appear as part of the festival calendar 

of the Holiness Collection (H) in Lev 23:23-25 and in 

the related sacrificial calendar in Numbers 29:1-11. 

Both texts note a festival on the first day of 

the seventh month (our Tishrei), which clearly cannot 

be described as a “Rosh Hashanah,” i.e., a new year. 

Instead, the Torah assumes a spring new year, begin-

ning in Nissan: 

ַהֹחֶדׁש ַהֶזה   שמות יב:ב
ים   ָלֶכם ֹראׁש ֳחָדׁשִׁ
אׁשֹון הּוא ָלֶכם   רִׁ

י ַהָשָנה.  ְלָחְדׁשֵׁ

Exod 12:2 This month shall mark for 

you the beginning of the months; it 

shall be the first of the months of 

the year for you 

The term “Rosh Hashanah” does appear once in the Bi-

ble, in Ezekiel 40:1, but there it does not mean Rosh 

Hashanah, for it refers to an event on the tenth of the 

month. It is probably a reference to the month of Nissan, 

the first month of the year in the Torah’s counting.[1] 

Stated differently, what we call Rosh Hashanah was 

celebrated according to a minority of festival calen-

dars in the Torah (i.e., not in J, E, or D but only in P’s 

festival calendar), and there it is commemorated with 

loud blasts or shouts (זכרון תרועה) and abstinence from 

work. It is not a new year. 

What Is the Nature of the 
Celebration in Nehemiah? 

Remarkably, the book of Nehemiah (chs. 7–8) de-

scribes a communal Torah reading ceremony that be-

gins on the first of the seventh month. The exact sig-

nificance of the day is unclear but nothing in the text 

suggests that it is our Rosh Hashanah. At the end of 

the day’s reading, Nehemiah makes an announcement 

about the holiday: 

...ַהּיֹום ָקֹדׁש   נחמיה ח:ט
יֶכם ַאל   הּוא ַלי־הָוה ֱאֹלהֵׁ

י   ְבּכּו ּכִׁ ְתַאְבלּו ְוַאל תִׁ תִׁ
ים ָּכל ָהָעם ּכְ  ָׁשְמָעם  בֹוכִׁ
י ַהתֹוָרה  ְברֵׁ  .ֶאת דִׁ

Neh 8:9 ... “This day is holy to 

YHWH your God: you must not 

mourn or weep,” for all the people 

were weeping as they listened to 

the words of the Teaching. 

ַוֹּיאֶמר ָלֶהם ְלכּו   ח:י
ים ּוְׁשתּו   ְכלּו ַמְׁשַמנִׁ אִׁ

ְלחּו ָמנֹות   ים ְוׁשִׁ ַמְמַתקִׁ
ין ָנכֹון לֹו ּכִׁ  י ָקדֹוׁש  ְלאֵׁ

ינּו ְוַאל   ַהּיֹום ַלֲאֹדנֵׁ
י ֶחְדַות ְי־הָוה  בּו ּכִׁ ָעצֵׁ תֵׁ

יא ָמֻעְזֶכם.   הִׁ

8:10 He further said to them, “Go, 

eat choice foods and drink sweet 

drinks and send portions to who-

ever has nothing prepared, for the 

day is holy to our Lord. Do not be 

sad, for your rejoicing in YHWH 

is the source of your strength. 

R 

https://us-central1-bageladmin.cloudfunctions.net/author/zev-farber
https://us-central1-bageladmin.cloudfunctions.net/author/zev-farber
https://us-central1-bageladmin.cloudfunctions.net/author/marc-zvi-brettler
https://us-central1-bageladmin.cloudfunctions.net/author/marc-zvi-brettler


Rosh Hashanah: Bible, History, and Liturgy   |  5 
 

 

On one hand, it seems clear that this day is a holiday 

and the people are supposed to eat, drink and be mer-

ry. On the other hand, no one in the audience seems to 

know that this holiday existed. It is possible that this 

just reflects ignorance on their part or their being dis-

tracted by the intensity of the event (the verse says 

they were crying). 

Alternatively, Nehemiah’s announcement could be 

understood not as announcing or reminding them 

of the holiday but of declaring the day a holiday, in 

honor of the public Torah reading. If this latter inter-

pretation is correct, it would mean that the holiday of 

“Rosh Hashanah” was unknown to this author. Either 

way, none of the distinct features of our new year hol-

iday including blowing the shofar are mentioned in 

this passage. 

Rosh Hashanah in the Mishna 

By the time of the rabbis, however, Rosh Hashanah is 

a full-blown, important festival. Although only a small 

part of the short Mishnah Rosh Hashanah deals with 

Rosh Hashanah itself, the first of Tishrei there has 

many of the features that we associate with the festi-

val: a day of judgment (1:2), the blowing of the shofar 

(ch. 4), and special blessings, malchiyot, zichronot, 

and shofarat in the mussaf service (4:5-6). These fea-

tures are nowhere even hinted at in any biblical text in 

association with that day. This raises an obvious ques-

tion: Are these features the creation of the rabbis? 

When did this holiday of the first of the seventh 

month become the holiday of the new year? 

The 350-Year Gap Between the Bible and 
the Mishna 

Most scholars believe that the latest biblical text is the 

book of Daniel—at least the latter half of it—since it 

refers to events after 167 B.C.E. (the persecutions of 

Antiochus IV) but not to events after 164 B.C.E. (the 

defeat for the Syrian Greeks by the Maccabees and the 

cleansing of the Temple, eventually commemorated as 

Hannukah). Tradition suggests that the Mishnah was 

codified by R. Judah the Prince a bit after 200 CE, and 

it may incorporate earlier versions of Mishnah, and 

contains tradition attributed to early rabbinic sages. 

In any case, the period of the Mishnah and that of the 

Bible are not continuous; to use an inelegant phrase 

that parallels the Christian term “intertestamental,” 

namely the period between the Old Testament (we are 

intentionally using this term here) and the New Tes-

tament, the Jewish post-biblical pre-rabbinic period is 

approximately three and half centuries long. 

Jews wrote in this period—though none of this writ-

ing became canonical for the rabbis and the later 

Jewish community. The Jewish philosopher Philo of 

Alexandria lived then (c. 25 B.C.E. – c. 50 C.E.), and 

much of his extensive writing has been preserved by 

the Church; the Jewish historian Josephus was his 

younger contemporary (37-c. 100 C.E.). Most of the 

Dead Sea Scrolls date from this period. These all of-

fer important middle points between the Bible and 

the rabbis, allowing us to see in many cases how 

laws, customs and institutions reflected in rabbinic 

literature developed. 

In addition, numerous Jewish works in a many genres 

were penned in this period. Many tried to gain ac-

ceptance to a broad audience by claiming that they 

were lost works form antiquity and thus are called by 

scholars Pseudepigrapha, “false writings.” Collections 

of these works were printed in English translation by 

Robert Henry Charles[2] and then by James Charles-

worth.[3] Recently, Professors Louis Feldman, James 

Kugel and Lawrence Schiffman have brought together 

a new collection of such works in a magnificent three 

volume set called Outside the Bible: Ancient Jewish 

Writings Related to Scripture. Published by the Jew-

ish Publication Society, the set contains a large selec-

tion of Pseudepigrapha and related works, where each 

work is introduced, translated into English, and pro-

vided with a commentary. 

These texts help fill in this post-biblical pre-rabbinic 

period in remarkable detail. In the case of Rosh 

Hashanah, we see that some of the rabbinic “devel-

opments” are not developments at all, but reflect cus-



 
 6   | 
 
 
 

toms and understandings that postdate the Torah, but 

are not original to the rabbis. In this essay, we will 

survey some of these texts to get a feeling for the early 

transformation of the holiday of the first of the sev-

enth month into Rosh Hashanah. 

Jubilees 

The Book of Jubilees is a 2nd century B.C.E. rewriting of 

the beginning of the Torah, covering the period from 

creation to the Sinai theophany. It is named Jubilees by 

modern scholars since it divides time into periods of 

fifty or jubilee years, as seen in the quotation below. A 

main feature of the book is its attempt to connect bibli-

cal law with the patriarchs by adding legal pieces into 

their stories, thereby claiming that such laws are even 

more ancient than the Sinai revelation! This includes 

connecting biblical holidays with actions taken by the 

patriarchs. The date of Rosh Hashanah, the 1st of the 

7th month, appears in connection with Abraham. 

“Lech Lecha” on Rosh Hashanah Night 

12:16 And in the sixth week, in its fifth year, Abram sat 

up during the night on the first of the seventh month, 

so that he might observe the stars from evening until 

daybreak so that he might see what the nature of the 

year would be with respect to rain. And he was sitting 

alone and making observations (Jubilees 12.16, from 

Outside the Bible, p. 338). 

In this passage, Abraham has an epiphany on the 

night of Rosh Hashanah, that he need not leave his 

fate to the stars but should trust only in God. In re-

sponse to this, God sends Abraham the message that 

kicks off the Abraham cycle in the Torah, “Go from 

your land… (12.22)” 

Similarly, this same date is associated with the ac-

count of Jacob’s building an altar in Bethel and the 

removal of the foreign gods from his camp, the ac-

count that appears in (Gen 35:1-7). 

And he went up on the first of the seventh month into 

Bethel. And he built an altar in the place where he had 

slept and had erected a pillar (Jubilees 31.3 = p. 399). 

Thus, for Jubilees, the holiday celebrated on the first 

of the seventh (Rosh Hashanah) is also associated 

with the night Abraham was told to leave Haran and 

go to the Promised Land and the day Jacob built an 

altar at Bethel. 

Philo – Special Laws 188 

The Jewish philosopher Philo (c. 25 B.C.E. – c. 50 

C.E.) lived in Alexandria and wrote in Greek. His writ-

ings include commentaries on the Laws of the Torah, 

allegorical explanations of Torah stories, and other 

reflections on Jewish philosophy. It is likely that he 

hardly knew Hebrew, and his Bible was the Septua-

gint, the ancient Greek translation. In his The Special 

Laws, he describes Rosh Hashanah, or, in his par-

lance, the “Trumpet Feast” (probably a translation of 

the Hebrew יום תרועה). 

188 Next comes the opening of the sacred month, 

when it is customary to sound the trumpet in the 

temple at the same time that the sacrifices are 

brought there, and its name of “trumpet feast” is de-

rived from this. (Outside the Bible, pp. 1081-1082). 

Philo nowhere calls this festival a new-year holiday 

but, like the rabbis, Philo believes that the holiday re-

fers to the blowing of an instrument. 

Trumpet or Horn 

The term Philo uses for the instrument, salpinks 

(σάλπιγξ), is not the term for “ram’s horn 

(κερατίνη/keratinei),” which would reflect the He-

brew שופר, but “trumpet,” reflecting the Hebrew, 

 Thus, some scholars argue that it is likely that .חצוצרות 

Philo’s “Rosh Hashanah” celebration (in Alexandria) 

would have contained trumpet blowing instead of sho-

far blowing (if it contained any blowing at all—see fur-

ther on.) 

Nevertheless, Naomi Cohen, in her commentary on 

Philo (Outside the Bible ad loc.), points out that this 

assumption is far from certain, since in Greek, sal-

pinks is also a general term for blowing instruments, 

i.e., horns and trumpets. In fact, as she points out, the 

Septuagint translates every instance of either שופר or 
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 in the Torah (though not in the entire Tanach חצוצרות

—different books of the Bible had different transla-

tors) with this same word.[4] Thus, it is impossible to 

tell whether Philo meant a trumpet or a ram’s horn 

just by his use of the term salpinks. More significant-

ly, the fact that in Philo’s Torah, the Septuagint, the 

same word was used for שופר and  חצוצרות allowed him 

to offer his dual interpretation of the symbolism of 

this mitzvah. 

The Connection to Sinai 

Philo ties the blowing of the salpinks into the story of 

the Sinai theophany. 

188-189 It is a reminder of a mighty and marvelous 

event which came to pass when the oracles of the law 

were given from above. For then the sound of the 

trumpet pealed from heaven and reached, we may 

suppose, the ends of the universe, so that the event 

might strike terror even into those who were far from 

the spot and dwelling well nigh at the extremities of 

the earth, who would come to the natural conclusion 

that such mighty signs portended mighty conse-

quences (ibid). 

Philo sees the blowing of the shofar as a reminder of 

the Sinai revelation, where God reveals God’s laws to 

the Israelites. Although to us this may seem like an 

odd conflation of Shavuot and Rosh Hashanah, this 

also prefigures the imagery of the mussaf prayer 

of Shofarot, which highlights the connection between 

the shofar of Rosh Hashanah and that of Sinai. 

The Connection to War 

Philo also connects the blowing of the salpinks to the 

law of blowing trumpets at wartime. 

190-192 The trumpet is the instrument used in war, 

both to sound the advance against the enemy when 

the moment comes for engaging battle and also for 

recalling the troops when they have to separate and 

return to their respective camps. And there is another 

war not of human agency when nature is at strife in 

herself, when her parts make onslaught one on an-

other and her law-abiding sense of equality is van-

quished by the greed for inequality… And therefore 

the law instituted this feast figured by that instru-

ment of war the trumpet, which gives it its name, to 

be as a thank offering to God the peacemaker and 

peacekeeper, Who destroys faction both in cities and in 

the various parts of the universe and creates plenty and 

fertility and abundance of other good things… (ibid) 

Philo is thinking of Numbers 10:9, which discusses the 

function of trumpets at wartime: 

י ָתֹבאּו   במדבר י:ט ְוכִׁ
ְלָחָמה ְבַאְרְצֶכם ַעל   מִׁ

ר   ַהַצר ַהֹצרֵׁ
ֹעֶתם   ֶאְתֶכם  ַוֲהרֵׁ

ְזַּכְרֶתם   ַבֲחֹצְצֹרת  ֲונִׁ
י  ְפנֵׁ יֶכם    לִׁ ְי־הָוה ֱאֹלהֵׁ

יֶכם.  ֹאְיבֵׁ  ְונֹוַׁשְעֶתם מֵׁ

Num 10:9 When you are at war in your 

land against an aggressor who at-

tacks you, you shall sound short 

blasts on the trumpets, that you 

may be remembered before YHWH 

your God and be delivered from 

your enemies. (NJPS) 

For Philo, the war imagery is designed to make people 

thankful by contrasting the frightening realities of war 

with the peaceful reality of the Temple service. 

In short, for Philo, the blowing of the salpinks was 

meant to make Jews in particular thankful to God for 

the giving of the Torah, and humanity in general 

thankful for peace and the abundance that comes with 

it. Such an interpretation was only possible for a 

Greek-speaking Jew, for whom the Septuagint transla-

tion was the Torah, and for whom there was no dis-

tinction between the trumpet and the horn. 

Blowing Only in the Temple 

When Philo discusses blowing the salpinks, he says 

explicitly that it was blown in the Temple, i.e. only in 

the Temple, not in Alexandria where Philo would have 

worshiped or any similar place. This is quite different 

from rabbinic tradition which requires every Jew to 

blow or hear the shofar, whether they are in the Tem-

ple or not. 

Assuming Philo’s belief reflected the practice in Alex-

andria—as is likely, but not certain—Philo may never 

have heard the instrument blown and may only have a 

vague notion as to what it was. Thus, he may have had 

either a trumpet or a shofar or both in mind. 

This possibility is buttressed by the Mishnah’s account 

of Temple practice, since it claims that both the trum-
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pets and the shofar were blown in the Temple on Rosh 

Hashanah (m. Rosh Hashanah 3:3): 

ׁשֹוָפר ֶׁשל ֹראׁש ַהָשָנה  
יו   ל, ָפׁשּוט, ּופִׁ ֶׁשל ָיעֵׁ

י  ְמֻצֶפה ָזָהב, ּוְׁשתֵׁ
ין.   ן ַהְצָדדִׁ ֲחצֹוְצרֹות מִׁ

יְך   ׁשֹוָפר ַמֲארִׁ
ְצרֹות,  ַוֲחצֹוְצרֹות ְמקַ 

ְצַות ַהּיֹום ַבשֹוָפר.   ֶׁשמִׁ

The shofar of Rosh Hashanah – is 

of an ibex, straight. Its mouth is 

coated in gold, and there are two 

trumpets alongside. The shofar 

should be long while the trumpet 

blast should be short, since 

the mitzvah of the day is with a 

shofar. 

Dead Sea Scrolls - Festival Prayers 

The Dead Sea Scrolls, which began to be published in 

1947, and are now fully available, are one of the most 

important sources that we have for the post-biblical 

and pre-rabbinic period. They must be used with cau-

tion, however. Some of them reflect more mainstream 

practices of the time, while others reflect more sec-

tarian, likely Essene practices. 

Some scrolls have ancient names associated with 

them, while more have been given names by modern 

scholars based on their theme or content. All were 

given names bases on the cave where they were 

found—thus the prosaically named 4Q509 was found 

in the Cave Four, the most prolific of the caves; some 

scholars have named it 4QFestival Prayersc. 

The section quoted below, although very fragmentary, 

immediately precedes laws concerning Yom Kippur, 

so it almost certainly pertains to Rosh Hashanah. 

4Q509 Fragments 1+2 

 [ ...]...ט[֯יט חוצות ]
]...לפניכ[ה֯ נׄשפוך  

 שׄ]יחנו...[
 [ ...[ח֯נו בקץ ה]...]◦]...[

 . . . 
ש֯ה֯ ותדבר  [ מו֯...]

 [...אל]יו
. . .  

 ] א[שר צׄויתו֯ א֯ל 
[]... 

  [] . . . [כ֯ה עמכה ב֯]...

3 [... m]ud of the streets [...] 

4 [... before y]ou we pour out [our] 

lam[ent ...] 

5 [...] us at the time of [...] 

. . . 

8 [...] Moses, and you spoke to 

[him ...] 

. . . 

10 [... wh]ich you commanded to 

[...] 

11 [...] your people [...] 

4Q509 Fragment 3 (|| 1Q34 Fragments 2+1 1–4) 

 [...]◦◦[ואו֯נה  ...]

[ת֯ה מועׄד֯  ...]
 [...שלומנ֯ו֯]

כיא שמחת[נ֯ו  ...]
מיגוננו֯ ואספ֯תה֯]  

 [ ...נדחינו למועד
[וׄנפוצות]י[נ֯ו֯  ...]

}}ל֯]תקופת{{  
 [ ...לתקופתת[ק֯]בץ  

ח[ס֯ד֯֯יכ֯ה֯ על  ...]
עדתנו כש]עירים על  

 הארץ במועדי זרע[ 
 . . . 

וכרביבים על ע[ש֯בׄ  ...]
 [...במועדי דשא ו֯]

ואנו נספרה  ...]
נ[פ֯לא]ו[ת֯יכה לדור  

 [...ודוׄ]ר
ברו[ך אדונ֯י א֯שר  ...]

 [...שמח֯]נו

1 [...] and her sorrow [...] 

2 [...] the appointed time 

of our peace [...], 

3 [... for you made] us [rejoice] 

from our grief. You will gather [our 

banished ones for the appointed 

time of ...], 

4 [...] and our scattered on[es you] 

will ass[emble for the turning of ...] 

5 [...] your [me]rcies on our con-

gregation like ra[in drops on the 

earth at seed-time] 

. . . 

7 [... and like showers on the gr]ass 

at sprouting time. [...] 

8 [... We will tell of] your 

[w]on[d]ers for generation after 

generat[ion ...] 

9 [... Bless]ed is the Lord who 

gladdens [us ...] 

(Outside the Bible, pp. 1942-1944) 

Obscure and broken, this text shows that Rosh 

Hashanah was celebrated through special prayers, 

although these are not the same as those recorded in 

the later Mishnah. It was associated with peace and 

was a time of joy, and national restoration, and (like 

Jubilees) associated with the hope for good rains in 

the following season—a motif later connected 

to Shemini Atzeret, immediately following Sukkot. 

The association of Rosh Hashanah with joy is also 

found in the Temple Scroll (25:9; תשמחו ביום הזה), the 

longest scroll found at Qumran. It deviates remarka-

bly from the rabbinic emphasis of repentance and 

fear, though some late rabbinic sources do view Rosh 

Hashanah as a joyous time, prohibiting fasting on 

these days.[5] 

The Biblical Antiquities of  
Pseudo-Philo 

Biblical Antiquities (Liber Antiquitatum Biblicarum), 

also known as Pseudo-Philo (since it was at one time 

[incorrectly] attributed to Philo of Alexandria),[17] re-

tells biblical history from creation to the death of Saul. 
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The author is unknown and its original language un-

certain, though most believe it was written in Hebrew, 

though now it is preserved in Latin. The work most 

probably dates from shortly after the destruction of 

the Second Temple. In chapter 13, it notes: 

6 On the festival of trumpets there will be an offering 

on behalf of your watchmen. Because on it I review 

creation, so as to take note of the entire world. At the 

beginning of the year, when you present yourselves, I 

will decide the number of those who are to die and 

who are to be born (Outside the Bible, p. 502). 

Biblical Antiquities is the ultimate proto-rabbinic text. 

It refers to this holiday as the Festival of Trumpets, 

like Philo, and thus pictures blowing an instrument 

(possibly the shofar).[18] It describes the festival as 

coming at the beginning of the year, i.e. it is Rosh 

Hashanah. Furthermore, it contains the theme of later 

rabbinic texts and the High Holiday liturgy, that God 

decides who will live and who will die on this day. 

In short, Biblical Antiquities is the earliest text to de-

scribe what is essentially rabbinic Rosh Hashanah. 

Tracing the Beginnings of the 
Rabbinic Rosh Hashanah 

These texts, which chronologically bridge the biblical 

and the rabbinic periods, are only a small remnant of 

the many texts that must have been produced. They 

provide some missing links—connection to blowing a 

trumpet/shofar on the holiday, the theme of judg-

ment, the Sinai imagery, and the idea that this holiday 

is the beginning of the year—none of which appears 

explicitly in the Bible. 

Perhaps future discoveries will bring to light additional 

texts that will help us better understand how and when 

the elements associated with the rabbinic festival first 

developed. But the texts that we do have offer some 

intriguing evidence that we may ponder in thinking 

about the nature of Rosh Hashanah and how it became 

the holiday that it is today in rabbinic Judaism. 

 

[1] For more on this passage, see TABS editors, “Does Ezekiel in 572 

B.C.E Know of Yom Kippur?” TheTorah (2013). 

[2] The Apocrypha and Pseudepigrapha of the Old Testament in 

English (2 vols.; Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1913). 

[3] The Old Testament Pseudepigrapha (2 vols; Doubleday, 1983). 

[4] The LXX translators of Judges, Samuel, and Kings do 

use keratinei for שופר. This seems to be an unusually precise transla-

tion and the translators of the Torah preferred the less precise col-

loquial norm. 

[5] See R. Jacob ben Asher, for instance, who writes in the laws of 

Rosh Hashanah (Tur, Orach Chayyim 597): 

  ואין   ושמחין   ושותין   ואוכלין

 כלל  בו להתענות

We eat, drink and make merry, and 

we are not to fast at all. 
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Babylonian Rosh 
Hashanah 

Dr. Uri Gabbay 

 

The Ishtar-gate of Babylon in Pergamon Museum.  

The cultic procession went through this gate. 

osh Hashanah, now one of the most im-

portant festivals in the Jewish calendar, is 

hardly mentioned in the Bible. The following 

is the instruction on its observance, in Leviticus 23: 

ר כג:כג ויקרא  ְי־הָוה   ַוְיַדבֵׁ
.  לֵׁאֹמר  ֹמֶׁשה  ֶאל
ר  כד: כג י   ֶאל  ַדבֵׁ   ְבנֵׁ

ל ְשָראֵׁ   ַבֹחֶדׁש  לֵׁאֹמר  יִׁ
י  יעִׁ   ְבֶאָחד  ַהְשבִׁ

ְהֶיה  ַלֹחֶדׁש   ָלֶכם  יִׁ
ְכרֹון   ַׁשָבתֹון    ְתרּוָעה  זִׁ
ְקָרא   ָּכל כה:כג.  ֹקֶדׁש  מִׁ

  ֹלא  ֲעֹבָדה  ְמֶלאֶכת
ְקַרְבֶתם  ַתֲעשּו   ְוהִׁ
ֶשה  .ַלי־הָוה  אִׁ

Lev 23:23 And YHWH spoke unto Mo-

ses, saying: 23:24 Speak unto the 

children of Israel, saying: In the 

seventh month, in the first day of 

the month, shall be a solemn rest 

unto you, a memorial proclaimed 

with the blast of horns ( תרועה זכרון ), a 

holy convocation. 23:25 Ye shall do no 

manner of servile work; and ye shall 

bring an offering made by fire unto 

YHWH. 

A similar instruction, with a detailed description of 

the sacrificial offerings, is found in Numbers 29, 1-6. 

There is nothing in this laconic instruction that 

would indicate that this is the New Year's festival, 

especially since the seventh month (Tishrei), not the 

first (Nissan), is mentioned. Nevertheless, the evi-

dence from the later Mishnah Rosh Hashanah sug-

gests that both Tishrei and Nissan were among four 

beginnings of the year. 

Indeed, in Rabbinic literature, the first day of the sev-

enth month, that is, the first day of the month of 

Tishrei, was much more than a "solemn rest" day. The 

day was considered the New Year, a day of judgment, 

the day of God's enthronement and kingship, and the 

very day in which the universe was created. The tradi-

tion that the world was created in the beginning of the 

year, whether Tishrei or Nissan, is found in a baraita 

cited in the Babylonian Talmud, Rosh Hashanah 10b-

11a. The question is whether this later Rabbinic per-

ception of Rosh Hashanah has its origins in the bibli-

cal world. 

New Years in the Ancient Near East 

A wider look at the New Year's festival in the Ancient 

Near Eastern world may give us some insights beyond 

this laconic biblical description, and may help in fill-

ing the gap between the instructions in Leviticus and 

Numbers and the later traditions. 

Before describing the New Year's festival in ancient 

Mesopotamia, as known mainly from texts written in 

cuneiform script on clay tablets in the Akkadian lan-

guage, stemming from the first millennium BCE, the 

following question should first be asked: When did the 

New Year begin in ancient Mesopotamia? 

Depending on time and place, the Mesopotamian New 

Year began either in the beginning of autumn, on the 

first day of the seventh month, called Tashritu (the 

origin of the Hebrew month-name Tishrei, not yet 

found in the Bible), literally meaning "Beginning," and 

in the beginning of spring, on the first day of the first 

month, called Nisannu (Hebrew Nisan, found in the 

late biblical texts Esther 3:7 and Nehemiah 2:1), origi-

nally a Sumerian word meaning "First-fruit (offer-

ing)." Thus, even the names of both months exhibit 

their calendrical role as "beginnings." 

ANE New Year's Rituals:  
The Akitu Festival 

During the Mesopotamian New Year's festivals, a com-

plex set of rituals took place. The following description 

R 
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is based on texts dealing with the month of Nisannu in 

the city of Babylon, but similar descriptions are known 

also in the context of the month of Tashritu.[1] 

The framework in which the New Year's festival oc-

curred was called the akitu-festival, and it lasted elev-

en days, beginning on the first of Nisannu and ending 

on the eleventh of Nisannu. The main two cultic 

events in this period were a procession of the statue of 

the main Babylonian god, Marduk, to a temple in the 

outskirts of the city, called the akitu-temple, on the 

eighth day; he was then returned back to his cella in 

the main temple of Babylon on the eleventh day, the 

last day of the ritual. 

These events corresponded to the mythological setting 

of the Babylonian myth called Enuma Elish which 

served as the central narrative and as the theological 

basis for the god Marduk and his city Babylon. The 

myth tells of Marduk’s battle and victory over the sea-

goddess Tiamat and her furious monsters, the crea-

tion of the universe from her corpse, and Marduk's 

enthronement as king of the gods and the universe. 

The Babylonian Rosh Hashanah 

In the akitu-festival, Marduk's mythological going out 

to war against Tiamat was conceived as the cultic pro-

cession to the akitu temple, in which the mythological 

combat itself was understood to have taken place. The 

cultic procession back to Marduk's main temple was 

conceived as his return to Babylon after his victory, 

and he was then (re)enthroned there as king of the 

gods. The statue of Marduk was then seated in the 

eastern annex of the temple called the Dais-of-

Destinies, where he makes the judgments and decides 

the destinies for the coming year. 

According to Babylonian religious perception, this 

mythical drama, namely the victory over the sea-

goddess and her monsters, the creation of the world, 

Marduk's enthronement, and his judgment, all oc-

curred in the first days of the year, in the beginning of 

the month of Nisannu, and the cultic acts were per-

ceived as reflecting these mythical occurrences. In-

deed, the myth recounting this, Enuma Elish, was re-

cited as part of this ritual by a priest in Marduk's cella, 

in front of Marduk's statue, on the fourth day of 

Nisannu, before the beginning of the procession to the 

akitu-temple a few days later. This is indicated by the 

ritual instructions from Babylon: 

Following the second meal (offering) of the after-

noon, the "big-brother" priest of the E-umusha-cella 

will recite Enuma Elish to the god Bel (= Marduk) 

from its beginning to its end.[2] 

Thus the Babylonian New Year ritual, whether cele-

brated in spring or fall, contained the following ele-

ments: combat and victory, creation, divine en-

thronement, and judgment. 

The Akitu and the Biblical 
Conception of God's Kingship 

Returning to the Bible, we find that these four ele-

ments are all linked together in some of the Psalms. 

This is best seen in Psalm 74. In verses 12-17, God’s 

kingship is associated with a primordial battle 

against the sea and its creatures, and the creation of 

the world: 

ים יב:עד תהלים אֹלהִׁ י   וֵׁ   ַמְלּכִׁ
ֶקֶדם ל  מִׁ   ְיׁשּועֹות  ֹפעֵׁ
 ַאָתה  יג:עד.  ָהָאֶרץ  ְבֶקֶרב

ַבְרתָ   ָים  ְבָעְזָך  פֹוַרְרתָ    ׁשִׁ
י  ינִׁ   ָראׁשֵׁ   ַעל  יםַתנִׁ
ם ַצְצתָ   ַאָתה  יד:עד.  ַהָמיִׁ   רִׁ
י  ְוָיָתן   ָראׁשֵׁ ְתֶננּו  לִׁ   תִׁ
ים  ְלָעם  ַמֲאָכל ּיִׁ   טו:עד.  ְלצִׁ

  ָוָנַחל  ַמְעָין   ָבַקְעתָ   ַאָתה
  ַנֲהרֹות  הֹוַבְׁשתָ   ַאָתה
יָתן    ַאף  יֹום  ְלָך טז:עד.  אֵׁ

ינֹותָ   ַאָתה  ָלְיָלה  ְלָך   ֲהכִׁ
  ַאָתה  יז:עד .ָוָׁשֶמׁש  ָמאֹור
ַצְבתָ    ָאֶרץ  ְגבּולֹות  ָּכל  הִׁ

ץ   ַאָתה  ָוֹחֶרף  ַקיִׁ
 ם.ְיַצְרתָ 

Ps 74:12 O God, my King from of old, 

who brings deliverance through-

out the land; 74:13 it was You who 

drove back the sea with Your 

might, who smashed the heads of 

the monsters in the waters; 74:14 it 

was You who crushed the heads of 

Leviathan, who left him as food 

for the denizens of the desert; 74:15 

it was You who released springs 

and torrents, who made mighty 

rivers run dry; 74:16 the day is 

Yours, the night also; it was You 

who set in place the orb of the 

sun; 74:17 You fixed all the bounda-

ries of the earth; summer and 

winter—You made them. 

After mentioning these primordial acts, the following 

verses in the Psalm deal with judgment, (social) jus-

tice, and the covenant. Thus, God’s battle and creation 

are associated with His kingship and His judgment. 
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Similarly, judgment is linked to God’s kingship and to 

the creation of the world in Psalm 96, especially in 

verse 10: 

מְ  י:צו תהלים ם  רּואִׁ    ַבגֹויִׁ
ּכֹון   ַאף  ָמָלְך  ְי־הָוה   תִׁ
ל בֵׁ מֹוט  ַבל  תֵׁ ין   תִׁ   ָידִׁ

ים ים  ַעמִׁ יָׁשרִׁ  . ְבמֵׁ

Ps 96:10 Declare among the nations, 

“YHWH is king!” the world stands 

firm; it cannot be shaken; He 

judges the peoples with equity. 

The question is whether these four elements (battle 

and victory, creation, enthronement, and judgment) 

are linked to the biblical New Year, as they are in an-

cient Mesopotamia. 

The Shofar: Linking New Year to the Hol-
iday of the Seventh Month 

It seems that a link can be made in the Bible too, and 

this is done through the blowing of the shofar. As seen 

above, already in Leviticus and Numbers the first day 

of the seventh month is considered a yom teru’ah. In 

the Bible, the blowing of the shofar is a major symbol 

of enthronement and kingship. Enthronement and the 

blowing of the shofar are explicitly linked in Psalm 47 

(which much later becomes the Psalm recited in the 

Rosh Hashanah prayers before the blowing of the sho-

far);[3] see especially verses 3 and 6-9: 

י   ג:מז תהלים  ֶעְליֹון   ְי־הָוה ּכִׁ
  ָּכל  ַעל  ָגדֹול  ֶמֶלְך  נֹוָרא

 .ָהָאֶרץ

Ps 47:3 For YHWH Most High is 

awesome, great king over all the 

earth 

ים  ָעָלה  ו:מז ְתרּוָעה  ֱאֹלהִׁ   בִׁ
 ז :מז.  ׁשֹוָפר  ְבקֹול  ְי־ֹהָוה
ים  ַזְמרּו רּו  ֱאֹלהִׁ   ַזְמרּו  ַזמֵׁ

נּו רּו  ְלַמְלּכֵׁ י   ח:מז.  ַזמֵׁ  ּכִׁ
ים  ָהָאֶרץ  ָּכל  ֶמֶלְך   ֱאֹלהִׁ
יל  ַזְמרּו   ָמַלְך  ט:מז.  ַמְשּכִׁ

ים ם  ַעל  ֱאֹלהִׁ ים  גֹויִׁ   ֱאֹלהִׁ
א  ַעל  ָיַׁשב סֵׁ  . ָקְדׁשוֹ   ּכִׁ

47:6 God ascends midst acclama-

tion; YHWH, to the blasts of the 

horn. 47:7 Sing, O sing to God; 

sing, O sing to our king; 47:8 for 

God is king over all the earth; 

sing a hymn. 47:9 God reigns over 

the nations; God is seated on His 

holy throne. 

Thus, some scholars suggested that the mention of the 

shofar together with God’s enthronement may indi-

cate the association of this enthronement–and the 

battle, creation and judgment linked with it–with the 

New Year.  

Rosh Hashanah in Context 

If the above suggestion is correct, the biblical “New 

Year” holiday should be seen in the context of the An-

cient Near Eastern New Year described above, where 

all these elements (battle, creation, judgment, and 

enthronement) were connected together. The signifi-

cance of this historical context and its interpretation is 

the subject of different views. 

Some see it as a direct influence from Mesopotamia to 

ancient Israel, some see it as an indirect influence that 

passed through the linkage of Syrian and Canaanite 

cultures. Yet others see the references in the Psalms as 

remnants, with the mainstream instruction on the first 

day of the seventh month in Leviticus and Numbers 

intentionally making no mention of myth and creation. 

Whatever the relationship may be, the association of 

the New Year with elements of God’s primordial bat-

tles, creation, enthronement, and judgment, brings to 

light some latent themes of the holiday and places 

them in their Ancient Near Eastern context. 

 

[1] For translations, descriptions and discussion of the New Year’s 

festival in Babylon (and in other cities), see A. Sachs, in: J.B. 

Pritchard, Ancient Near Eastern Texts Relating to the Old Testa-

ment2, Princeton 1955, pp. 331-334; M.E. Cohen, The Cultic Calen-

dars of the Ancient Near East, Bethesda MD 1993, pp. 400-453; 

M.J.H. Linssen, The Cults of Uruk and Babylon: The Temple Ritual 

Texts as Evidence for Hellenistic Cult Practice (Cuneiform Mono-

graphs 25), Leiden 2004, pp. 61-91, 184-237. 

[2] See M.J.H. Linssen, The Cults of Uruk and Babylon: The Tem-

ple Ritual Texts as Evidence for Hellenistic Cult Prac-

tice (Cuneiform Monographs 25), Leiden 2004, pp. 219-220, 228. 

[3] For more on this psalm and its connection to Rosh Hashana, see 

Alan Cooper, “The Psalm of the Shofar: Its Use in Liturgy and its 

Meaning in the Bible,” TheTorah (2014). 
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Rosh Hashanah with the 
Early Israelites 

The New Year was celebrated on the festival of ingath-

ering of grapes, accompanied by a sacrificial meal and 

wine. YHWH was declared to be Israel’s king and 

judge, and his presence, as it was manifest in the ark, 

was paraded before the Israelites by the king. 

Prof. Karel van der Toorn 

 

The Gezer Calendar 

he so-called Gezer calendar is one of the earliest 

Hebrew inscriptions discovered. The small lime-

stone plaque goes back to the 10th century B.C.E., 

when Babylonian month names (from which the Jewish 

ones derive) were unknown in Israel, nor were official 

Canaanite names such as Bul, Ziv, or Etanim[1] widely 

used. Upon this plaque, Aviya, an untrained scribe 

who incised his name on the lower left corner, wrote 

down the order of the year, dividing the months on the 

basis of the relevant agricultural activities: 

 ירחו אסף 
 

 זרע ירחו  
 ירחו לקש 

 ירח עצד פשת 
 ירח קצר שערם 

 ירח קצר וכל 
 ירחו זמר

 ירח קץ 

Two months ingathering (grapes 

and olives); 

Two months sowing (grain); 

Two months late sowing; 

One month hoeing up of flax; 

One month harvest of barley; 

One month harvest (wheat), etc;[2] 

Two months pruning (the vine); 

One month summer fruit. 

The year presented here is not an abstract entity of 

time, but an order of agricultural events divided into 

one or two lunar cycles. 

Beginning the Year with Ingathering 

The first entry in the calendar, “Ingathering,” from the 

root א.ס.פ, marks the season for harvesting of grapes 

and olives in autumn. This period corresponds to the 

Jewish/Babylonian months of Tishri and Marchesh-

van (roughly mid-September to mid-November). 

The Bible marks the harvest with the Feast of Ingath-

ering ( יף ָהָאסִׁ ַהָשָנה which took place ,(ַחג  את   at the“ ,ְבצֵׁ

coming forth of the year” (Exod 23:16)[3] or, as the var-

iant expression has it, ַהָשָנה  at the turn of the“ ,ְתקּוַפת 

year” (Exod 34:22). In other words, Ingathering is a 

New Year festival.[4] 

The autumn New Year festival, in its origin, was a lo-

cal celebration, during which the peasant population 

of Israel and Judah would go to nearby sanctuaries to 

give the deity some of the ingathered produce, like 

tenant farmers giving the owner their cut of the pro-

ceeds. Worshippers also took the opportunity to offer 

a public expression of thanks for divine favors grant-

ed, and to petition for rain in the coming season. 

Wine and Merrymaking 

Two biblical stories set in Shiloh, a cultic center in the 

11th century B.C.E., take place during this festival and 

highlight some of its aspects. Judges 21:19, which re-

fers to this festival as   לֹו ְבׁשִׁ ְי־הָוה  יָמהַחג  ָימִׁ ים  ָּימִׁ מִׁ  “the 

yearly festival of YHWH in Shiloh,” describes how 

unmarried girls would come out and dance (21:21) in 

the vineyards, apparently as part of a celebration of 

the grape harvest. 

This same yearly Shiloh festival appears in the open-

ing of Samuel, describing the practice of Elkanah, who 

would later become the father of Samuel: 

T 
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יׁש  שמואל א א:ג ְוָעָלה ָהאִׁ
ירֹו   עִׁ ים  ַההּוא מֵׁ ָּימִׁ מִׁ

יָמה  ְׁשַתֲחו    ָימִׁ ְזֹבַח  ְלהִׁ ֹת ְולִׁ

ֹלה...  .ַלי־הָוה ְצָבאֹות ְבׁשִׁ

1 Sam 1:3 This man used to go up 

from his town yearly to worship 

and to offer sacrifice to YHWH 

of Hosts at Shiloh… 

The festival thus included both sacrifices to the deity as 

well as an occasion for meeting and merrymaking. Part 

of the proceedings was a collective meal in the presence 

of the deity, including meat (which was not often con-

sumed) and wine, to celebrate the grape harvest. 

Cases of drunkenness were likely not uncommon. This 

occurs, for instance, during the celebration of the 

grape harvest in Shechem: 

ַוּיְֵׁצאּו ַהָשֶדה  שופטים ט:כז 
יֶהם   ְבְצרּו ֶאת ַּכְרמֵׁ ַוּיִׁ

ים   לּולִׁ ְדְרכּו ַוַּיֲעשּו הִׁ ַוּיִׁ
ית אֱ   יֶהם ַוָּיֹבאּו בֵׁ ֹלהֵׁ

ְׁשתּו ַוְיַקְללּו   ַוֹּיאְכלּו ַוּיִׁ
יֶמֶלְך   ֶאת ֲאבִׁ

Judg 9:27 They went out into the 

fields, gathered and trod out the 

vintage of their vineyards, and 

made a festival. They entered the 

temple of their god, and as they ate 

and drank they reviled Abimelech. 

The point is illustrated nicely 1 Samuel (vv. 12–15), 

when the priest Eli sees Hannah praying silently, and 

suspects she has had one or two cups too many. 

The Centrality of the Festival 

The festival celebrating the ingathering of grapes was 

of great importance in many ancient Near Eastern 

societies. In Ugarit, for instance, it was celebrated for 

an entire month, referred to as Rashu-Yeni (  ראשית

 equivalent to Jewish Ellul, and ending with the ,(היין

New Year. Like the Israelite festival (in the Priestly 

texts), the main festivities began on the 15th of the 

month, lasted seven days, and included many sacrific-

es and other temple-based rituals, in which the king 

played a central role. 

The Bible considers this festival of paramount im-

portance; Solomon chooses this festival as the best 

time to consecrate the new Jerusalem Temple: 

ַוַּיַעש ְׁשֹלֹמה  :סה מלכים א ח
יא ֶאת ֶהָחג   ת ַההִׁ ָבעֵׁ

מֹו ָקָהל   ל עִׁ ְשָראֵׁ ְוָכל יִׁ
ְלבֹוא ֲחָמת ַעד   ָגדֹול מִׁ

י ְי־הָוה  ְפנֵׁ ם לִׁ ְצַריִׁ ַנַחל מִׁ
ים...  ְבַעת ָימִׁ ינּו ׁשִׁ  ֱאֹלהֵׁ

1 Kings 8:65 So Solomon observed the 

Festival at that time, and all Israel 

with him—a great assemblage, 

coming from Lebo-hamath to the 

Wadi of Egypt—before YHWH 

our God for seven days… 

The festival is simply called ֶהָחג, “the Festival,” with no 

need to specify further. 

Jeroboam’s Competing Festival 

The popularity of this festival is underscored in the 

story of Jeroboam’s establishing the north as a polity 

independent of Jerusalem and its king. Jeroboam ex-

presses concern that the people will go to Jerusalem to 

offer sacrifices, and thus be reconciled with the Da-

vidic king (1 Kings 12:25–33), so he builds two tem-

ples, in northern Dan and southern Bethel: 

ַוַּיַעש ָיָרְבָעם  מלכים א יב:לב 
י   ינִׁ ָחג ַבֹחֶדׁש ַהְשמִׁ

ָשה ָעָשר יֹום ַלֹחֶדׁש   ַבֲחמִׁ
יהּוָדה...   ֶּכָחג ֲאֶׁשר בִׁ

ַח   ְזבֵׁ יב:לג ַוַּיַעל ַעל ַהמִׁ
ל   ית אֵׁ ֲאֶׁשר ָעָשה ְבבֵׁ

ָשה ָעָשר יֹום ַבֹחֶדׁש  ַבחֲ  מִׁ
י ַבֹחֶדׁש ֲאֶׁשר   ינִׁ ַהְשמִׁ

בֹו[ ַוַּיַעש   לִׁ ָבָדא מלבד ]מִׁ
ל...  ְשָראֵׁ י יִׁ ְבנֵׁ  ָחג לִׁ

1 Kgs 12:32 And Jeroboam established 

a festival on the fifteenth day of the 

eighth month; in imitation of the 

festival in Judah… 12:33 He as-

cended the altar that he had made 

in Bethel on the fifteenth day of 

the eighth month—the month in 

which he had contrived of his own 

mind to establish a festival for the 

Israelites… 

While there is reason to doubt the historicity of this 

account, which seems designed to dismiss the north-

ern festival as illegitimate, the text does reflect the 

necessity the Northern Kingdom would have had to 

hold its own Ingathering Festival celebrations. 

YHWH as King: Celebrating the 
Deity’s Mythological Triumph 

The New Year festival, especially in the monarchic 

period, contained rituals and liturgy emphasizing 

YHWH’s kingship over Israel,[5] which fits with the 

theme of the new year festival as celebrated among the 

nations surrounding Israel. In the Babylonian Akitu 

festival, the population chanted to Marduk as the god 

made his way to the temple to be seated on his royal 

throne. At Ugarit, the celebration focused on the 
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storm-god Baal. Having defeated his mythical enemies 

Yammu and Mot, Baal was hailed once again as king. 

Whether or not Israel had a clear parallel to the myth-

ological aspect of the chief god defeating his enemies 

is uncertain, though it does have: 

• The ritual of blowing the shofar “ram’s horn” on 

this festival (Lev 23:24, Num 29:1), which is con-

nected to coronation rituals. 

• Psalms alluding to the existence of such stories 

(Ps 74:12–17 and Hab 3). 

• Psalms discussing the coronation of YHWH and 

likely connected with the New Year festival (Pss 47 

and 93). 

In addition, the theme of YHWH’s coronation is espe-

cially prominent in three Israelite psalms preserved in 

a mid-fourth century B.C.E. Egyptian papyrus, which 

give a glimpse into the New Year festival as it was cel-

ebrated in Israel before the fall of Samaria (722 

B.C.E.).[6] 

YHWH as King in the Psalms of Papyrus 
Amherst 63 

Papyrus Amherst 63, discovered on the island of Ele-

phantine, is an Aramaic document written in Egyptian 

Demotic (“popular”) script. It is an unusual document 

in that it constitues the pooled works of three com-

munities: Babylonians, Arameans from Hamath, and 

Israelites from the northern kingdom. 

Part of the Israelite contribution to the papyrus are 

three psalms, one of which is parallel to the biblical 

Psalm 20, and the other two unattested in the Bible.[7] 

These ritual songs combine the celebration of God’s 

kingship with references to the festival of the new 

wine (Papyrus Amherst 63, xiii 6-7): 

 יינא מזגו בגלנא 
 גלנא בחדׁשינא 
ׁשרי יהו בטב 

 אלפא צעא 

They have mixed the wine in our jar, 

In our jar, at our New Moon festival! 

Drink, Yaho, from the bounty of a 

thousand bowls! 

Amid the sacrifices of lambs and sheep (xiii 1), the 

presentation of pitchers of wine (xiii 5), and to the 

sound of harp, lyre, and flute (xiii 8-10), the central 

theme is God’s rule. The appearance of the new moon 

signals the beginning of the celebration. It is also a 

symbol of Yaho’s rise to kingship (Papyrus Amherst 

63, xii 13-15): 

 יהו  לתחתיכא
 אדני   לתחתיכא

 כחולא   ׁשמין   דאר
 ׁשמין   דאר  יהו

 מרתך   אלן   קראי 

Beneath you, Yaho, 

Beneath you, Adonay, 

The host of heaven is like sand. 

Yaho, the host of heaven 

Proclaims to us your rule. 

The “host of heaven” is a designation of the stars, seen 

here as the symbols of all the lesser gods that have to 

bow to the supreme ruler of heaven. God’s kingship 

implies his elevation above the other gods (Papyrus 

Amherst 63, xiii 11-12): 

 באלהן   מא
 יהו  באדם

 באלהן   מא
 מלך   בל  במלך

 ןבאלה  יהו  כך  מא

Who among the gods, 

Among humankind, Yaho— 

Who among the gods, 

Among king and non-king, 

Who is like you, Yaho, among the 

gods? 

The polytheistic setting of these songs is a sign of their 

antiquity. Most of the biblical songs about YHWH’s 

kingship focus on God’s rule over the foreign nations, 

rather than his supremacy over foreign gods. Here, 

Yaho’s rise to kingship implies the submission of the 

other gods to his rule. 

YHWH as Judge 

YHWH as judge, a theme that connects to YHWH as 

king, is also rooted in the earliest celebrations of the 

New Year. The notion of God’s determining human 

destinies in the year to come, so central to the post-

biblical Rosh Hashanah, appears already in the story 

of Elkanah and Hannah’s participation in the annual 

festival at Shiloh. 

Reassured by the Eli’s promise that her request would 

be granted, Hannah gave birth to a son  ים ַהָּימִׁ ְתֻקפֹות   ,לִׁ

“at the turn of the year” (1 Samuel 1:20), i.e., just be-
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fore the next New Year festival. By the mouth of the 

priest, God had fixed Hannah’s fate. Hannah’s hymn 

in 1 Samuel 2:1–10 elaborates on this theme: 

ים ה:ב שמואל עִׁ   ַבֶלֶחם  ְשבֵׁ
ְשָּכרּו ים  נִׁ בִׁ לּו   ּוְרעֵׁ  ָחדֵׁ

ְבָעה   ָיְלָדה  ֲעָקָרה  ַעד  ׁשִׁ
ים  ְוַרַבת  .ֻאְמָלָלה  ָבנִׁ

ית  ְי־הָוה   ו:ב מִׁ  ּוְמַחֶּיה   מֵׁ
יד  .ַוָּיַעל  ְׁשאֹול  מֹורִׁ

יׁש  ְי־הָוה   ז:ב   מֹורִׁ
יר יל  ּוַמֲעׁשִׁ   ַאף  ַמְׁשפִׁ
ם  . ְמרֹומֵׁ

1 Sam 2:5 Men once sated must hire 

out for bread; Men once hungry 

hunger no more. While the barren 

woman bears seven, The mother of 

many is forlorn. 2:6 YHWH deals 

death and gives life, Casts down 

into Sheol and raises up. 2:7 YHWH 

makes poor and makes rich; 

He casts down, he also lifts high. 

The Amherst Papyrus new year psalms also mention 

God’s power to elevate and to bring down (xiii 5-6): 

   מרחם  רב  מגדל
 שחא   מׁשפלי   הו

The Merciful One exalts the great, 

Yaho humiliates the lowly one. 

Though these songs speak about such acts of God as 

though they were timeless events, the setting of their 

proclamation is the New Year festival. 

The belief that fate is determined by the divine at the 

beginning of the year was familiar to the Babylonians 

too, during whose New Year celebrations the high god 

Marduk held up the “tablet of destinies” as a kind of 

program for the year to come. 

Procession of the God 

Part of the new year celebration ritual in ancient Near 

Eastern cultures was the solemn procession of the 

god, whose image would be removed from the temple 

precinct, paraded, and then returned to it. This ritual 

served a practical function, since the god’s quarters 

needed to be purified—a practice referred to in the 

Bible with the verbs kappēr and ṭahēr, and associated 

with Yom Kippur, also part of the New Year season. 

In addition, it gave the god’s many non-priestly and 

non-royal worshipers direct access to the deity, una-

vailable to them during the year. In the Babylonian 

New Year festival, the king is reported to have taken 

the god Marduk “by the hand,” leading the image back 

into the temple. 

In Israel and Judah, a similar ritual appears to have 

taken place with the portable shrine in which YHWH 

was mysteriously present. The Ark proceeded amid 

acclamation (tĕrûᴄâ) and blasts of the horn (qôl 

šōpār, 2 Samuel 6:15). In the premonarchic period, 

this would have been led by the priests, while in the 

monarchic period, the king would have taken a lead-

ing role in these proceedings. 

A fine illustration of the king’s role is preserved in the 

narrative about David’s transfer of the Ark to Jerusa-

lem (2 Samuel 6). Donned like a priest in a linen 

ephod, David led the Ark to its resting-place. Although 

the story narrates a one-time event, it is modeled after 

the annual procession of the Ark.  In a similar manner, 

the Judean kings would have taken the lead in the 

procession of the Ark. 

The participation of the king was a powerful means to 

consolidate the position of the human king, with rather 

obvious political implications: God was king on high, and 

the monarch was his deputy on earth. The few psalms 

that celebrate the human ruler as God’s son on earth 

(such as Psalms 2 and 110) likely originated in the con-

text of the New Year celebration. Certainly, the presenta-

tion of the king as a priestly figure (Psalm 110:4) is en-

tirely in keeping with his role in the procession. 

God’s Anointed One in Hannah’s Hymn 

The ending of Hannah’s song illustrates the connec-

tion between monarchy and the New Year Festival: 

ין   ְי־הָוה י:ב  א שמואל  ָידִׁ
י  ֶתן   ָאֶרץ  ַאְפסֵׁ  ֹעז  ְויִׁ

ם  ְלַמְלּכוֹ    ֶקֶרן   ְוָירֵׁ
יחוֹ   ְמׁשִׁ

1 Sam 2:10 YHWH will judge the ends 

of the earth. He will give power to 

His king, And triumph to His 

anointed one. 

At the time Hannah is supposed to have spoken these 

words, there was as yet no king in Israel. In fact, it 

would be Hannah’s own son who anointed the first 

one. So the reference to a king is an anachronism—or 

a prophecy, if you like. But it does suggest that Han-

nah’s song was at home in a collection of ritual texts 

for the New Year festival and later inserted in the tale 

about Hannah’s visit to Shiloh. 
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The Post-Exilic Fork on the Road 

As discussed above, in the monarchic period, the king 

played a key role in the New Year festival. In the post-

exilic era, however, when the Ark was lost (Jeremiah 

3:16) and the Davidic monarchy was not successfully 

restored, the monarchic aspect of festival was no long-

er significant. The celebration then forked, developing 

into two distinct festivals: Sukkot (the harvest festival) 

and the New Year festival, what rabbinic Judaism calls 

Rosh Hashanah. 

Sukkot—The agrarian character of the festival is the 

dominant theme of Sukkot, the Feast of Ingathering. In 

this period, praising God for Israel’s bounty gained new 

prominence in the liturgy. Psalm 65 offers an example, 

as it glorifies God as the bringer of rain and fertility: 

ַטְרתָ  יב:סה תהלים   ְׁשַנת  עִׁ
  ּוַמְעָגֶליָך  טֹוָבֶתָך
ְרֲעפּון   .ָדֶׁשן   יִׁ

Ps 65:12 You crown the year with 

Your bounty; fatness is distilled in 

Your paths. 

We also see an emphasis on agrarian rituals such as the 

taking of the four species and the building of sukkot or 

“booths,” a reminder of the vineyard bowers set up for 

protecting those picking the crop, and the crop itself, 

during the ingathering (Lev 23:39–43; Neh 8:14–15).[8] 

Rabbinic texts confirm the centrality of Sukkot, imagin-

ing (or recalling) constant celebrations day and night in 

the Temple on Sukkot, known in the Talmud, following 

biblical precedent, simply as  חג, “the festival.” 

Rosh Hashanah—While the agrarian festival sheds 

the theme of New Year celebration (except for the em-

phasis on rain), the New Year theme becomes domi-

nant on the festival of the first day of the seventh 

month, Jewish Rosh Hashanah. And while no human 

king participates in the festival, the description of God 

as king develops as a major part of the liturgy. So does 

the idea that God listens to people’s prayers and 

grants them life or death, wealth or poverty, etc. 

Unsurprisingly, the story of Hannah is read on Rosh 

Hashanah, as is the story of Sarah giving birth to 

Isaac. Moreover, the holiday has little of the celebrato-

ry in its liturgy or ritual, and has come to be known as 

-the Day of Judgment.” While this is not a bib“ ,יום הדין

lical name, it is certainly a biblical theme relevant to 

the New Year. The Talmudic teaching about Rosh 

Hashanah being the occasion for God to check on or to 

record the fate of the wicked, the righteous, and those 

in between is deeply rooted in Israelite—and ancient 

Near Eastern—tradition. 

 

[1] These names appear in 1 Kings, 6:1, 6:38, 8:2 respectively. 

[2] The meaning of the word וכל is debated. Other options are 

“measuring” or “feasting.” Editor’s note: For a discussion of agricul-

tural activity in ancient Israel, see Oded Borowski, “What Was Life 

Like in Biblical Times?” TheTorah (2019). 

[3] Editor’s note: For the possible meanings of this phrase, see dis-

cussion in Harvey N. Bock, “Is the Autumn Ingathering Festival at 

the Beginning, Middle, or End of the Year?” TheTorah (2019). 

[4] Editor’s note: For a discussion of the autumn harvest festival 

Asif/Sukkot as originally a new year festival, see Zev Farber, “The 

Origins of Sukkot,” TheTorah (2017). 

 [5] While in the pre-monarchic period, YHWH played the part of 

the divine warrior and patriarch, in the monarchic period, the met-

aphor of YHWH as king begins to play a central role. It is quite pos-

sible the royal metaphor had been in use before, but God’s kingship 

acquired a new dimension once the Israelites had come to experi-

ence human kingship. 

[6] For a publication of this papyrus, see Karel van der Toorn, Pa-

pyrus Amherst 63, Alter Orient und Altes Testament 448 (Münster: 

Ugarit-Verlag, 2018). 

 [7] For more on these three psalms, see Karel van der Toorn, “Cele-

brating the New Year with the Israelites: Three Extrabiblical Psalms 

from Papyrus Amherst 63,” Journal of Biblical Literature 136.3 

(2017): 633–649.  

 [8] Editor’s note: For more on how these passages may have devel-

oped, see Lizbeth Fried, “Sukkot in Ezra-Nehemiah and the Date of 

the Torah,” TheTorah (2015); TABS Editors, “The First Sukkah,” 

TheTorah (2013). 
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Calendar  

What Is the Bible’s 
Calendar? 

The Torah prescribes the observance of festivals on very 

specific dates, but does not explain how the calendar 

must be reckoned: Is it lunar? Is it solar? Does it follow 

some other scheme? And why is the Torah silent on this? 

Prof. Sacha Stern 

  

Creation of the Sun, Moon and Stars, Johann Sadeler,  

after Maerten de Vos, 1639. Rijkmuseum 

s part of its introduction to the Pesach offering, 

Exodus 12:2 declares that the month in which the 

exodus from Egypt will occur should be counted 

as the first month of the year: 

ַהֹחֶדׁש ַהֶזה ָלֶכם   שמות יב:ב
אׁשֹון   ים רִׁ ֹראׁש ֳחָדׁשִׁ

י    ַהָשָנה.הּוא ָלֶכם ְלָחְדׁשֵׁ

Exod 12:2 This month is unto you the 

beginning of months; it is to you 

the first of the months of the year. 

The text here does not define the month of the exodus, 

though other passages clarify that it is the month of 

Aviv (Exod 13:4, 23:15, 34:18, Deut 16:1). The 

word aviv refers to a stage of ripening of the crops (see 

Exod 9:31), suggesting that the month of Aviv is some-

time in the spring. Yet, the Torah does not clarify exact-

ly when this month, or any other month of the year, 

begins and ends. 

This is rather strange. Severe punishments are pre-

scribed for those who transgress the festivals; yet we are 

not told how the calendar works, and thus the dates 

when these festivals are supposed to fall. This ambigui-

ty is highlighted by a debate between two medieval 

commentators about whether the Torah assumes a lu-

nar or solar calendar. 

Solar or Lunar Calendar: Yehudah 
Ha-Parsi versus Ibn Ezra 

Yehudah ha-Parsi (Judah the Persian) is said to have 

argued that the calendar of the Bible was solar. He lived 

in or around the 9th century C.E. All that is known of 

him comes from Abraham ibn Ezra (1089–1167) in a 

handful of passages in his Pentateuch commentary (In-

troduction, Exod 12:2 [long recension], Lev 25:9, Num 

3:39).[1] For example, in his gloss on Exodus 12:2, ibn 

Ezra writes: 

א”ר יהודה הפרסי: כי 
ישראל היו מונים כפי  
שנת החמה, וחדשיהן  
חדשי החמה, כמשפט  

הערלים. וראיתו:  
ושמרת את החקה  

הזאת למועדה )שמות  
י”ג:י’(, כי שנת לבנה  

איננה שוה, כי ימי 
החריש והקציר תלויים  

לבדו,    בהליכת השמש
כפי נטותה לצפון או  

 לדרום .

R. Yehudah the Persian said: 

“The Israelites used a solar cal-

endar, and their months were 

solar months, like the non-

Israelites do.” His proof is from 

[the verse (Exod 13:10)]: “Keep 

this statute (Matzot/Pesach) at 

its appointed time” since lunar 

years are not even, since the days 

of plowing and harvest are de-

pendent only on the movement 

of the sun, on its moving north-

ward or southward. 

R. Yehudah Ha-Parsi would have had in mind some-

thing similar to the Julian calendar (the ancestor of our 

Gregorian calendar): a 365-day year with an additional 

leap day every four years. 

A 

https://us-central1-bageladmin.cloudfunctions.net/author/sacha-stern
https://us-central1-bageladmin.cloudfunctions.net/author/sacha-stern
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Abraham ibn Ezra polemicizes vehemently against him, 

and attempts to demonstrate that the calendar of the 

Bible is lunar. Yet, even he falls back on the claim that 

the ultimate reason we know that the lunar calendar is 

correct is from oral tradition (Introduction, path #2): 

כי אין בתורה חקי 
השנה מפורשים, ואיך  
נחשוב החדשים?…  
וזה לנו האות שסמך  
משה על תורה שבעל  

 פה…

For the Torah does not have the 

rules of [determining] a year ex-

plicit, so how can we calculate the 

months?… Rather this demon-

strates that Moses relied on the 

Oral Law… 

In short, arguing that one calendar or another is the one 

used in the Bible is no easy task, since the Bible makes 

no explicit statement about its nature. 

Earliest Sources for the Lunar 
Calendar 

In Jewish tradition, the calendar is lunar, with the 

months beginning at the new moon. Years are made up 

of twelve such months, but sometimes a thirteenth 

month is added, to keep up with the seasons, ensuring 

that Passover is celebrated in the spring, Sukkot in the 

fall, etc. 

Such a lunar calendar is already assumed by Philo of 

Alexandria (ca. 25 B.C.E.–50 C.E.) in his Special 

Laws (2, 41, 140–142), and of course, in rabbinic litera-

ture (e.g. Mishnah Rosh ha-Shanah). But long before 

them, it is already implicit in Ben Sirah (Sirach, early 

2nd cent. B.C.E.), who describes the moon as “an indica-

tor of times … a sign of the festival … after whom the 

month is named” (43:6-8 LXX); also “ ד י מֹועֵׁ ימֵׁ ַח ָמלֵׁא בִׁ  ”ּוְכָירֵׁ

(“like the full moon in the days of the festival,” 50:6 

Heb) implies a lunar calendar in which most festivals 

fall on the full moon. 

Identifying with the Babylonian Lunar 
Calendar 

Earlier still, the postexilic books of the Bible adopt Bab-

ylonian month names; this implies that the Jewish cal-

endar was identified with the Babylonian one, which 

was lunar. Thus, in a number of biblical verses in exilic 

or postexilic works, Babylonian months such as Nisan 

and Sivan are used and explicitly equated with the 

numbered months of the Torah. For example, 

ים   זכריה א:ז ְביֹום ֶעְשרִׁ
י ָעָשר   ְוַאְרָבָעה ְלַעְׁשתֵׁ

 ֹחֶדׁש הּוא ֹחֶדׁש ְׁשָבט… 

Zech 1:7 On the 24th day of the 

11th month, which is the month of 

Shevat…[2] 

Furthermore, the Passover Papyrus from Elephantine 

(419 B.C.E.) confirms that Passover was celebrated on 

the 14th, and Unleavened Bread, on the 15th–21st, of the 

Babylonian month of Nisan, indicating that his commu-

nity used a lunar calendar.[3] But even though the lunar 

calendar seems to have been standard among Second 

Temple period Jews, it was not without dissenters. 

The 364-Day Calendar 

The Book of Jubilees (2nd cent. BCE) upholds a calendar 

of 364 days, one day less than a solar calendar and about 

ten days longer than an average lunar year. Moreover, its 

months do not correspond to lunar phases, and do not 

begin at the new moon. It also explicitly polemicizes 

against those of who follow the lunar calendar: 

There will be people who carefully observe the moon 

with lunar observations because it is corrupt (with re-

spect to) the seasons and is early from year to year by 

ten days. Therefore, years will come about for them 

when they will disturb (the year) and make a day of tes-

timony something worthless and a profane day a festi-

val. (6:36)[4] 

The Dead Sea Scrolls, dating from the 2nd century 

B.C.E. to 1st century C.E., only know of this 364-day cal-

endar, and thus, at Qumran, all the biblical festivals are 

dated according to this non-lunar, and equally non-

solar, schematic calendar. The origins of this 364-day 

scheme are unclear, but since the Bible does not explain 

how its calendar works, it would have been difficult for 

anyone to contradict the Jubilees-Qumran tradition.[5] 

Despite the lack of any explicit indication in the Bible, 

Jewish commentators attempted to deduce the nature 

of the calendar from clues they found in the text. 
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“Appointed Times” 

Genesis 1:14 states that the celestial bodies were created 

ים “ ים ְוָׁשנִׁ ים ּוְלָימִׁ -to be for signs and for ap“) ”ְוָהיּו ְלֹאֹתת ּוְלמֹוֲעדִׁ

pointed times, days and years”). Which of these bodies 

were created for what, and what is meant by “appointed 

times” ( ים  is unclear. Ibn Ezra suggests that this (מֹוֲעדִׁ

verse refers to festivals ( מועדי השם המקודשים  though in ,(על 

the context of the creation story, this is unlikely. 

Other commentators, in contrast, suggest it refers to the 

signs used to determine lunar month. This is possible but 

not definitive since the term “appointed times” ( ים  (מֹוֲעדִׁ

could also mean “seasons,” as it is often translated. An-

other instance of “appointed times” (ים  deployed as (מֹוֲעדִׁ

a prooftext for the biblical origin of the lunar calendar is 

Psalm 104:19: 

ים  ַח ְלמֹוֲעדִׁ  ָעָשה ָירֵׁ
  ֶׁשֶמׁש ָיַדע ְמבֹואֹו.

He made the moon for appointed 

times, The sun knows its setting. 

Genesis Rabbah 6:1 interprets the opening phrase as a 

reference to the lunar calendar (Theodor-Albeck ed.): 

אמר רבי יוחנן לא  
נברא להאיר אלא גלגל  

חמה בלבד, אם כן  
למה נבראת לבנה  

למועדים, כדי לקדש  
בה ראשי חדשים  

 ים. ושנ

R. Yohanan said: “Only the ball of 

the sun was created to shine light 

[upon the earth]. If so, why was 

the moon created? ‘For appointed 

times,’ in order to sanctify 

through it the new moons and 

years.” 

But again, we must question whether the peshat of the 

verse really refers to festivals, or rather to some natural 

phenomenon. 

Even Abraham ibn Ezra, who strongly supports the lunar 

calendar, admits that the context of the psalm as a whole 

militates against this verse having any connection to the 

calendar, suggesting that it instead refers to the lunar 

phases. Moreover, the second half of the verse functions 

as a poetic parallel to the first part, and thus the sun 

could also be taken as belonging to the first half, and may 

be seen as the subject of  ים  ”.appointed times“ מֹוֲעדִׁ

In passing, the non-halakhic, aggadic nature of this 

midrash is noteworthy. Its purpose—unlike halakhic 

midrash—is to explain why the moon was created, not 

to prove that the calendar is lunar. In fact, such a proof 

is surprisingly absent in the entire corpus of rabbinic 

literature. 

Evidence from Terminology: 
Chodesh versus Shanah 

It has long been argued that the main Biblical Hebrew 

term for month, ֹחֶדׁש (chodesh), indicates a lunar calen-

dar. The related term ָחָדׁש means “new,” and newness 

cannot apply to the sun, but only to the moon, which 

disappears and renews itself every month. Likewise, the 

less common Hebrew word for month, ֶיַרח, is derived 

from the term ח  moon,” proving, some state, that the“ ,ָירֵׁ

biblical calendar was lunar. 

On the other hand, Abraham ibn Ezra (Exod 12:2) points 

out that the term for year is  ָׁשָנה (shanah), meaning “repe-

tition” or “change,” and that this only works for a solar 

year, in which the sun re-commences its cycle. The 

term shanah does not suit a lunar calendar, which can 

have twelve or thirteen months, and where the new year 

is not always a repetition of the previous one. 

This leaves us with a complex situation. The two words in 

biblical Hebrew for month fit only with a lunar calendar 

while the word for year in biblical Hebrew, shanah, is 

only suited to a solar calendar. Ibn Ezra makes this point 

explicit in his gloss on Leviticus 25:9: 

ועוד כי פי’ חדש  
יכחיש הפרסי… דע  

כי אין ללבנה שנה  
כלל, רק בקשו  

המחשבים מספר  
חדשים קרובים  

לשנת החמה  
”ב כאשר  ומצאום י 

אין לחמה חדש  
והמחשבים בקשו  

מספר לחדש שיהיה  
נחלק קרוב לחדש  

מימות חדשי הלבנה, 
על כן חדשינו הם  
ללבנה, ושנותינו  

ישובו בסוף לשנת  
 החמה.

Moreover, the meaning 

of chodesh (new) contradicts [Yehu-

dah] HaParsi… Know that the moon 

has no “year” at all. Only those who 

made calculations (for the calendar) 

wished for a number of months that 

would approximate a solar year, and 

they came up with twelve. At the same 

time, the sun has no “month,” and 

those who made calculations (for the 

calendar) wished for a number [of 

days] to comprise a month, such that it 

would approximate the days in a lunar 

month. Therefore, our months are lu-

nar, and our years return in the end 

(i.e., through leap year adjustment) to 

the solar years. 
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We are thus forced to conclude that the Hebrew termi-

nology does not favor the existence of either a solar or 

lunar year in ancient Israel. 

Evidence from Biblical Narratives: 
The Flood versus Sinai 

Some scholars have tried to deduce the nature of the 

biblical calendar from dates in certain narratives, but 

these proofs cut both ways. 

The narrative of the Flood has been used, by some, as 

evidence that the calendar was lunar. According to 

Genesis 7-8 (following the Masoretic Text and the Sa-

maritan Pentateuch), the Flood began on the 17th of 

month 2 (Gen 7:11; the LXX has 27th) and ended on the 

27th of the same month the next year (Gen 8:14). It thus 

lasted one year and ten days. 

As pointed out already in Genesis Rabbah 33, these ten 

days seem to represent the difference of 10–11 days be-

tween the solar year (c. 365 days) and the lunar one (c. 

355 days): 

ולא היה צריך קרייה 
למימר אלא בששה עשר  
יום לחדש יבשה הארץ  

ומה תלמוד לומר  
בעשרים ושבעה לחדש  

השיני יבשה הארץ, 
 אלא אילו י”א יום

שימות החמה יתרים על  
 .ימות הלבנה

The verse should have said “on 

the 16thof the month the land 

dried up,” [which would have 

been 12 full months] what does 

the verse teach us by saying “on 

the 27th of the second month the 

land dried up”? These are the 11 

extra days in a solar year that are 

not part of the lunar year. 

The use of these two dates suggests, Genesis Rabbah 

argues, that the biblical calendar year was lunar. Since, 

for whatever reason, the flood had to last one solar year, 

ten days were added to the lunar, calendar year. 

This argument may be attractive, but actually, the exact 

reverse can be inferred from the stay of the Israelites at 

Sinai. For they arrived at mount Sinai, after the Exodus, 

on the 1st of month 3 (Exod 19:1); and they left the next 

year on the 20th of month 2 (Num. 10:11). This suggests 

that they stayed at Sinai for one year less ten days. On 

this basis it could be argued that the biblical calendar 

was solar. Since, for whatever reason, the Israelites had 

to stay in Sinai for one lunar year, they left ten days be-

fore the end of the solar, calendar year.[6] 

The Earliest Month: R. Abraham  
bar Chayya’s Proof 

To resolve this conundrum, a more adventurous infer-

ence is proposed by Abraham bar Chayya, who wrote 

perhaps in France, in 1123, the earliest surviving, com-

plete treatise on the Jewish calendar, commonly 

called Sefer ha-Ibbur (The Book of Calendar Calcula-

tion). In chapter 2:5 of this treatise, he offers a new ex-

egesis of Exodus 12:2, whose literary structure calls for 

creative exegesis, in rabbinic thinking: 

ַהֹחֶדׁש ַהֶזה ָלֶכם ֹראׁש  
ים אׁשֹון ה  ֳחָדׁשִׁ ּוא  רִׁ

י ַהָשָנה.  ָלֶכם ְלָחְדׁשֵׁ

This month is unto you the begin-

ning of months; it is to you the first 

of the months of the year. 

Abraham bar Chayya proposes that the repetition in the 

verse indicates not only that the Passover month is the 

first of the year, but also that in the year of the Exodus, 

this month fell earlier than in any other year: 

כל ראש חדש שיהא  
בתוך ימי החדש הזה  

ראשון הוא לכם  
לחדשי השנה, ואם  

יהיה קודם לימי 
החדש הזה אינו  

ראשון אלא החדש  
הבא אחריו אשר  

יהיה בתוך ימי החדש  
הזה. ומשם רמז  

 בור השנה.לע

Any Rosh Chodesh (New Moon) 

that falls within the days of this 

month [the agricultural or solar 

month of Aviv] is unto you the first 

of the months of the year, but if it 

falls before the days of this month, 

it is not the first [month] but rather 

the month that follows, whose [new 

moon] falls within the days of this 

month. From there is an allusion to 

the intercalation of the year. 

This only works, however, if the calendar is lunar. For 

as we have seen, in a lunar calendar the year can be of 

twelve or thirteen months. This means that sometimes 

the year can start earlier, and sometimes later. 

By the Middle Ages, the Jews had adopted a 19-year 

cycle of twelve and thirteen-month years, at the end of 

which the lunar year returns to the same position in 

relation to the sun. Assuming that the same cycle was 

used in biblical times (which is very unlikely), Abraham 

bar Chayya calculates that in the year of the Exodus, 
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Nisan would have fallen the earliest in the whole cycle. 

This was the meaning of the “beginning of months … 

the first of the months of the year.” 

This calculation fails, however, because Abraham bar 

Chayya chooses the wrong date for the exodus—2448 

from the creation—whereas the year was 2450 (accord-

ing to our count of years), as he acknowledges himself 

later in the same book (chapter 3:8). In that year, the 

first month would have fallen rather later. 

But Abraham bar Chayya’s inconsistency, the intricacies 

of his calculation, and its inherent problems, should not 

concern us here. Suffice it to note that through this in-

genious exegesis, Abraham bar Chayya claims to prove 

that the 19-year cycle was used, and that the calendar 

was lunar. The reader can decide. 

Archaeological Evidence for the 
Lunar Calendar 

An entirely different approach to the problem is to look 

for archaeological evidence about calendars in this pe-

riod. A number of very small artefacts, discovered in the 

area of ancient Judah and dating from Iron Age II (ear-

ly first millennium), have been convincingly identified 

as calendars. 

These pocket-size, animal-bone plaques are all perfo-

rated with three rows of ten holes, which were probably 

designed for tracking the days of the month: a peg 

would be inserted and moved along the holes on a daily 

basis, so as to keep track of the current date. One such 

plaque from Aroer, contains an additional twelve-hole 

row, for tracking the twelve months of the year. 

This common artefact might tell us something about the 

calendar of ancient Israel or the Hebrew Bible. Thirty 

peg holes are well suited for a lunar calendar. Solar cal-

endars can have 31-day months, but the lunar month 

never has more than thirty days.[7] 

Lunar Calendars Were the Standard 

The Jewish tradition that the Torah’s calendar was lu-

nar finds support, finally, from the mere fact of the To-

rah’s silence. This silence is inherently significant. As 

far as we know, in the second-first millennia B.C.E., the 

calendars of the whole of the Ancient Near East, from 

(pre-Achaemenid) Persia and Mesopotamia to the Le-

vant, were all lunar.[8] Perhaps it is precisely because 

the lunar calendar was the norm in Near Eastern cul-

ture that the Torah does not bother to mention it.[9] 

 

[1] He may have been associated with the early Karaites, although the 

Karaites generally followed the lunar calendar. See the calendars sec-

tion in, Daniel Lasker, “Biblical Exegesis as a Source of Jewish Plural-

ism: The Case of the Karaites,” TheTorah (2017). 

[2] See also, in Zech 7:1, Esth 2:16, and others. 

[3] Editor’s note: For more on the Passover Papyrus, see Michael 

Satlow, “Passover and the Festival of Matzot,” TheTorah (2014); Idan 

Dershowitz, “Darius II Delays the Festival of Matzot in 418 

B.C.E.,” TheTorah (2017). 

[4] Trans. James C. VanderKam, The Book of Jubilees: A Critical 

Text (Leuven: Peeters, 1989), 2:42–43. 

[5] Sacha Stern, “Qumran Calendars and Sectarianism,” in The Ox-

ford Handbook of the Dead Sea Scrolls, ed. Timothy Lim and John J. 

Collins (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2010), 232–253. 

[6] Sacha Stern, Calendar and Community: A History of the Jewish 

Calendar, Second Century BCE–Tenth Century CE (Oxford: Oxford 

University Press, 2001). 

[7] Sacha Stern, “Counting Time with Peg Holes,” in Conversation 

Pieces: Inspirational Objects in UCL’s Historic Collections, ed. M. 

Carnall (Oxford: Shire Publications, 2013), 68–69.  

[8] In ancient times, all lunar calendars used intercalation to adjust 

the lunar calendar to the seasons and stars. Purely lunar calendars 

(i.e., without intercalation) are not attested in antiquity before the 

institution of the Islamic calendar in the seventh century C.E. 

[9] Sacha Stern, Calendars in Antiquity (Oxford: Oxford University 

Press, 2012). 
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The Essence of the 
Hebrew Calendar 

The Hebrew calendar marks multiple news year’s days 

to express different values: nature and history, univer-

sal and particular. 

Prof. Aaron Demsky 

  

Mosaic of 12-month calendar with zodiac at Tzippori  

synagogue, 5th c. Y. Haklai / Wikimedia 

he first commandment given to the Israelites as a 

nation is significantly the charge to create the 

Hebrew calendar: 

ַהֹחֶדׁש   שמות יב:ב
ים   ָלֶכם  ַהֶזה  ֹראׁש ֳחָדׁשִׁ

אׁשֹון   הּוא ָלֶכם  רִׁ
י ַהָשָנה  .ְלָחְדׁשֵׁ

Exod 12:2 This month shall mark for 

you the beginning of the months; 

it shall be the first of the months 

of the year for you. 

This commandment to order the months of the year, 

set at such an early and critical stage of the nation’s 

formation, recognizes the fundamental fact that the 

cognizance of time and how it is institutionalized is a 

crucial part of what shapes and distinguishes one cul-

ture from another. 

Unlike calendars of the ancient world that were based 

on nature and couched in pagan myth and ritual drama 

(cf. the Assyro-Babylonian akitu festival), the Hebrew 

calendar marks the beginning of the year as rooted in 

an historiographical event - the Exodus from Egypt.[1] In 

other words, it marks an event in the “history of the 

people” as opposed to something that happened only in 

the realm of the gods. 

This first commandment thus charts a new and original 

understanding of time, measured from a point that 

characterizes and emphasizes the identity of the people 

of Israel as a free nation. A slave does not control his 

time, and therefore the commandment to establish a 

calendar can be understood as a sort of declaration of 

independence for the people who had just won their 

freedom. 

The Four New Year’s Days  
in the Mishnah 

This innovation comes into sharper focus if we compare 

it to the description of the Hebrew calendar in Mish-

nah Rosh Hashanah 1.1. Although much later than the 

Bible, the Mishnah’s calendar is rooted in the ancient 

Near Eastern milieu. 

Unlike other ancient and modern calendars that begin 

on a specific day, such as January First of the civil cal-

endar or the beginning of Nisanu in Mesopotamia, the 

Mishnah teaches about four different days that are 

called Rosh Hashanah, the New Year: 

  ארבעה ראשי שנים הם.
באחד בניסן ראש השנה  

 למלכים ולרגלים. 

באחד באלול ראש  
  השנה למעשר בהמה.

  שמעון   ורבי   אלעזר  רבי 
 .בתשרי   באחד,  אומרים

There are four New Years. On 

the first of Nisan is New Year for 

kings and festivals. 

On the first of Ellul is the New 

Year for tithing cattle. R. Eleazar 

and R. Simeon, however, place 

this on the first of Tishre. 

באחד בתשרי ראש  
השנה לשנים ולשמטין  

לנטיעה  וליובלות,  
 ולירקות. 

On the first of Tishre is the New 

Year for years, for Shmittah 

(sabbatical) and Jubilee years, 

for planting and for [tithing] 

vegetables. 

באחד בשבט , ראש  
השנה לאילן, כדברי בית  

שמאי. בית הלל  
אומרים, בחמשה עשר  

 .בו

On the first of Shevat is the New 

Year of the tree, according to the 

School of Shammai; the School 

of Hillel, however, places it on 

the fifteenth of that month.[2] 

T 
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1st of Nisan: New Year’s Day for Kings and 
Holidays 

This is the New Year for: 

• Kings, in other words, the beginning of the civil 

year. In biblical times, the kings of Israel counted 

regnal from this date.[3] 

• The religious calendar noting the year's cycle of 

festivals, identified by the pilgrimages to Jerusalem, 

called regalim. 

1st of Ellul: New Year’s Day for Tithing of 
Flocks and Herds 

This date, the sixth month (counting from Nisan), 

marks the time for tithing flocks and herds. According 

to the Sages, when a person brings tithes and gifts to 

the Temple and the priests, the animals born before this 

date belong to the previous tax year, whereas all ani-

mals born after the first of Ellul must be tithed in the 

current year.[4] 

1st of Tishre: The “Official” Beginning of 
the Natural Year 

The first of the seventh month, as it is called in the To-

rah, traditionally, marks the day from which the years 

are reckoned and it is the "official" beginning of the ca-

lendrical year (e.g., the transition from the year 5775 to 

5776 A.M.). Others explain that it is the beginning of 

the civil calendar of the gentile kings for during the Hel-

lenistic period the Seleucides began their calendar year 

from Tishre. 

Some rabbinic sources claim that this date was chosen 

because it marks the creation of the universe (Anno Mun-

di), making this dating dependent on biblical conceptions 

of the world.[5] (In the Rosh Hashanah liturgy we repeat 

the words  היום הרת עולם, "this is the day the world was con-

ceived," meaning this is the day of Creation.) 

This date was chosen because it was the beginning of 

the agricultural year for the ancient peoples of Syria and 

Eretz-Israel in general. For example, in ancient Canaan 

the year began in the autumn, when the rainy season set 

in. This is reflected in the 10th century BCE Gezer cal-

endar or agricultural almanac, which begins with the 

ingathering ('asif) of the summer harvest. 

The Mishnah notes that the Sabbatical year, when till-

ing the soil is forbidden, begins on this date, and ap-

proximately does the Jubilee year.[6] The age of a tree is 

counted from this date, when reckoning the laws of  ערלה, 

the three years during which the fruit of a young tree 

may not be eaten.[7] All these rules are directly related 

to agriculture. 

1st (or 15th) of Shevat: New Year’s Day for 
Tithing Fruit 

The first or the fifteenth of the eleventh month (the date 

is debated),[8] is the New Year of the tree. Around this 

time the winter starts drawing to a close, the sap begins 

to flow again, and the fruit trees awaken from their win-

ter slumber to begin a new cycle of fruition. (Only in 

modern times did Tu beShevat [the 15th of Shevat] be-

come celebrated as a secular arbor day, especially in 

Israel.) 

Two Kinds of New Year’s Days 

Although the Mishnah does not distinguish a hierarchy 

between these dates, they do not have equal weight in 

Jewish life. These New Years fall into two categories: 

1. The first of Ellul and the first/fifteenth of Shevat 

are New Years that pertain to tithes of animals and 

plants; these are connected to the economic basis 

of the ancient Israelite agrarian society. The con-

troversy regarding their dates indicates that they 

are of lesser significance. 

2. The First of Nisan and Tishre are central in Jewish 

life, not having diminished in importance even af-

ter the destruction of the Second Temple and long 

exile. They both emphasize fundamental values 

and themes of the Jewish people. These dates, 

close to the spring and fall equinox, are definite 

and undisputed, and divide the year into two 

equal, six-month segments. 
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Calendars as Expressions of Nature 

Calendars in the ancient world were typically a reflec-

tion of the natural world. In the pagan world, nature 

and religion were always intertwined; the sun and 

moon, the fields, forests, rivers, storms and fertility - all 

were viewed as manifestations of the divine and were 

reflected in the calendar. 

Egypt and Mesopotamia: River Cultures 
Begin in the Spring 

The world in which the ancient Israelites lived was 

surrounded by two major centers of civilization: Mes-

opotamia and Egypt. Both, like other great civiliza-

tions such as India and China, began their history as 

river cultures. 

Mesopotamia's economy and culture were based on irri-

gation from the Tigris and Euphrates, just as Egypt's was 

based on the Nile. These societies set their time cycles 

accordingly: the year began in the spring, after the snow 

had begun melting in the mountains and had started 

flowing into the rivers. By means of this temporal fixed 

point, i.e., a single New Year, they created a calendar that 

intertwined nature, religion, and civil government. 

Canaan: Rain Cultures Begin in the Fall 

Israel has no central river; agricultural life was deter-

mined by a seasonal rain culture (Deut 11:11): 

והארץ אשר אתם  
עברים שמה לרשתה  

ארץ הרים ובקעת למטר  
 השמים תשתה מים.

But the land you are about to 

cross into and possess, a land of 

hills and valleys, soaks up its 

water from the rains of heaven. 

This is reflected in the festival calendars in Exodus 

(chapters 23 and 34), where the Feast of Ingathering, 

alternately called Sukkot, is at the “end” or the “turn” of 

the year: 

וחג האסיף   שמות כג:טז
 .בצאת השנה

Exod 23:16 and the Feast of the In-

gathering at the end of the year 

וחג האסיף   שמות לד:כב
 תקופת השנה 

Exod 34:22 and the Feast of the In-

gathering at the turn of the year 

Ancient Canaanite religion expressed the transitions 

from season to season mythically in terms of their pri-

mary deity, Baal or Hadad, the storm god who brings 

the rain and causes the soil to be fertile. This mythic 

connection finds expression in the demythologized 

term sdeh ba`al (lit. "field of ba`al," m. Baba Ba-

tra 3;1) used to describe a field irrigated by the rain. 

The pagan origins of this mishnaic phrase are obvious. 

A Universalist and Particularist  
New Year 

In Jewish tradition, Rosh Hashanah is a sacred day on a 

cosmic level, the day on which all humankind is judged 

and the world of nature is created anew. The celebra-

tion of the creation of the world and the judgment of all 

humanity emphasizes the day’s universal features. In 

contrast, Nisan begins the Jewish year, and expresses a 

particularistic point of view, associated with the Exodus 

from Egypt. 

Parsing Time in Jewish and Human Ways: 
Balancing Nature and History 

Jewish tradition, as codified in the Mishnah, includes 

both the religious, particularistic calendar and the 

natural, universalist one. However, there is a certain 

overlapping. The agricultural aspects of nature in the 

Land of Israel are celebrated in the three festivals: 

Passover takes place at the time of the barley harvest 

(Deut 16:1, Josh 5:11), Shavuot marks the wheat har-

vest and the offering of first fruits, and Sukkoth cele-

brates the ingathering of the fruits of the trees (Exod 

23:16, 34:22). The biblical narrative has imbued these 

seasons with historical meaning. Pesach celebrates the 

exodus from Egypt and the protection of the Israelite’s 

firstborn (Exod 12:27), Shavuot the giving of the Torah 

(only explicitly in post-biblical literature), and Sukkot 

God’s protection of Israel during the wilderness wan-

dering (Lev 23:43). 

Like these festivals, the Hebrew calendar balances the 

paradoxical complexity of our personal and collective 

Jewish identities. On one hand, we want to maintain 

our unique national identity formed in the light of his-
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tory, while on the other hand we recognize the ties we 

have with all of mankind in nature. The Mishnah con-

firms this duality and finds harmony in the two most 

important New Year’s days, which divide the year into 

two equal halves. 

 

[1] This innovation was taken up by the other monotheistic religions, 

incorporating the historical principle in their calendars, as is evi-

denced by the celebration of Christmas, by observance of the millen-

nium in the Christian world, and by the Moslems reckoning the years 

from Muhammad’s Hegira to Mecca. 

[2] Note that the Mishnah uses the Babylonian month names adopted 

in early Second Temple times. This nomenclature replaced the ordinal 

month names, i.e. the First Month, the Second Month, etc. 

[3] For example, if a king died in the month of Sivan, two months 

after the beginning of Nisan, the son who succeeded him would rule 

the remaining ten months of that year as a transitional period (besh-

nat molkho, II Kings 25, 27; Akkadian resh sharruti), and start count-

ing the first year of his rule from the upcoming Nisan. 

[4] This date was subject to controversy; Rabbi Eleazar and Rabbi 

Simeon said that the tax year for such tithes should begin on the first 

of Tishre, after the last calving of the summer. 

[5] See, for example, j. Rosh Hashanah 1:1, b. Rosh Hashanah 8a, 

Genesis Rabbah 22:4, and many other places. 

[6] But see Lev 25:9, where the date is the 10th of the month. Also 

Ezek. 40:1 where the term Rosh Hashanah is explicitly mentioned. 

[7] If a tree is planted one month before the first of Tishre, on that 

date the tree is considered to be one year old and begins its second 

year. 

[8] The School of Shammai holds that this date determines the begin-

ning of the year for taking tithes of fruit to the Temple and for the 

priests. The School of Hillel, however, maintains that the date is the 

fifteenth of Shevat, when the winter rainy season is more than half 

over. The halakhah sides with the School of Hillel. 
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Malchuyot, Zichronot and Shofrot  

Rosh Hashanah: Why the 
Torah Suppresses God’s 

Kingship 

Several biblical passages imply that God was ritually 

enthroned as king during the new year celebrations. In 

the Torah itself, however, this is suppressed. God as 

king appears only in three ancient poetic passages, 

never in the Torah’s prose or laws, including in its de-

scription of Rosh Hashanah. 

Prof. Israel Knohl 

  

Tripartite Mahzor, fol. 5v, Germany. Date: 1320’s. Bodleian Library, 

University of Oxford, MS. Mich. 619 

Skepticism about Monarchy 

he Torah takes a skeptical perspective on the in-

stitution of the monarchy. The collections of laws 

that precede the Book of Deuteronomy make no 

mention of future kings, preferring to speak of the נשיא, 

“chieftain,” i.e., the leader of a tribe. Thus, in Exodus’ 

Covenant Collection, the law cautions that one must not 

“put a curse upon a chieftain among your people” (  יא ְוָנשִׁ

ָתֹאר ֹלא   Exod 22:27). Similarly, in the Priestly laws ;ְבַעְמָך 

of Leviticus, the law of the sin offering does not discuss 

the sin of a king, but instead says, “in case it is a chief-

tain who incurs guilt” (יא ֶיֱחָטא  .(Lev 4:22 ;ֲאֶׁשר ָנשִׁ

Deuteronomy, in contrast, does dedicate a law to the 

king, but the central aim of this law is to derogate from 

the authority of the king and to constrain him in terms 

of his economic resources and military power.[1] In con-

trast to ancient Near Eastern monarchs, nowhere does 

Deuteronomy hint that the king is involved in judicial 

affairs. Instead, the most difficult decisions are brought 

“before the levitical priests, or the magistrate in charge 

at the time” (ם ָההֵׁ ים  ַבָּימִׁ ְהֶיה  יִׁ ֲאֶׁשר  ט  ַהֹשפֵׁ ְוֶאל  ם  ּיִׁ ַהְלוִׁ ים  ַהֹּכֲהנִׁ  ;ֶאל 

Deut 17:9).   Deuteronomy also gives no indication that 

the king would have any role in the Temple cult. 

God Imagery in the Torah 

The Torah’s reservations about monarchy are not only 

about human kingship, but even divine kingship. The 

Torah uses parent-child imagery to describe YHWH’s 

relationship with Israel: 

ים ַאֶתם   דברים יד:א ָבנִׁ
יֶכם… -ַלי   הָוה ֱאֹלהֵׁ

Deut 14:1 You are children of YHWH 

your God… 

…ֲהלֹוא הּוא   דברים לב:ו
יָך ָקֶנָך הּוא ָעְשָך   ָאבִׁ

 ַוְיֹכְנֶנָך. 

Deut 32:6 Is not He the Father who 

created you, fashioned you and 

made you endure! 

God disciplines Israel as a father disciplines his son: 

ם ְלָבֶבָך   דברים ח:ה ְוָיַדְעָת עִׁ
י   יׁש ֶאת  ּכִׁ ר אִׁ ַּכֲאֶׁשר ְיַיסֵׁ

  הָוה ֱאֹלֶהיָך ְמַיְסֶרָך.-ְבנֹו יְ 

Deut 8:5 Bear in mind that YHWH 

your God disciplines you just as 

a man disciplines his son. 

God is also described as a lover who desires the Israel-

ites: 

T 
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ָּכל  דברים ז:ז  ֻרְבֶכם מִׁ ֹלא מֵׁ
ים ָחַׁשק יְ הָ  הָוה ָבֶכם  -ַעמִׁ

י ַאֶתם   ְבַחר ָבֶכם ּכִׁ ַוּיִׁ
ים.   ָּכל ָהַעמִׁ   ז:חַהְמַעט מִׁ

ַאֲהַבת יְ  י מֵׁ הָוה ֶאְתֶכם  -ּכִׁ
ָשְמרֹו ֶאת ַהְשֻבָעה   ּומִׁ

ְׁשַבע   ֲאֶׁשר נִׁ
יֶכם…    ַלֲאֹבתֵׁ

Deut 7:7 It is not because you are 

the most numerous of peoples 

that YHWH set His heart on you 

and chose you — indeed, you are 

the smallest of peoples; 7:8 but it 

was because YHWH favored you 

and kept the oath He made to 

your fathers…  

ַרק ַבֲאֹבֶתיָך  דברים י:טו
הָוה ְלַאֲהָבה -ָחַׁשק יְ 

ְבַחר ְבַזְרָעם   אֹוָתם ַוּיִׁ
ָּכל   יֶהם ָבֶכם מִׁ ַאֲחרֵׁ
ים ַּכּיֹום ַהֶזה.  ָהַעמִׁ

Deut 10:15 Yet it was to your fathers 

that YHWH was drawn in His 

love for them, so that He chose 

you, their lineal descendants, 

from among all peoples as is now 

the case. 

Moreover, YHWH is a jealous lover when Israel betrays 

Him and worships other gods (Deut 4:24; 6:14-15). 

In no part of the prose or laws of the Torah, however, is 

God called a king. This is particularly surprising be-

cause it is commonly accepted that the model of the 

scriptural covenant is drawn from the political reality of 

the ancient East, where the sovereign party to a cove-

nant was the king. 

Ambiguity About Rosh Hashanah  
in the Torah 

The reservations of the Torah toward the institution of 

the monarchy, and within it the idea of enthroning 

God, is what apparently lies at the root of the ambigui-

ty in the Torah’s description of Rosh Hashanah (not 

the Torah’s name for the holiday). The day is described 

as “a day when the horn is sounded” ( ְתרּוָעה  Num ;יֹום 

29:1) or one “commemorated with loud blasts” (  ְכרֹון זִׁ

-Lev 23:24), but the nature of these blasts, sur ;ְתרּוָעה 

prisingly, goes unexplained. 

Mowinckel: God’s Coronation 

As early as talmudic literature, the blasts of Rosh 

Hashanah were associated with the coronation of 

God.[2] For example, the Talmud envisions God explain-

ing the Rosh Hashanah mussaf service liturgy by saying 

(b. Rosh Hashanah 16a): 

ואמרו לפני בראש  
השנה מלכיות… כדי  

 שתמליכוני עליכם 

Say before me on Rosh Hashanah 

the malchuyot service… so that you 

can make me king over you 

This connection between kingship and Rosh Hashanah 

was confirmed in modern scholarship, when the great 

Norwegian scholar of the Book of Psalms, Sigmund 

Mowinckel (1884-1965) showed that the ancient Israel-

ite Rosh Hashanah was likely celebrated as the day 

when YHWH is enthroned. 

Mowinckel brought together the ambiguous verses in 

the Torah about the blasts sounded on the first day of 

the seventh month (i.e., Rosh Hashanah) with the 

psalms about the coronation of God, in which the 

sounding of the horn is a common element, arguing 

that the blasts imply a coronation ritual, which he called 

“YHWH’s Enthronement Festival” (Thronbesteigungs-

fest Jahwäs).[3] 

His reconstruction is based on a comparison with the 

rituals of the Akitu festival of the Babylonian new year 

on one hand, and on Rabbinic literature and the Rosh 

Hashanah liturgy, on the other. 

Kaufmann’s Response and Retraction 

Yehezkel Kaufmann (1889-1963), in his initial response 

to Mowinckel’s thesis in the first volume of Toledot 

HaEmunah HaYisraelit, (pp. 580-584) utterly rejected 

Mowinckel’s argument. Instead, Kaufmann proposed 

that the blasts of Rosh Hashanah were intended to stave 

off evil spirits, reminiscent of the reading “one who 

sounds a blast on account of a demon” (התוקע לשד) famil-

iar from rabbinic literature, which apparently refers to a 

ritual done to protect one from harm. In the second 

volume (pp. 497-498), however, Kaufmann reversed 

himself and adopted Mowinckel’s approach (with no 

indication whatsoever that he had reconsidered what he 

had written in the previous volume). 

If Mowinckel’s view is correct, and Rosh Hashanah was 

once a divine enthronement festival, the only hint the 

Torah gives to this is the overly subtle reference to 

blasts. Thus, it seems that the Torah hesitates to 

acknowledge the idea of YHWH as king. Instead, the 
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Torah ignores and even suppresses this imagery, and 

only the shofar blowing ritual, dutifully recorded by the 

Priestly authors, allows us to make this connection. 

Remnants of the God-Is-King Motif 

Rituals are conservative in nature, and thus hard to 

suppress entirely. The same can be said for ancient po-

ems, which are often recorded as is. Thus, despite es-

chewing in the Torah the motif of YHWH as king, three 

poetic units in the Pentateuch reflect this conception of 

the divine. Notably, the three verses in question are the 

very three verses that the sages incorporated into 

the malchuyot prayer. (In fact, even though the rabbis 

needed a fourth quote from the Torah to end the sec-

tion, they could not find another one that said YHWH 

was king, so they had to go with the Shema.) 

1. Song of the Sea – Perhaps the best-known example 

of God as king in the Pentateuch is in the Song of the 

Sea, which concludes with the declaration: 

ְמֹלְך -יְ  שמות טו:יח הָוה יִׁ
 ָוֶעד. ְלֹעָלם  

Exod 15:18 YHWH will reign for ever 

and ever! 

2. Balaam’s Blessing – One of Balaam’s poems uses 

this imagery in its parallelism, 

הָוה -יְ  במדבר כג:כא
מֹו ּוְתרּוַעת   ֱאֹלָהיו עִׁ

  ֶמֶלְך בֹו.

Num 23:21 YHWH their God is with 

them, and their King’s acclaim in 

their midst. 

In fact, the term here translated as “acclaim” (teruah) 

can also be translated as “blasts,” and is the same term 

used to describe Rosh Hashanah. 

3. Moses’ Final Blessing – The third use of divine 

kingship imagery appears in the Moses’ final blessing of 

the tribes, immediately before his death. The poem be-

gins with a description of the appearance of God from 

the south. It then states, 

יֻׁשרּון   דברים לג:ה י בִׁ ַוְיהִׁ
י   ף ָראׁשֵׁ ְתַאסֵׁ ֶמֶלְך ְבהִׁ

י   ְבטֵׁ ָעם ַיַחד ׁשִׁ
ל.  ְשָראֵׁ  יִׁ

Deut 33:5 Then He became King in 

Jeshurun, when the heads of the 

people assembled, the tribes of 

Israel together. 

This verse provides the song’s original background: The 

tribes, or at least their representatives, assemble to-

gether, and in this assemblage, they accept YHWH as 

king over them. 

A Historical Event or a Yearly 
Celebration? 

Is this assembling of the tribes to accept YHWH as king 

a onetime gathering, or an event celebrated yearly? This 

question was the subject of a debate between two great 

Bible scholars of the previous century, both from the 

Hebrew University. Isaac Leo Seeligmann (1907-1982) 

felt that the convocation was a unique event conducted 

once, and he dated this to the early days of the time of 

the Judges.[4] 

Umberto Cassuto (1883-1951), however, proposed that 

the song describes a ceremony held annually on Rosh 

Hashanah,[5] partially agreeing with Mowinckel. YHWH 

was declared king by an assemblage of the tribes con-

ducted on this day, and the tribes or their representatives 

were blessed by the priests with the blessing designated 

for each tribe. If this is correct, then the blessing of the 

tribes now found in Deuteronomy 33 were once an inte-

gral part of the new year enthronement ritual, which we 

still commemorate with the blasts of the shofar. 

In either case, the idea of divine kingship, which is so 

prominent elsewhere in the Bible, was actively sup-

pressed by the Torah’s authors, and only appears here 

and there in hints found in ancient poems. 

The End of the High Holiday Season 

The holiday season that begins with Rosh Hashanah 

ends with Shemini Atzeret, the day on which Parashat 

Ve-Zot ha-Beracha is read. This holiday is given a special 

status in the priestly tradition as a day when the nation 

assembles together ( עצרת; Lev 23:36, Num 29:35). 

The nature and purpose of the assemblage are not ex-

plained in the Torah. As early as the Aramaic targums, 

we find echoes of the notion that the object of the gath-

ering was to pray for rain, as we too customarily recite 
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the Prayer for Rain on that day.[6] Yet without attenuat-

ing this aspect of it, perhaps the gathering with which 

Sukkot concludes also has within it an echo of that an-

cient assemblage where the leaders of the nation and 

the tribes of Israel came together to declare God king 

over the children of Jeshurun. 
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God’s Coronation on 
Rosh Hashanah 

What kind of king? 

Prof. Marc Zvi Brettler 

 

Rosh Hashanah Liturgy: 
Malchuyot, Zichronot, and Shofarot 

The earliest evidence that we have for the kingship of 

God as a significant theme for Rosh Hashanah is from 

the Mishnah (Rosh Hashanah 4:5-6), where malchuy-

ot, “kingship (of God),” is included among three special 

sections of the mussaf of Rosh Hashanah. This Mishnah 

reflects a practice different from the contemporary lit-

urgy—specific verses are not established, and the num-

ber of scriptural verses and their order is debated. Yet 

all these traditions agree that three special sections are 

called for: malchuyot, zichronot, and shofarot. 

Shofarot 

Of these sections, shofarot is most easily associated 

with biblical Rosh Hashanah, which in Lev 23:24 is 

“commemorated with loud blasts ( ְכרֹון  ְתרּוָעה  זִׁ ).” But this 

connection is not rock-solid, since teru’ah need not spe-

cifically refer to the blast of a shofar. It connotes a loud 

noise, whether made by a trumpeter (Num 10:5), a hu-

man outcry (Josh 6:5), or a shofar (Lev 25:9). 

Thus, even the blessing shofarot is not necessarily con-

nected to the biblical Rosh Hashanah since a shofar 
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blast is a possible, but not necessary, understanding of 

the biblical zichron teru’ah. In one case in the Torah, 

teruah is explicitly associated with kings (Numbers 

23:21 “king’s acclaim [ ֶמֶלְך  ְתרּוַעת ]”), and the related root 

is associated with royal coronations (see 1 Sam 10:24). 

So shofarot may be connected to malchuyot biblically 

(see the blowing of the shofar as part of the coronation 

at 1 Kgs 1:34, 39, 41) even if it isn’t necessarily connect-

ed with Rosh Hashanah in the biblical text. 

Zichronot 

The connection of the other two special blessings, mal-

chuyot and zichronot to biblical Rosh Hashanah is even 

less clear. 

The association between divine memory and Rosh 

Hashanah is not obvious, though divine memory was a 

significant enough theme that it also determined the 

Torah reading according to the Talmud[1] for Rosh 

Hashanah, which begins: 

י־ֹהָוָ֛ה  א: כא בראשית  ָפַקַ֥ד  ַוַֽ
  ָאָמָ֑ר  ַּכֲאֶׁשֶׁ֣ר  ֶאת־ָשָרָ֖ה

  ְלָשָרָ֖ה  ְי־ֹהָוָ֛ה  ַוַּיַַּ֧עש
ר  ַּכֲאֶׁשַ֥ר בֵַֽׁ  . דִׁ

Gen 21:1 YHWH took note of Sarah 

as He had promised, and YHWH 

did for Sarah as He had spoken. 

This reading is more primarily connected to Rosh 

Hashanah than the akedah, the binding of Isaac, which 

is read on the second day as a continuation of that pas-

sage. Divine remembrance is thus an early rabbinic, 

central theme for Rosh Hashanah. 

Malchuyot 

The association of divine kingship to Rosh Hashanah 

seems especially tenuous since nothing in the biblical 

text connects kingship to this festival. In part for that 

reason, in the twentieth century, the German scholar 

Paul Volz (1871-1941) and the Swedish scholar Sigmund 

Mowinckel (1884-1965) posited that a number of 

psalms that explicitly mention God’s kingship as well as 

many in which this is an implicit theme, originated in a 

Temple-based festival in which God was (re)enthroned 

annually as king.[2] This most likely occurred at the (ag-

ricultural) new-year, which may have been commemo-

rated at Sukkot and later moved to Rosh Hashanah.[3] 

Volz and Mowinckel based much of their argument on 

Mesopotamian analogies, especially the Babylonian 

akitu festival, in which the Babylonian high-god Mar-

duk was (re)enthroned at the new year with the words 

“Marduk is king!” This hypothesis, which continues to 

be debated, remains conjectural. It does offer, however, 

a compelling reason why the kingship of God is so 

closely associated with Rosh Hashanah. In fact, the 

phrase ָמָלְך  ְי־ֹהָוה  is parallel to the phrase used of Marduk 

in the akitu festival, and may be interpreted grammati-

cally as “YHWH has become king,” emphasizing the 

reenthronement of God. 

References to God’s Kingship 

Strikingly, God is rarely called “king” in the Torah. The 

middle blessings of the Rosh Hashanah mussaf now 

open with three Torah verses and close with a fourth. In 

so doing, malchuyot quotes: 

ְמֹלְָ֖ך  ְי־ֹהָוַ֥ה׀  יח:טו שמות  יִׁ
ד  ְלֹעָלַ֥ם  . ָוֶעַֽ

Exod 15:18 YHWH will reign for ever 

and ever! 

ַ֥יט כא:כג  במדבר בִׁ א־הִׁ  ָאֶָ֙וןָ֙   ֹלַֽ
  ָעָמָ֖ל  ְוֹלא־ָרָאַ֥ה  ְבַיֲעֹקֹ֔ב

ָ֑ל ְשָראֵׁ  ֱאֹלָהיוָ֙  ְי־ֹהָוָ֤ה  ְביִׁ
מֹ֔וֹ  וֹ   ֶמֶָ֖לְך  ּוְתרּוַעַ֥ת  עִׁ  .בַֽ

Num 23:21 “No harm is in sight for 

Jacob, No woe in view for Israel. 

YHWH their God is with them, And 

their King’s acclaim in their midst 

ַ֥י   ה:לג דברים יֻׁשרָּ֖ון   ַוְיהִׁ   בִׁ
ףָ֙  ֶמֶָ֑לְך ְתַאסֵׁ י   ְבהִׁ   ָרֶׁ֣אׁשֵׁ
ַ֥י   ַיַָ֖חד  ָעֹ֔ם ְבטֵׁ   ׁשִׁ

ל ְשָראֵַֽׁ  . יִׁ

Deut 33:5 Then He became King in 

Jeshurun, When the heads of the 

people assembled, The tribes of 

Israel together. 

It is not even certain that this last verse refers to God as 

king (rather than to Moses). But at least all three con-

tain the word melech, king. 

In contrast, the concluding Torah verse is from Deuter-

onomy 6: 

ָ֑ל  ְׁשַמָ֖ע ד:ו דברים ְשָראֵׁ  ְי־ֹהָוַ֥ה  יִׁ
ָ֖ינּו ד  ְי־ֹהָוַ֥ה׀  ֱאֹלהֵׁ  ֶאָחַֽ

Deut 6:4 Hear, O Israel! YHWH is 

our God, YHWH alone 

The verse doesn’t even contain the root m-l-ch! The 

composer of this liturgy was indeed stuck, for there are 

no other verses in the Torah which connect this king-

ship root to God, and he is assuming that the image of 
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the Shema prayer is about God as king. Perhaps he was 

influenced by the rabbinic idea (see e.g. m. Berachot 

2:5) that the Shema deals with accepting ol malchut 

shamayim—the yoke of the reign of heaven. The use of 

this verse at the conclusion reflects the paucity of ex-

plicit references to God as king in the Torah. 

God as King in Nevi’im and Ketuvim 

In contrast, this image is very common outside of the 

Torah, in the nevi’im and ketuvim, and anyone search-

ing for verses in which God is explicitly, unambiguously 

king would have many to choose from. These verses 

project upon God many aspects of human kingship; he 

has heavenly advisors, just like human kings (see esp. 

Job 1-2), sits on a throne in a palace (see esp. Isa 6:1), 

serves as a military leader (thus the phrase “YHWH of 

hosts [ צבאות י־הוה ]”) and is a judge (see below). 

In fact, God as king is the predominant metaphor or 

image used of God in the Bible, more common than God 

as parent or husband. Even the famous metaphor of Ps 

23:1, of God as a shepherd, may be a sub-metaphor of 

God as king, since in Israel, as in the ancient Near East, 

kings were called shepherds.[4] 

God’s Kingship Equated with Justice 

Many of the verses that call God “king,” or depict God 

as king, emphasize God’s justice. This follows a well-

known pattern in the ancient Near East, including the 

Bible, where the king had a judicial role; though in Isra-

el it was God the king, rather than the human king, who 

legislated laws. 

The exact role of the king in the ancient Israelite judicial 

system is unclear, but according to 2 Samuel, Absalom 

succeeded in rebelling against his father David in part 

because David did not properly fulfill this judicial role: 

 ַוֹּיָ֙אֶמרָ֙  ד:טו  ב שמואל
י   ַאְבָׁשלֹֹ֔ום ַ֥נִׁ מֵׁ י־ְישִׁ   מִׁ

ָ֖ט  ָיבַֹ֥וא  ְוָעַלַ֗י   ָבָאֶָ֑רץ  ֹׁשפֵׁ
ָ֛יׁש ְהֶיה־לֹו־  ָּכל־אִׁ ר־יִׁ ֲאֶׁשַֽ

ַ֥יב ְׁשָפָ֖ט  רִׁ יו   ּומִׁ ְצַדְקתִַֽׁ  ְוהִׁ

2 Sam 15:4 And Absalom went on, “If 

only I were appointed judge in the 

land and everyone with a legal 

dispute came before me, I would 

see that he got his rights.” 

Kings are often criticized for ignoring this responsibil-

ity; Ahab, for example, is castigated by Elijah for abus-

ing his judicial power when misappropriating the vine-

yard of Naboth (1 Kgs 21). And it is only the future ideal 

king, what later Jewish texts would call the Messiah, 

who would mete out justice fairly (Isa 11:4-5). 

Biblical texts suggest that God as king is a fair-minded 

judge, superior to human kings. The psalms that talk 

about God as king that we recite as part of Kabbalat 

Shabbat on Friday night exemplify this. For example, 

Psalm 96 concludes: 

ָ֤י   יג:צו תהילים ְפנֵׁ  ְי־ֹהָוָ֨ה׀   לִׁ
ִּ֬י  ַ֥י   ָבַ֗א  ּכִׁ ְׁשֹפֹּ֪ט  ָבא֘  ּכִׁ  לִׁ

ַ֥ל  ָהָָ֫אֶַ֥רץ בֵׁ ט־תֵׁ ְׁשֹפַֽ   יִׁ
ַ֗ים  ְבֶצֶָ֑דק   ְוְַ֝עמִׁ

וֹ   ֶבֱאמּוָנתַֽ

Ps 96:13 at the presence of YHWH, for 

He is coming, for He is coming to 

rule the earth; He will rule the 

world justly, and its peoples in 

faithfulness 

A verse in Psalm 99 reads: 

  ֶמֶלְך֘  ְוֹעַ֥ז  ד:צט תהילים
ְׁשָפֹּ֪ט ַ֥ב  מִׁ   ּכֹוַנְֶׁ֣נתָ   ַאַָ֭תה  ָאָ֫הֵׁ

ָ֑ים יָׁשרִׁ ְׁשָפַ֥ט  מֵׁ   ּוְְ֝צָדָקַ֗ה  מִׁ
יתָ   ַאָתִּ֬ה  ְבַיֲעֹקָ֤ב׀  ָעשִַֽׁ

Ps 99:4 Mighty king who loves jus-

tice, it was You who established 

equity, You who worked right-

eous judgment in Jacob. 

Given how common this entailment of God’s kingship 

is—God as the best, most-fair judge—it is striking that 

none of the verses chosen for malchuyot emphasize this 

aspect of God’s kingship. For us, Rosh Hashanah is the 

beginning of a ten-day period of judgment, culminating 

in Yom Kippur, and verses about God the king’s fairness 

as judge would be the most appropriate ones to choose 

for the liturgy. This may suggest that malchuyot was 

originally associated with Rosh Hashanah not because 

it deals with themes such as God sitting in judgment—

what we now consider to be the theme of Rosh Hasha-

nah—but for different reasons. 

The Kingship of Rosh Hashanah: 
God as Powerful Creator 

Most of the verses chosen for malchuyot from nevi’im 

and ketuvim focus on two themes: God’s power and 

God as creator. Both power and creation are related to 

kings, who lead armies and engage in great building 

projects. (The latter was especially true of non-Israelite 
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kings, but in the Bible Solomon, for example, is depict-

ed as a great builder.) God as king is incomparable: he 

defeats all enemies and has not built mere buildings, 

but the entire world. 

Two verses from malchuyot reflect the idea of God as 

creator (The latter verse does not explicitly use the root 

m-l-ch.) 

  ָמָלְך֘  ְי־ֹהָוֶׁ֣ה א:צג תהילים
ַׁ֥ש  גֵׁאֹּּ֪ות ֶׁׁ֣ש  ָלָ֫בֵׁ   ְיַ֭־ֹהָוה  ָלבֵׁ

ְתַאָזָ֑ר  ֹעֶׁ֣ז ּכַֹ֥ון   הִׁ   ַאף־תִׁ
ַ֗ל ְ֝בֵׁ ֹוט   תֵׁ מַֽ  ַבל־תִׁ

Ps 93:1 YHWH is king, He is robed 

in grandeur; YHWH is robed, He 

is girded with strength. The world 

stands firm; it cannot be shaken. 

ה־ָאַמָ֨ר  ו:מד ישעיהו  ְי־ֹהָוַּ֧ה  ֹּכַֽ
ָ֛ל ְשָראֵׁ ֶלְך־יִׁ    ְוֹגֲאלָ֖וֹ   ֶמַֽ

ָ֤י   ְצָבאָֹ֑ות  ְי־ֹהָוֶׁ֣ה   ֲאנִׁ
אׁשֹוןָ֙ ֶׁ֣י   רִׁ   ַאֲחרֹֹ֔ון   ַוֲאנִׁ

ַבְלָעַדָ֖י  ַ֥ין   ּומִׁ ים  אֵׁ  ֱאֹלהִַֽׁ

Isa 44:6 Thus said YHWH, the King 

of Israel, their Redeemer, YHWH 

of Hosts: “I am the first and I am 

the last, and there is no god but 

Me.” 

I believe that the choice of verses about creation reflects 

the natural idea that God created the world on Rosh 

Hashanah, a tradition known in rabbinic and earlier 

texts (b. Rosh Hashanah 10b), and found in the piyyut 

chanted after shofar blowing “the world was conceived 

today ( עולם הרת היום ).” 

The remainder of the verses, however, reflect God the 

warrior-king. For example Psalm 22 notes: 

ֶׁ֣י  כט:כב תהילים  ַלַ֭י־ֹהָוה   ּכִׁ
ַ֗ל  ַהְמלּוָכָ֑ה ם   ּוְֹ֝מׁשֵׁ  ַבגֹויִַֽׁ

Ps 22:29 for kingship is YHWH’s and 

He rules the nations 

Zechariah 14 states: 

 ְי־ֹהָוָ֛ה ְוָהָיַּ֧ה  ט:יד זכריה
  ַעל־ָּכל־ָהָאֶָ֑רץ  ְלֶמֶָ֖לְך
ְהֶיַּ֧ה  ַההַּ֗וא  ַבּיֶֹׁ֣ום  ְי־ֹהָוָ֛ה יִׁ
ד   ּוְׁשמַ֥וֹ   ֶאָחָ֖ד  ֶאָחַֽ

Zech 14:9 And YHWH shall be king 

over all the earth; in that day 

there shall be one YHWH with 

one name. 

These are both images of power, and perhaps this col-

lection of verses is saying that on Rosh Hashanah we 

again want God to be fully powerful, as God was in cre-

ating the world. Creation and power are connected, as 

seen e.g, in Isaiah 51: 

ָ֨י   ט :נא ישעיהו ָ֤י   עּורִׁ  עּורִׁ
י־ֹעזָ֙ ְבׁשִׁ  ְי־ֹהָוֹ֔ה  ְזרֶֹׁ֣ועַ   לִׁ

י  י   עּ֚ורִׁ ֶׁ֣ימֵׁ   ֹדרָֹ֖ות  ֶקֶֹ֔דם  ּכִׁ

Isa 51:9 Awake, awake, clothe your-

self with splendor. O arm of 

YHWH! Awake as in days of old, As 

ָ֑ים ַאְת־   ֲהלַֹ֥וא  עֹוָלמִׁ
ָ֛יא  ַרַָ֖הב  ְחֶצֶַ֥בתַהמַ   הִׁ

ין   ְמחֹוֶלֶַ֥לת  י:נא:  ַתנִַֽׁ
יאָ֙  ֲהלָֹ֤וא   ַאְת־הִׁ

ָ֖י   ָיֹ֔ם  ַהַמֲחֶרֶֶׁ֣בת   ְתהֶֹׁ֣ום  מֵׁ
י־  ַהָשָָ֙מהָ֙  ַרָבָ֑ה ֲעַמקֵׁ ַמַֽ

ים  ַלֲעֹבַ֥ר  ֶדֶָ֖רְך  ָיֹ֔ם :  ְגאּולִַֽׁ
ָ֨י  יא :נא  ְי־ֹהָוָ֜ה   ּוְפדּויֵׁ

ּיֹוןָ֙   ּוָבָ֤אּו  ְיׁשּובַּ֗ון   צִׁ
ָנֹ֔ה ְמַחַ֥ת  ְברִׁ   עֹוָלָ֖ם  ְושִׁ

  ָששָֹ֤ון   ַעל־ֹראָׁשָ֑ם
ְמָחהָ֙ יגֹּ֔ון   ְושִׁ   ָנָ֖סּו  ַישִׁ

ה  ָיגַֹ֥ון   ַוֲאָנָחַֽ

in former ages! It was you that 

hacked Rahab in pieces, That 

pierced the Dragon. 51:10 It was you 

that dried up the Sea, The waters of 

the great deep; That made the 

abysses of the Sea A road the re-

deemed might walk. 51:11 So let the 

ransomed of YHWH return, And 

come with shouting to Zion, 

Crowned with joy everlasting. Let 

them attain joy and gladness, 

While sorrow and sighing flee. 

These verses, spoken by this sixth century prophet in the 

Babylonian exile, call upon a creation story that differs 

from those found at the beginning of Genesis, and is 

well-known in Canaanite and Mesopotamian sources. 

They are insisting that the “good ole’” God reassert him-

self and powerfully lead Israel back from exile—the exact 

two themes of power and creation, found in malchuyot. 

Indeed, the image of God as king is the central image of 

this section of Isaiah, and this verse assumes that God as 

king is both a creator and a powerful warlord. 

The Underlying Theme of Malchuyot 

This observation, that the main theme of the malchuyot 

verses is God as powerful and creator, returns us to the 

hypothesis of Volz and Mowinckel, that in its prehistory 

Rosh Hashanah was an annual festival in which God 

was crowned anew as king. This would most likely have 

been commemorated on the day of creation, when God 

could first be imagined as king—for only after creation 

did God the king reign over a territory (the world) and 

have subjects. 

At the time of creation, God demonstrated great power; 

the other verses assert that God will again demonstrate 

comparable power. Since the world has already been cre-

ated and will not be destroyed and recreated, the main 

way in which the power of God’s kingship could be imag-

ined was of God the warrior, vanquishing enemies. Just 

as the Babylonian god Marduk became king after slaying 

his enemies, who were led by the goddess Tiamat, and 

the Canaanite Baal became king after killing Yamm and 

his helpers, God became king during creation. 
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If the observation that the kingship verses in malchuyot 

do not highlight God as a just king, but God as a power-

ful creator king is significant, then it is likely that mal-

chuyot does not reflect the role of Rosh Hashanah as 

the beginning of the penitential season. Instead, mal-

chuyot retains echoes of an ancient festival in which 

God was annually (re)enthroned as king, on the world’s 

birthday, and expresses the hope that the power that 

God manifested then will be seen again. 

Divine Coronation in Rosh Hashanah 
Mussaf 

It is even possible that shofarot and zichronot are tied 

to God becoming king: as noted above, a king’s corona-

tion was accompanied by the teru’ah or the shofar, and 

upon ascending the throne, the king had to remember 

which enemies to punish and which friends to reward 

(see 1 Kings 2:1-9, of Solomon). Thus, the thematic 

choice of all three of the central sections of the mussaf, 

malchuyot, zichronot, and shofarot, may reflect this 

ancient ritual of divine coronation. 

This may even be reflected in several places in the 

machzor that use language of enthronement, such as 

the introduction to melech elyon on the first day of the 

mussaf of Rosh Hashanah: “and thus may we enthrone 

you, o superlative king ( עליון  מלך   נמליכך   ובכן ).” Only later 

did the Rosh Hashanah liturgy fully absorb the theme of 

divine judgment and especially forgiveness.[5] 

Thus, a close look at the Rosh Hashanah liturgy even 

now shows how its reinterpretation through the ages 

has left in place vestiges of its early theme and func-

tion—the (re)enthronement of God as a king, including: 

a coronation (malchuyot) accompanied with great noise 

(shofarot), which was an occasion for God the king to 

remember all that was done, and to react accordingly 

(zichronot). 

 

[1] The Talmudic reading superseded the reading suggested in Mish-

nah Megillah 3:5, which was deemed too short by the Talmudic peri-

od, and thus moved to the maftir. 

[2] Mowinckel called the festival “Thronbesteigungsfest Jahwes”—the 

festival of God’s ascent to the throne. 

[3] See my, “The Hakhel Ceremony,” TheTorah (2014). 

[4] See esp. Jer 23:1-4, and the image in Samuel of David as a shep-

herd, and the tile of Hammurabi as “shepherd” in the prologue to his 

laws. 

[5] This explains why in its current form, zichronot highlights memo-

ries of God remembering things that will redound to Israel’s benefit. 
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The Paradigm of the 
Barren Woman: How 
God ‘Remembers’ on 

Rosh Hashanah 

The liturgical readings of Rosh Hashanah tell of Sarah, 

Rachel, and Hannah being “remembered” by God, 

making barrenness and conception the locus of divine 

providence. 

Prof. Rachel Adelman 

 

Remembering the Barrenness of 
Sarah, Rachel, and Hannah 

According to the Talmud, 

בראש השנה נפקדה  
 שרה רחל וחנה.

On Rosh Hashanah, Sarah, Rachel, 

and Hannah were remembered.[1] 

Their stories are punctuated by an act of divine inter-

vention: God “remembers [ ר-כ-ז ]” or “takes note [ ד -ק-פ ]” 

of them. Rabbi Eliezer connects the mysterious name of 

the day, called “a memorial of trumpet blasts [  זכרון

-zikhron teruah]” (Lev. 23:24), to God’s “remem ;תרועה

bering” these women (Sarah in Gen. 21:1, Rachel in 

Gen. 30:22, and Hannah in 1 Sam. 1:19 and 2:21). 

None of these women are mentioned in the nine acts 

(i.e., verses) of “remembering” [zikhronot] in what has 

become the standard liturgy of the Musaf prayer,[2] but 

their stories are at the center of the Torah 

and haftarah readings, where God’s act of remembering 

is imbedded in a set of complex narratives (Sarah in 

Genesis 21, Hannah in 1 Samuel 1, and, indirectly, Ra-

chel in Jeremiah 31). 

Divine vs. Human Memory 

The acts of divine healing for these biblical women set up 

a paradigm for the mode of God’s memory. For humans, 

memory is an act of re-collection, assembling past events 

in our mind as a reconstructed narrative. It works associ-

atively rather than linearly. Just as the Shofar’s horn 

might curve, its wail rising from low to high pitch, so 

memory is curved. Remembering is a means of re-

constructing ourselves as we stand in the present. 

It is difficult, however, to speak of the memory of God, 

who is omniscient. Human memory entails forgetting, 

but for God, as the coda ( החתימה  מעין ) to the zikhronot 

states: “There is no forgetting before Your throne of 

Glory, nothing is hidden from Your sight [   לפני   שכחה  אין

עינך מנגד  נסתר ואין  כבודך כסא ].” 

The biblical stories, I suggest, are not about God’s re-

collection of past events or his remembering something 

he had forgotten. Rather, it’s about punctuated mo-

ments in history when the divine presence intervenes to 

create significant change. I suggest that each of these 

women’s stories conforms to a common paradigm, in 

Robert Alter’s terms “a type scene,”[3] where barrenness 

and conception becomes the fertile ground for the 

working of divine providence. It is this model of God’s 

act of “remembering” that serves as inspiration for our 

bared and barren souls on Rosh Hashanah. 

The Paradigm of the Barren Woman in 
Tanakh 

The Hebrew Bible contains six stories of barren women: 

1. Sarah (Gen 18:9-15), 

2. Rebekah (Gen 25:19-26), 

3. Rachel (Gen 30:1-8, 22-24), 

4. The unnamed wife of Manoah and mother of 

Samson (Judg 13:1-24), 
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5. Hannah, wife of Elkanah and mother of Samuel 

the prophet (I Sam 1:1-28), 

6. The Shunammite woman, an acolyte of the 

prophet Elisha (2 Kgs 4:8-17). 

All these women suffer a prolonged period of infertility, 

sometimes exacerbated by the presence of a less-

beloved though more fertile co-wife. The woman’s bar-

renness is only relieved by miraculous intervention. 

The Price of Divine Remembrance 

Alter suggests that all these episodes include variations 

on an “annunciation scene” in which a prophet, divine 

messenger, or even God appears to the woman with the 

promise of conception. The son born of this divine in-

tercession is then heroically given over to the service of 

God (Samson and Samuel are both consecrated as Nazi-

rites even before conception). 

Sometimes this entails a brush with mortal danger (Ja-

cob and Joseph), or even death and resurrection (the 

Shunammite’s son). As Susan Ackerman avers, “God who 

opens the womb has the right to demand, in some fash-

ion, the life that comes from it.”[4] This is poignantly il-

lustrated on Rosh Hashanah, when we read the fulfill-

ment of God’s promise to Sarah on the first day and the 

near sacrifice of that promised son, Isaac, on the next. 

“And YHWH Took Note of Sarah…” 

What does this paradigm tell us of the workings of 

God’s memory? The opening verse of the Torah reading 

on Rosh Hashanah resounds: 

  ָפַקד  ֹהָוה ־י וַ  א: כא בראשית
  ָאָמר  ַּכֲאֶׁשר  ָשָרה  ֶאת

  ְלָשָרה  ְי־ֹהָוה  ַוַּיַעש
ר   ַּכֲאֶׁשר בֵׁ דִׁ  

Gen 21:1 And YHWH took note 

[paqad] of Sarah as He had 

promised, and YHWH did for Sa-

rah as He had spoken. 

The term paqad, translated variously as to “take note,” 

“call to mind,” “remember,” or “visit,” is synonymous 

with the verb zakhar. Both are used in reference to 

conception: 

ְזֹּכר  ל:כב בראשית ים   ַוּיִׁ ֱאֹלהִׁ
ל   ֶליָה  ֶאת ָרחֵׁ ְׁשַמע אֵׁ ַוּיִׁ

ְפַתח ֶאת ַרְחָמּה.  ים ַוּיִׁ  ֱאֹלהִׁ

Gen 30:22 And God remem-

bered Rachel; God heard her 

and opened her womb. 

ַוּיֵַׁדע ֶאְלָקָנה   שמואל א א:יט
ְׁשתוֹ  ְזְּכֶרהָ  ֶאת ַחָנה אִׁ   ַוּיִׁ

 ְי־ֹהָוה. 

1 Sam 1:19 Elkanah knew his wife 

Hannah, and YHWH remem-

bered her. 

י  שמואל א ב:כא ְי־ֹהָוה   ָפַקד  ּכִׁ
ֶלד   ֶאת ַחָנה ַוַתַהר ַותֵׁ

י ָבנֹות... ים ּוְׁשתֵׁ  ְׁשֹלָׁשה ָבנִׁ

1 Sam 2:21 For YHWH took note 

of Hannah and she conceived 

and bore three sons and two 

daughters… 

This intimate act of creating a child after years of bar-

renness speaks more movingly of God’s remembering 

than the great punctuations in biblical history men-

tioned in the zikhronot. According to the aggadah (b. 

Rosh Hashanah 11a), their decades of barrenness came 

to an end on the day the world was born or, more pre-

cisely “was conceived” or “became pregnant,” as we say: 

“ha-yom harat ‘olam.” So the conception of the prom-

ised son is comparable to the creation of the world, 

eternity condensed into a kernel of time. 

In all these three examples of healed barrenness, what 

happens is the natural conception of a child—but from 

the divine eye, it is the fulfillment of a long-awaited 

promise that God always intended to keep. Metaphori-

cally, it may be likened to the focus of dispersed light 

into a beam, like a laser, the focal point being the moth-

er through whom the bearer of the covenant, in the case 

of Sarah, is born, as it says “through Isaac the promise 

of seed will be fulfilled” (Gen 21:12). 

God’s act of remembering, then, is like an arrow, which 

gathers momentum from the past and directs the prom-

ise towards some point in the future. But time, for God, 

does not travel along a linear line, as we humans feel 

time’s arrow. Rather, God enters time and opens up 

portals to eternity for us in the fulfillment of the prom-

ised future. One such portal is Rosh Hashanah. As we 

stand in the presence of God, hearing the wail of the 

Shofar on Rosh Hashanah, we (like the promised son) 

become the focal point of that beam of light within the 

divine eye—in judgment and in hope. 
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God Remembers Rachel in Jeremiah 

The conception of the barren matriarchs symbolically 

represents our return and God’s forgiveness most 

poignantly in the haftarah of the second day. According 

to Jeremiah, Rachel cries out from her grave as the Is-

raelites are driven into exile. In her lifetime, she never 

settled in the promised land of Canaan, never mothered 

her children to adulthood, dying prematurely in child-

birth by the roadside (Gen 35:19-20). 

From that burial place on the border between the land 

of Israel and exile, according to Jeremiah, God hears 

“lamentation and bitter weeping; Rachel weeping for 

her children; for she refuses to be comforted for her 

children, because they are no more” (Jer 31:14).[5] And 

God answers her cries: 

ֹּכה ָאַמר   ירמיהו לא:טו  
י   ֶבכִׁ ְך מִׁ י קֹולֵׁ ְנעִׁ ְי־ֹהָוה מִׁ

י יֵׁׁש   ְמָעה ּכִׁ דִׁ ְך מִׁ יַניִׁ ְועֵׁ
ְך ְנֻאם   ְפֻעָלתֵׁ  ָשָכר לִׁ
ֶאֶרץ   ְי־ֹהָוה ְוָׁשבּו מֵׁ

ְקָוה   לא:יז  אֹויֵׁב.  ְויֵׁׁש תִׁ
ְך ְנֻאם ְי־ֹהָוה   יתֵׁ ְלַאֲחרִׁ
ְגבּוָלם.  ים לִׁ   ְוָׁשבּו ָבנִׁ

Jer 31:16 Thus says YHWH: Keep your 

voice from weeping, and your eyes 

from tears; for there is a reward for 

your work, says YHWH: they shall 

come back from the land of the ene-

my; 31:17 there is hope for your future, 

says YHWH: your children shall 

come back to their own country. 

The people, Israel (the Northern tribes) are called Ephra-

im (Joseph’s son; Rachel’s grandson), the “dandled son,” 

later in this passage. God reassures the matriarch: 

ָזֹכר ֶאְזְּכֶרנּו   ירמיהו לא:כ
ַעי  עֹוד   ן ָהמּו מֵׁ ַעל ּכֵׁ

ם אֲ     ְנֻאם  ַרֲחֶמנּולֹו ַרחֵׁ

.ְי־ֹהָוה   

Jer 31:20 I do remember him still 

therefore my womb murmurs with-

in me. I will surely have compas-

sion on him, says YHWH. 

Memory here is preserved in the murmuring womb, once 

barren, and then filled with child; that very womb now 

yearns for the lost child—the banished Ephraim (repre-

sentative of the ten lost Northern tribes of Israel). God’s 

remembering, zakhor ’ezkarenu ‘od (emphatically ex-

pressed by the tautological infinitive), is aroused through 

identification with the matriarch, and resonates through the 

doubled, “raḥem ’araḥmenu” (from the root:  מ -ח -ר ), sugges-

tive of the term for womb, reḥem. Just as God remembers 

the barren woman ( ר -כ -ז   and  ד -ק -פ ), so God’s is stirred 

through compassion for the lost child, Israel/Ephraim, and 

promises to bring the people back from exile. 

God’s Maternal Compassion on Rosh 
Hashanah 

Following the sounding of each series of shofar blasts we 

break out in song, recalling that this is the day of the 

world’s creation (ha-yom harat ‘olam), and that we stand 

before the Almighty, pleading for mercy – either as his 

servants or as his children. If, as children, we stand before 

God, we plead that He have compassion upon us like a 

father for his sons [raḥmenu ka-raḥem ’av ‘al banim]. 

Yet the model of mercy comes from the barren women, 

the mothers Sarah, Rachel, and Hannah who were 

healed, and know the longing within their wombs to bear 

children. Above all, the matriarch, Rachel—barren for so 

long and buried upon childbirth—becomes the quintes-

sential intercessor beckoning for the return of her lost 

children. It is she with whom God comes to identify, the 

God Who, with womb-like yearning, desires that we as 

His children return to the divine embrace. 

 

[1] b. Rosh Hashanah 11a, cf. b. Berakhot 29a. 

[2] The nine zikhronot include three verses from each section of the 

Tanakh, which feature the root ר-כ-ז ., in which God is the subject of 

the remembering most often for the sake of salvation: Gen. 8:1, Exod. 

2:24, Lev. 26:42, Ps. 111:4, 5, and 106:45, Jer. 2:2, Ezek. 16:60, and 

Jer. 31:20 (and another is tacked on at the end: Lev. 26:45). 

[3] Robert Alter, “How Convention Helps Us Read,” Prooftexts, 3 

(1983), pp. 120-126 (115–130). 

[4] Susan Ackerman, “Child Sacrifice: Returning Godʼs Gift,” Bible 

Review 9:3 (1993), p. 56 (20-28, 56).  
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Rosh Hashanah: The 
Original Meaning of 

Blowing a Teruah 

Rosh Hashanah in the Torah is described as a day 

of teruah, a reference to one of the two types of blasts: 

a regular horn blast (tekiah) and a teruah blast. Inter-

preters ancient and modern understand the distinction 

as differing in sound, length, or pitch, but the biblical 

description of the shofar blowing during the siege of 

Jericho implies that the nature of a teruah lies in the 

people’s response to the blast. 

Rabbi Shawn Ruby 

 

The Seven Trumpets of Jericho, James Tissot c. 1896-1902.  

The Jewish Museum 

n the Torah, the festival we call Rosh Hashanah 

(New Year) falls out on the first day of the seventh 

month (Lev 23:24, Num 29:1), i.e., in the biblical 

calendar, it is not the new year. The Torah says very little 

about the festival. Other than the prohibition to do labor 

and the requirement for priests to bring the appropriate 

festival offering—the standard features common to festi-

val days—the only unique description of the day is that it 

is a ְתרּוָעה  a day of teruah” (Num 29:1) or the more“ יֹום 

enigmatic  ְכרֹון ְתרּוָעה  .a memorial of teruah” (Lev 23:24)“ זִׁ

The common understanding of teruah in this context is 

that it refers to a type of sound made by the blowing of a 

horn, traditionally identified with the shofar, the ram’s 

horn. For example, the Tannaitic midrash on Leviticus, 

Sifra (Diburah de-Emor 11:1) gloss the word teruah in 

the Leviticus passage with לּו ַהשֹוָפרֹות -these are the sho“ אֵׁ

fars.” Similarly, Targum Onkelos in both Rosh Hasha-

nah passages glosses the word with the Aramic יבבא, 

“sound of a trumpet.” 

Yet, the word ְתרּוָעה comes from the root ר.ו.ע, and its 

core meaning is to shout in alarm or joy.[1] This sense is 

especially clear from a poetic passage in Job, in the con-

text of joy: 

ַעד ְיַמלֵׁה   איוב ח:כא
יָך ּוְשָפֶתיָך   ְשחֹוק פִׁ

רּוָעה. תְ   

Job 8:21 He will yet fill your mouth 

with laughter, and your lips 

with teruah. 

Notably, the majority opinion among Karaites is that the 

verses associating teruah with Rosh Hashanah are not 

referring to horn or shofar blasts at all, just to shouting.[2] 

The common interpretation of yom teruah as a day of 

blowing the horn is likely based on the biblical descrip-

tion of horn-blowing in the wilderness account. 

Blowing the Trumpet to Move the 
Camp 

Right before the Israelites move away from their long 

encampment at Mount Sinai, YHWH commands Moses 

to make  י ֲחצֹוְצֹרת ֶּכֶסף -two silver trumpets,” whose pur“ ְׁשתֵׁ

pose shall be to communicate with the camp (Num 10:1). 

The text goes on to explain exactly how this is done. If 

both trumpets are blown ( ת.ק.ע), the community should 

assemble before Moses, but if one trumpet is blown, only 

the chieftains should assemble (Num 10:3–4). 

YHWH then tells Moses that, to organize the camps to 

move, there should be a different kind of blowing: 

ּוְתַקְעֶתם   במדבר י:ה
ָעה ְוָנְסעּו  ְתרּו

ים   ַהַמֲחנֹות ַהֹחנִׁ
ּוְתַקְעֶתם    ו:י.  ְדָמהקֵׁ 

ית ְוָנְסעּו   נִׁ ְתרּוָעה ׁשֵׁ
ים   ַהַמֲחנֹות ַהֹחנִׁ

ְתְקעּו יָמָנה ְתרּוָעה יִׁ   תֵׁ
יֶהם   ז:י.  ְלַמְסעֵׁ

יל ֶאת ַהָקָהל  ּוְבַהְקהִׁ
יעּו.  ְתְקעּו ְוֹלא ָתרִׁ  תִׁ

Num 10:5 When you blow teruah, the 

divisions encamped on the east 

shall move forward; 10:6 and when 

you blow teruah a second time, 

those encamped on the south shall 

move forward. Thus teruah shall be 

blown for setting them in mo-

tion, 10:7 while to convoke the con-

gregation you shall blow, with-

out teruah. 

I 
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Thus, trumpets can be used either in a regular blowing 

or a teruah blowing. Verse 7 clearly indicates that blow-

ing (tekiah) can be done with or without teruah. What 

is the difference between a regular blast (tekiah without 

teruah) and a tekiah blast accompanied by a teruah? 

Trumpet Blasts to Remind YHWH of Israel 

YHWH then explains to Moses that, in the future, the 

trumpets should be used in times of war: 

י ָתֹבאּו   במדבר י:ט ְוכִׁ
ְלָחָמה ְבַאְרְצֶכם ַעל   מִׁ

ר ֶאְתֶכם   ַהַצר ַהֹצרֵׁ
ֹעֶתם   ַבֲחֹצְצֹרת  ַוֲהרֵׁ
ְזַּכְרֶתם  י   ֲונִׁ ְפנֵׁ ְי־הָוה   לִׁ

יֶכם ְונֹוַׁשְעֶתם   ֱאֹלהֵׁ
יֶכם. ֹאְיבֵׁ  מֵׁ

Num 10:9 When you are at war in your 

land against an aggressor who at-

tacks you, you shall make teruah 

with the trumpets, that you may 

be remembered before YHWH 

your God and be delivered from 

your enemies.[3] 

The blowing of teruah with trumpets is intended to re-

mind YHWH of Israel in the hope of divine intercession. 

This may be the meaning of the description of the festival 

in Leviticus as being  ְָתרּוע ְכרֹון  ה זִׁ , meaning something like 

“a teruah that serves as a reminder to YHWH.” 

Festival Blowing 

The final verse in the passage notes: 

ּוְביֹום   במדבר י:י
יֶכם   ְמַחְתֶכם ּוְבמֹוֲעדֵׁ שִׁ

יֶכם   י ָחְדׁשֵׁ ּוְבָראׁשֵׁ
ּוְתַקְעֶתם ַבֲחֹצְצֹרת  

יֶכם ְוַעל   י  ַעל ֹעֹלתֵׁ ְבחֵׁ זִׁ
יֶכם ְוָהיּו ָלֶכם   ַׁשְלמֵׁ

יֶכם   י ֱאֹלהֵׁ ְפנֵׁ ָּכרֹון לִׁ ְלזִׁ
יֶכם. י ְי־הָוה ֱאֹלהֵׁ  ֲאנִׁ

Num 10:10 And on your joyous occa-

sions—your fixed festivals and new 

moon days—you shall sound the 

trumpets over your burnt offerings 

and your sacrifices of well-being. 

They shall be a reminder of you 

before your God: I, YHWH, am 

your God. 

Here, the sound is not teruah but a tekiah blast, but its 

purpose is explicit: blasts blown on festivals serve as a 

reminder to YHWH of Israel. What is unique about 

Rosh Hashanah is that, in contrast to the practice men-

tioned here for standard festivals, on this day, Israel 

should do a teruah blast. 

Again, what is the difference between a regular blast 

(tekiah) and a teruah blast? 

Traditional Interpretation: Long and 
Short Blasts 

The traditional interpretation of these two terms is that 

a regular or tekiah blast is long, while the teruah is a 

series of short blasts, and this is how the terms are 

translated in the NJPS (“long blasts”/“short 

blasts”). This is already the interpretation of the Mish-

nah (m. Rosh Hashanah 4:9): 

י ָׁשלֹוׁש   יָעה ְּכדֵׁ יעּור ְתקִׁ ׁשֵׁ
יעּור ְתרּוָעה   ְתרּועֹות. ׁשֵׁ

י ָׁשלֹוׁש ַיָבבֹות.  ְכדֵׁ

The length of a tekiah is that 

of three teruot. The length of 

a teruah is that of three 

yebavot. [4] 

A variation on this interpretation is the Yemenite un-

derstanding that a tekiah is a blast with a continuous 

pitch while the teruah is one of varying pitch. What 

these interpretations have in common is that they un-

derstand the teruah to be a sound made by the shofar 

or trumpet. Yet, looking at the story of Israel’s blowing 

of trumpets in the book of Joshua suggests an alterna-

tive possibility. 

And the Walls Came Tumbling Down 

The story of the miraculous siege and fall of Jericho 

begins with YHWH telling Joshua that the Israelite ar-

my should circle the city once a day for six days (Josh 

6:3), walking behind the ark, with seven priests each 

holding a shofar (Josh 6:3–4). And then: 

י  יהושע ו:ד יעִׁ ...ּוַבּיֹום ַהְשבִׁ
יר ֶׁשַבע   ָתֹסבּו ֶאת ָהעִׁ

ים ְוַהּכֹ  ְתְקעּו  ְפָעמִׁ ים יִׁ ֲהנִׁ
  ַבשֹוָפרֹות. 

Josh 6:4 …On the seventh day, 

march around the city seven 

times, with the priests blowing 

the horns. 

YHWH then explains how the people should respond: 

ְמֹׁשְך ְבֶקֶרן   ו:ה ְוָהָיה בִׁ
ל )בשמעכם(   ַהּיֹובֵׁ

]ְּכָׁשְמֲעֶכם[ ֶאת קֹול  
יעּו ָכל ָהָעם   ַהשֹוָפר ָירִׁ
ְתרּוָעה ְגדֹוָלה ְוָנְפָלה  
יר ַתְחֶתיָה   חֹוַמת ָהעִׁ
יׁש ֶנְגדֹו.   ְוָעלּו ָהָעם אִׁ

6:5 And when a long blast is sound-

ed on the horn—as soon as you 

hear that sound of the horn—all the 

people shall give a mighty teruah. 

Thereupon the city wall will col-

lapse, and the people shall advance, 

every man straight ahead. 



 
 40   | 
 
 
 

The people are not carrying horns; the text clearly envi-

sions them making a sound with their voices, perhaps a 

shout of triumph or a battle cry. This is explicit later, 

when Joshua admonishes them not to make a noise un-

til the proper moment: 

ָּוה   יהושע ו:י ְוֶאת ָהָעם צִׁ
ְיהֹוֻׁשַע לֵׁאֹמר ֹלא  

יעּו   יעּו ְוֹלא ַתְׁשמִׁ ָתרִׁ
א   ֶאת קֹוְלֶכם ְוֹלא יֵׁצֵׁ
יֶכם ָדָבר ַעד יֹום   פִׁ מִׁ
יעּו   יֶכם ָהרִׁ י ֲאלֵׁ ָאְמרִׁ

יֹעֶתם.   ַוֲהרִׁ

Josh 6:10 But Joshua’s orders to the 

rest of the people were, “Do not 

make a teruah, do not let your 

voices be heard, and do not let a 

sound issue from your lips until the 

moment that I command you, 

‘Make a teruah!’ Then you shall 

make the teruah.” 

The parallelism here makes it clear that teruah is made 

by a human voice in response to the blowing (tekiah) of 

the shofar. Concerning the seventh climactic day, the text 

makes a clear distinction between shofar blasts, blown by 

the priests, and teruah shouts, made by the people: 

י ַבַפַעם  יהושע ו:טז ַוְיהִׁ
ים   ית ָתְקעּו ַהֹּכֲהנִׁ יעִׁ ַהְשבִׁ
ַבשֹוָפרֹות ַוֹּיאֶמר ְיהֹוֻׁשַע  
י ָנַתן   יעּו ּכִׁ  ֶאל ָהָעם ָהרִׁ

יר־יְ  .  ..הָוה ָלֶכם ֶאת ָהעִׁ
ְתְקעּו    ַוָּיַרע  כ:ו ָהָעם ַוּיִׁ

ְׁשֹמַע   י כִׁ ַבֹשָפרֹות ַוְיהִׁ
ָהָעם ֶאת קֹול ַהשֹוָפר  

יעּו ָהָעם ְתרּוָעה   ַוָּירִׁ
ֹפל ַהחֹוָמה  ְגדֹוָלה וַ  תִׁ

.ַתְחֶתיָה..  

Josh 6:16 On the seventh round, as 

the priests blew the horns, Josh-

ua commanded the people, 

“Make the teruah! For YHWH 

has given you the city… 6:20 So 

the people made the teruah 

when the horns were sounded. 

When the people heard the 

sound of the horns, the people 

raised a mighty teruah and the 

wall collapsed… 

Thus, teruah is a sound people make in response to 

hearing the blast of a horn. We can see this usage in the 

book of Job as well, in a scene describing alarm at the 

coming of battle: 

י ֹׁשָפר   איוב לט:כה ְבדֵׁ
ָרחֹוק   ֹיאַמר ֶהָאח ּומֵׁ
ְלָחָמה ַרַעם   יַח מִׁ ָירִׁ

ים ּוְתרּוָעה.   ָשרִׁ

Job 39:25 As the shofar sounds, he 

says, “Aha!” From afar he smells 

the battle, the roaring and teruah 

of the officers. 

Here again, the teruah comes after hearing the sound of 

the shofar. 

A Responsive Blast 

I suggest that teruah as a human response to the blowing 

of a horn or trumpet is the meaning of the phrase “teruah 

blast” in Numbers 10. A standard blast (tekiah) is just the 

sound of the horn, while a teruah blast is one designed to 

elicit a response. The term teruah refers to the collective 

response, while the phrase uteka’atem teruah refers to the 

blast that is blown to elicit the response. 

In other words, the key difference is not in length, pitch, 

or tone, but in the cultural understanding of the people, 

who know to respond with a collective shout to a certain 

way of blasting the horn or trumpet. This phenomenon 

is familiar to anyone who has attended a sports event. 

When the horn (or sometimes an organ) is sounded to 

play the fanfare, the crowd knows to let out a cheer. 

Formal occasions like the call to gather of the leaders or 

the people, or the ritual sounding of the trumpets to 

accompany the sacrifices, require a simple trumpet 

blast (tekiah). Occasions that are meant to “get the peo-

ple going” like the call for the tribes to march from the 

encampment, require a blast that calls the people to 

respond vocally (and emotionally!). The same is true for 

calling God’s attention to Israel’s plight in times of war 

and, apparently, for the festival of the first day of the 

seventh month, Rosh Hashanah. 

Collective Effervescence on Rosh 
Hashanah 

The 19th century father of sociology, Émile Durkheim 

(1858–1917), coined the concept of “collective efferves-

cence.”[5] He noted how across societies, cultures create 

opportunities for the community to gather in large 

groups and shout and make music. The psychosocial 

impact of this is to create unity among the group and a 

feeling of sanctity that they share. 

The exact theme of the biblical festival of the first of the 

seventh month is not explained in the Torah, but a col-

lective teruah cry in response to a horn blast, can be 

seen as the “kickoff” day for the holy seventh month, 

where the people gather to experience the “collective 

effervescence” evoked by shouting in response to the 
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blast of the shofar, in preparation for the Day of 

Atonement and harvest festivals that will come later in 

the month. 

This works well with the themes of judgment and re-

pentance that have characterized Rosh Hashanah for at 

least two millennia. The term zichron teruah in Leviti-

cus emphasizes how, on this day, Israel wants to make 

enough noise to get God’s attention, and remind God of 

the covenant with Israel. 

Although in contemporary Rosh Hashanah practice, we 

do not cry out in response to the shofar,[6] the day is one 

of collective prayer, with the voices of the congregation 

gathered not in shouts but in song, and indeed echoes 

of the biblical ritual. 

 

[1] See discussion in HALOT (The Hebrew and Aramaic Lexicon of 

the Old Testament), s.v. תרועה, which suggests that alarm was likely 

the older, more primary meaning. 

[2] See discussion in Shawn Joe Lichaa, “A Shofar-less Rosh Hasha-

nah: A Karaite’s Experience of Yom Teruah,” TheTorah (2014). 

[3] Notably this verse does not appear in the zichronot section of the 

Rosh Hashanah musaf, despite its stark similarities. Perhaps, given 

that this verse refers to silver trumpets and not the animal-horn sho-

far, the rabbis preferred not to include it. 

[4] Rabbinic interpretation assumes that all blasts should be made 

with a shofar and not a (silver) trumpet, and that on Rosh Hasha-

nah, tekiah blasts should accompany teruah blasts. It is not clear 

from the verses how they derive this.  

[5] Émile Durkheim, The Elementary Forms of the Religious Life, 

trans. Karen E. Fields Oxford Worlds Classics (Free Press, 1995), 

trans. of Formes élémentaires de la vie religieuse (1912). 

[6] That said, in many congregations, people do sing out loud hayom 

harat olam and areset sefateinu after each of the shofar-blast series 

during musaf, which may be a way of expressing the collective-

effervescence response to the horn blasts that were once part of the 

ritual. 
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Liturgy  

U’Netaneh Tokef: 
Repentance, Prayer and 

Charity Cancel the 
Decree? 

A linguistic analysis of ָלה  ּוְתׁשּוָבה ין  ּוְצָדָקה  ּוְתפִׁ ירִׁ   ֹרעַ   ֶאת  ַמֲעבִׁ

 But repentance, prayer and charity cancel the“ ,ַהְגזֵָׁרה

harsh decree.” 

Dr. Rabbi Jeff Hoffman 

 

ne of the most famous prayers on the High Holi-

days is U’Netaneh Tokef, “Let us Ascribe Power.” 

The history of this prayer and its authorship are 

quite complicated. It appears that the version of 

U’Netaneh Tokef that we have derived originally from 

Palestine, and was written by (or influenced by) either 

Yannai or Yossi ben Yossi, but this is not certain. More-

over, the piyyut may well have been revised, edited, or 

changed over time until it entered Ashkenazic High 

Holiday liturgy in the form that we have it. 

The piyyut is recited as part of the Chazan’s repetition 

of the Musaf Amidah on Rosh Hashanah and on Yom 

Kippur. It has become famous because of its dramatic – 

in fact, melodramatic – lines: 

בּון   ַהָשָנה  ְבֹראׁש ָּכתֵׁ   יִׁ
פּור  צֹום  ּוְביֹום   ּכִׁ

מּון    יֵָׁחתֵׁ

On Rosh Hashanah it is written 

and on Yom Kippur it is sealed 

ַּכָמה ַיַעְברּון ְוַכָמה 
אּון  ָברֵׁ י   יִׁ ְחֶיה ּומִׁ י יִׁ מִׁ

י ֹלא   ָימּות צֹו ּומִׁ י ְבקִׁ מִׁ
צוֹ  .ְבקִׁ  

Who will live and who will die; 

who (will die) at the end of his 

days, and who (before) the end of 

his days; 

ׁש י ָבאֵׁ ם. ּומִׁ י ַבַמיִׁ  מִׁ
י ַבַחָּיה  י  ַבֶחֶרב. ּומִׁ  מִׁ
י ַבָצָמא י ָבָרָעב. ּומִׁ  מִׁ

י ַבַמגֵָׁפה י ָבַרַעׁש. ּומִׁ  מִׁ
י  יָקה ּומִׁ י ַבֲחנִׁ מִׁ

יָלה...   ַבְסקִׁ

Who by fire and who by water; 

Who by sword and who by beast; 

Who by hunger and who by thirst; 

Who by earthquake and who by 

plague 

Who by strangling and who by 

stoning… 

ָלה   ּוְתׁשּוָבה ּוְתפִׁ
ין ֶאת   ירִׁ ּוְצָדָקה ַמֲעבִׁ

 ֹרַע ַהְגזֵָׁרה 

But repentance, prayer and charity 

cancel the harsh decree. 

Who by strangling and who by stoning… ָלה  ּוְתׁשּוָבה   ּוְתפִׁ

ין  ּוְצָדָקה ירִׁ ָרהַהגְ   ֹרעַ   ֶאת  ַמֲעבִׁ זֵׁ  But repentance, prayer and 

charity cancel the harsh decree. 

For many generations, there have been commentators – 

including Ramban (12th c.)[1] and R. Yitzchak Arama 

(15th c.),[2] among many others – that have taken issue 

with the theology of the prayer. Many worshipers, too, 

have had trouble believing its main thrust. After all, 

don’t we all know pious people who involve themselves 

passionately with repentance, prayer, and charity, and 

yet who nevertheless have died young, or who have died 

violently? 

This prayer promises exactly the opposite! It is hardest 

on people who have lost loved ones soon after Rosh 

HaShanah because, in the wake of experiencing this 

central prayer, they are challenged to believe that their 

loved one was sentenced to die as heavenly punishment. 

O 
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Averting the Harshness of the Decree 
vs. Cancelling the Harsh Decree 

One of the ways that some modern machzorim have 

dealt with the issue is to “translate” the problem away, 

whether or not they are doing so consciously. For ex-

ample, the ArtScroll Machzor (1985) translates the cli-

mactic line of the prayer as “But repentance, prayer and 

charity remove the evil of the decree.” Similarly, the 

Koren Machzor (2011), translated by Rabbi Jonathan 

Sacks, renders “But repentance, prayer and charity 

avert the evil of the decree.” There is a subtle, but cru-

cial interpretation in these translations. Instead of the 

three pious actions – repentance, prayer, and charity – 

actually canceling the harsh decree itself, they cancel 

the harshness of the decree. 

Some translations take this point even further by trans-

lating the term מעבירין not as “cancel” but as something 

like “mitigate.” For example, the Rabbinical Assembly’s 

Machzor Lev Tov translates “…have the power to trans-

form the harshness of our destiny.” Similarly, Reuven 

Kimelman, in his article on U’netaneh Tokef, suggests, 

“let the harshness/hardship of the decree pass.”[3] 

The claim of these translations is that the prayer is not 

saying that repentance and other measures convince 

God to cancel a harsh decree of a painful death, but ra-

ther that these three pious actions simply mitigate the 

harshness of a painful death on the worshiper. In other 

words, the pious acts won’t actually cancel the terminal-

ity of a disease, but rather they will make it possible for 

the stricken person to cope more easily with the agony 

and discomfort of the disease. Such a message accords 

more closely with the life experience of many people 

and is therefore, more believable, and less discomfiting. 

But are these translations accurate? Is this actually 

what the prayer is saying? I don’t think so. Translating 

is not the same as offering an interpretation in a com-

mentary. While all translation involves some interpre-

tation, a reader should be able to trust that the mean-

ing of the original language is not being translated 

through a filter with an agenda. A translation should 

preserve difficulties in the text, including those that 

challenge contemporary attitudes. A commentary is 

the place to express problems the commentator may 

have with the text. 

The message of the above translations, that God will 

soften the blow without changing the reality, seems fil-

tered through a modern approach to life that we rarely 

find in pre-modern teachings. This conclusion will be 

supported by comparing the wording of our prayer to 

its sources in rabbinic literature, as well as to the word-

ing of other High Holiday prayers. I believe we’ll find 

that the prayer actually is saying that these three pious 

actions will, indeed, cancel the decree (of death) itself, 

and not merely mitigate the harshness of the decree. 

Mistranslating Two Key Terms 

Those translations that interpret the more easily believ-

able position – that pious actions simply help us deal 

with harsh punishments – rely on unsustainable ren-

derings of two key terms at the end of the sentence, 

הגזרה  רוע and (ma’avirin) מעבירין  (ro’a hagezeirah). 

The ArtScroll and Koren machzorim, along with some 

others, understand the word ma’avirin, literally “cause 

to pass away,” as “soften, or mitigate”, as oppose to ac-

tually “cancel.” They further understand  הגזרה  רוע  as 

“the evil of the decree.” On the basis of modern Hebrew, 

these renderings may seem quite accurate. However, 

our prayer was written in early medieval Hebrew, close 

to ancient, Rabbinic Hebrew, and it is there that we 

must search for meaning. 

Cancellation of Punishments: The 
Rabbinic Evidence 

The teaching that pious actions cancel – not mitigate – 

God’s harsh punishments is found in several places in 

rabbinic literature. Some of these sources posit three 

actions, as in our prayer, and others four. But all make 

it clear that the pious actions are actually canceling 

something, not merely softening, easing, or mitigating 

something. Furthermore, they make clear that the pious 

actions cancel the harsh or evil decrees themselves, and 

not the harshness of these decrees. 
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According to the sources, pious acts: 

• “Cancel (מבטלין) the harsh decree” (Jerusalem 

Talmud, Ta’anit 2:1, 65b). 

• “Cancel evil decrees” (Genesis Rabba 44:12; 

Theodor-Albeck edition, 1:434). 

• “Cancel a harsh decree” (Midrash Tanchuma, 

Noah 13, S. Buber edition, 19a). 

• “Cancel evil decrees” (Ecclesiastes Rabba on 

Ecclesiastes 5:6). 

• “Cancel evil and harsh decrees” (Midrash Zuta 

on Ecclesiastes, Buber ed., 5:6). 

• “Tear up ( מקרעין) one’s decree” (Babylonian 

Talmud, Rosh Hashanah 16b). 

Every one of these rabbinic sources that stand behind 

U’Netaneh Tokef support the difficult theology that the 

pious actions actually cancel, and do not merely miti-

gate, the harsh decree of punishment. 

ביריןמע  - A literary Leitmotif 

Why does our prayer use the term מעבירין, “cause to pass 

away,” as opposed to the two more unambiguous terms 

in the rabbinic sources, namely  מקרעין , “tear up” or 

 cancel”? The answer, I believe, is that the root“ , מבטלין

ר-ב-ע  meaning “to pass” or “to cause to pass away” is a 

literary Leitmotif that recurs over and over again for 

poetic effect in our prayer, and so the poet used it here 

as well. 

Moreover, in rabbinic literature, this term appears to 

mean “cancel,” among other things. For example, in m. 

Peah 4:3, the peah is “taken away” from the poor per-

son. In m. Abot 3:5, the yoke of government and hard 

labor is “removed” from the Torah scholar. In m. Shab-

bat 21:3, crumbs are “removed” from the table. In m. 

Sotah 1:6, jewelry is “removed” from the woman. Alt-

hough it is true that this term has other meanings in 

rabbinic literature, most commonly to physically pass 

something, as far as I can see it never has the meaning 

“soften” or “mitigate.” 

In addition, a search of the ways in which מעבירין is used 

in the Babylonian Talmud (including the mishnayot) 

yields further evidence for my translation. Of the 40 

instances – most of which are Amoraic usages – 28 in-

stances clearly mean “remove” – physically or meta-

phorically, another 11 yield meanings very close to “re-

move,” and one seems to mean something else entirely 

(“apply”). 

One of these examples parallels the language of the piy-

yut quite nicely: Eruvin 41b – “Three things deprive 

(i.e., remove; מעבירין) one of one’s senses and knowledge 

of one’s creator…” 

Considering all this, translating “מעביר” as “remove” or 

“cancel” seems well supported and in line with rabbinic 

conceptions of how these things function. On the other 

hand, it does not seem warranted to argue, as some 

have, that the payyetan (poet) used מעבירין in order to 

disagree with the talmudic and midrashic sources on 

which he relied. 

The Harsh Decree 

Even accepting my argument, it would still be possible 

to translate the phrase like the Koren and ArtScroll 

translations, that “repentance, prayer, and charity can-

cel the harshness of the decree.” Thus, the crux of the 

issue surrounds the phrase הגזרה   רוע . Why does the 

prayer use the term הגזרה  רוע , which is grammatically 

ambiguous, as opposed to the terms in the rabbinic 

sources which, even in modern Hebrew, mean unam-

biguously “the harsh decree,” such as קשה  גזרה , “difficult 

decree” or רעות  גזרות , “evil decrees.” I believe the answer 

is quite simple: In medieval Hebrew, הגזרה  רוע  means 

exactly the same thing as קשה  גזרה  or רעה   גזרה , namely, 

“harsh decree,” and not “the harshness of the decree.” 

Avinu Malkeinu – A Prooftext 

Support for this claim comes in Avinu Malkeinu, where 

the following phrase occurs: דינינו  גזר  רוע  קרע,  מלכינו  אבינו , 

which translates as: “Our Father, Our King, tear up the 

evil decree against us” (Koren trans.) It seems more 

than likely that this is the correct translation, since the 

idea fits well with other lines in that same prayer, all of 

which reflect the rabbinic idea of cancelling the decree 

in its entirety. 
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For example, the line “erase in Your abundant mercy all 

records of our sins ( חובותינו  שטרי  כל  הרבים   ברחמיך  מחוק )” or 

“wipe away and remove our transgressions and sins from 

your sights ( עיניך   מנגד  וחטאתינו  פשעינו   והעבר  מחה ).” The lat-

ter is particularly telling, since it uses the same verb 

 as the U’Netaneh Tokef line. Finally, just based on (מעביר)

the metaphor itself, it is easier to picture God tearing up 

a decree than tearing up “the harshness of a decree.” 

The term דינינו  גזר   רוע , “the evil decree against us” paral-

lels almost exactly the term  הגזרה   רוע  in U’Netaneh Tokef. 

Nevertheless, when this term occurs in Avinu Malkeinu, 

ArtScroll and Koren (and virtually all other machzorim) 

translate it as something synonymous with “our harsh 

decree,” and not “the harshness of our decree”! And it is 

not surprising that they translate in this way because 

while there seem to be few examples of this expression in 

Rabbinic Literature, there are biblical precedents. 

For example, the phrase  לב  רוע  “impudence” in I Samuel 

מעלליכם  רוע  ;17:28  “evil doings” in Isaiah 1:16; פנים   רוע  

“sad face” in Ecclesiastes 7:3. In all of these examples, 

despite the grammatical form being a construct state (X 

of Y) the meaning is equivalent to a standard noun with 

adjective as modifier. “Evilness of heart” means “an evil 

heart (= impudence),” “evilness of doings” means “evil 

doings,” and “evilness of face” means “an evil (= sad) 

face.”[4] It is likely that the construct continues to func-

tion the same way in later Hebrew. 

But the reason for the near consensus in translating this 

expression in Avinu Malkeinu , I believe, is that this 

line in Avinu Malkeinu does not pose such a threat to 

modern sensibilities and so, it is translated accurately. I 

submit that it is this very threat to the faith of modern 

Jews in the use of the virtually identical phrase in 

U’Netaneh Tokef that motivates those same machzorim 

to veer from accuracy in their translation. 

Taking Teshuva Seriously 

So, if the central prayer of U’Netaneh Tokef is, indeed, 

saying that repentance, prayer and charity actually can-

cel the harsh decree, how do we pray a line that contra-

dicts our daily reality? First of all, it is important to 

acknowledge that what the prayer says does not accord 

with what most of us experience in life. We all know too 

many people who have faithfully been committed to 

these pious actions and who, nevertheless, suffer pain-

ful deaths. But reading a prayer is not is not the same as 

davening a prayer. What strategy might allow us to say 

this prayer with kavvana (intention) but remain faith-

ful to reality as we understand it? 

I suggest that we take this prayer not as a statement of 

theological reality (even if the payyetan may have 

meant it as that), but rather as a dramatic goad to do 

teshuvah, repentance (and the payyetan certainly 

meant it as that as well). In other words, don’t take it 

literally, but do take it seriously. Whether or not pious 

acts prolong our lives, Rosh Hashanah is a perfect time 

for introspection and to resolve to act more piously. To 

paraphrase a rabbinic colleague, instead of focusing on 

adding more years to our life, let us focus on adding 

more life to our years! 

 

[1] “Derasha le-Rosh Hashana,” Kitvei Rabeinu Moshe ben 

Nachman, ed. C. Chavel (Jerualsem, 1963), Vol. I: 224-225, cited in 

Marc Saperstein, “Inscribed for Life or Death?”Journal of Reform 

Judaism 28:3 (1981), 19. 

[2] Akeidat Yitschak, 171a, cited in Saperstein, “Inscribed for Life or 

Death?”, 21. 

[3] See: Kimelman, “U-N’taneh Tokef as a Midrashic Poem,” 116. 

[4] Jeremiah 23:22 and 25:5 provide very instructive examples of 

parallelism that bolster this understanding. Each verse contains the 

phrase רוע מעלליהם/מעלליכם, “their/your wicked acts” preceded by the 

expression מדרכו הרע/מדרכם הרע “his/your evil ways.” The meaning is 

not “the evil of his/your acts,” but rather “his/your wicked acts.” 
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The Psalm of the Shofar: 
Its Use in Liturgy and its 

Meaning in the Bible 

Prof. Alan Cooper 

 

The Connection between Psalm 47 
and Rosh Hashana 

he standard machzorim of today, following the 

reading of the haftara, introduce the ceremonial 

sounding of the shofar with Psalm 47. The psalm 

is recited seven times in many congregations, a late cus-

tom probably related to the seven-fold repetition of the 

divine name Elohim in the psalm. Given the mention of 

the shofar in verse 6, a connection of Psalm 47 with 

Rosh Hashana seems obvious, at least after the fact: 

ים  ָעָלֶׁ֣ה ו:מז תהילים   ֱאַֹ֭להִׁ
ְתרּוָעָ֑ה  ְבקֶֹׁ֣ול  ְיְ֝־ֹהָוַ֗ה  בִׁ

ר   ׁשֹוָפַֽ

Ps 47:6 God ascends midst acclama-

tion; YHWH, to the blasts of the 

shofar. (NJPS with modifications) 

The association is affirmed for liturgical purposes in the 

post-Talmudic (ca. eighth-century CE) tractate Soferim 

19:2 (18:11 in Higger ed.): “On Rosh Hashana we say 

the psalm, ‘all you peoples clap your hands.’” Neverthe-

less, this was not the only tradition in rabbinic litera-

ture. According to b. Rosh Hashana 30b, the Temple 

sacrifices on Rosh Hashana were accompanied by 

Psalms 81 (musaf) and 29 (minha) in addition to the 

regular psalm for the day of the week (shacharit); there 

is no mention of Psalm 47. 

Leviticus Rabba 29:3 (ca. fifth-century CE) takes ad-

vantage of the use of the two divine names Elohim and 

YHWH in poetic parallelism in v. 6, understanding Elo-

him to refer to justice, and YHWH to mercy,[1] and thus 

connects the psalm to the holiday: 

לישב   כשהקב”ה עולה 
בראש   על כסא הדין 

השנה לדין הוא עולה,  
עלה אלהים   הה”ד

 בתרועה 

When the Holy One ascends to 

sit on the throne of judg-

ment, it is in order to render 

strict justice, as it says, “Elohim 

ascends amidst shouting.” 

וכיון שישראל נוטלין  
שופרותיהן ותוקעין 
 ,י”י בקול שופר מיד

מה הקדוש ברוך הוא  
עושה עומד מכסא  

ויושב על כסא   הדין 
ומתמלא   רחמים 

עליהם רחמים והופך  
להם מדת הדין למדת  
רחמים. אימתי בראש  
השנה, בחדש השביעי  

באחד לחדש  
 )מרגליות(. 

When the Jews take up their sho-

fars and sound them, immediate-

ly “YHWH to the blast of the 

shofar.” What does the Holy 

One do? Arises from the throne of 

judgment, sits on the throne of 

mercy, is filled with mercy to-

wards them and transforms the 

attribute of strict justice into the 

attribute of mercy for their sake. 

When? On Rosh Hashana, “on the 

first day of the seventh month” 

(Numbers 29:1). 

The Problem with the Connection 

As appropriate to the holiday as this midrash might be, 

the psalm does not refer explicitly to Rosh Hashana or 

to any other particular occasion. Its most blatant sub-

ject matter is not divine judgment of the Jewish peo-

ple—a Leitmotif of the penitential season—but the uni-

versal acclaim that is God’s due for being/becoming 

“king over all the earth” (verse 8). 

Categorizing Psalm 47 in the Context 
of Other Psalms 

The Book of Psalms grew over a considerable period of 

time as a compilation of smaller collections of diverse 

origin.[2] Psalm 47 belongs to three different groupings 

of psalms, each of which might have ramifications for 

its interpretation. Two of the groupings are associated 

T 
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with sub-collections of psalms that were incorporated 

into the Book of Psalms as it assumed its present shape: 

• Korahite Psalm: Based on its superscription (verse 

1), it is one of the psalms ascribed to “the sons of 

Korah” (Psalms 42-49, 84-85, 87-88). The sons of 

Korah were members of one of the levitical guilds 

(see 2 Chronicles 20:19) responsible for liturgical 

performance in the Second Temple. If it could be 

demonstrated convincingly that whole group of 

psalms associated with them exhibits some coher-

ence, Psalm 47 might be interpretable as a compo-

nent part.[3] 

• Elohistic Psalm: It belongs to the collection known 

as the “Elohistic Psalter” (Psalms 42-83). These 

psalms show a strong preference for the use of the 

divine name Elohim in contrast to the rest of the 

Psalter, which favors YHWH.[4] Aside from this fea-

ture, it is hard to discern any substantive unity in 

the assemblage. Most likely it constituted a “distinct 

collection that was then combined with a ‘Yahwis-

tic’ collection of roughly equal extent to form a two-

part psalm collection filling out … what became 

Books I–III [=Psalms 1-89] of the Psalter.” 

• YHWH-Kingship Psalm: While those two classifica-

tions of Psalm 47 (Korahite and Elohistic, respec-

tively) may be significant, by far the most influen-

tial categorization is an academic construct that sit-

uates the psalm among the “YHWH-Kingship 

Psalms” (47, 93, 96-99). That title is the form-

critical designation for a set of psalms that glorify 

YHWH’s assumption of or continuation in the role 

of sovereign. The unifying element of this sub-genre 

is the declaration, “YHWH is/has become king” 

(YHWH malak), and while Psalm 47 does not in-

clude those exact words, the various forms of m-l-k 

(especially malak elohim in verse 9) seem to justify 

its inclusion in the group. 

Why Was Psalm 47 Written? 

The royal imagery that pervades biblical literature is 

rich and potent (as well as problematic for modern 

readers living in post-monarchic times). Part of its 

power abides in its openness to a variety of interpreta-

tions, both literal and metaphoric. With respect to the 

YHWH-Kingship Psalms in general and Psalm 47 in 

particular, there have been three main lines of interpre-

tation (not mutually exclusive):[5] 

• In historical interpretations, scholars link a specif-

ic king and event to the composition of the psalm. 

No single event has gained acceptance, and thus E. 

Lipiński comments that Psalm 47 “has the privi-

lege of the greatest number of hypotheses”[6] with 

proposed events ranging from the reign of David 

(comparison with 2 Samuel 6:12, 15, 17, for exam-

ple, is suggestive) to the Maccabean era. 

• In cultic interpretations, the YHWH-Kingship 

psalms (and others) comprise liturgies for fixed 

occasions of communal worship. The most famous 

and influential proposal was Sigmund Mowinckel’s 

“discovery” of an annual “enthronement festival of 

Yahweh” corresponding to the fall New 

Year/Harvest Festival. This festival, reconstructed 

with the aid of alleged Babylonian parallels, in-

cluded cultic affirmation of YHWH’s rulership and 

possibly (re)investiture of the earthly king as 

YHWH’s surrogate.[7] 

• Eschatological interpretations are future-oriented, 

presupposing divine intervention in history to 

bring about a new world order. This new order en-

tails what Lipiński calls “an entirely new and de-

finitive” relationship between God and the world. 

Traditional Jewish commentary favors this line of 

interpretation. Ibn Ezra and Redak, for example, 

relate the psalm to the “messianic era” (yemot ha-

mashiaḥ). Ibn Ezra declares historical interpreta-

tions to be “incorrect,” and Redak pinpoints the 

time of the psalm as “after the war of Gog and Ma-

gog, when the entire earth is put to rest.” Malbim 

comments more generally: “[The psalm is] based 

on the future time when one expects all nations to 

recognize God’s kingship and seek God’s Presence 

in Zion.” 

From a literary point of view, the psalm’s structure and 

language are open to all three kinds of interpretation. It 

seems futile to seek the “original” occasion for its com-
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position, as opposed to noting how malleable and 

adaptable it is. 

The Structure of the Psalm 

Two comparable hymnic utterances comprise the for-

mal core of the psalm. Each includes three elements: (1) 

plural imperatives summoning the worshippers to 

praise God with clapping, shouting, and singing; (2) an 

explanatory clause introduced by the particle ki; (3) 

declarative statements extolling god, introduced by a 

suffix-tense verb. Thus (using NJPS with slight modifi-

cations for convenience): 

Statement 1: 

ים  ב:מז תהילים ל־ָהַַ֭עמִׁ   ָּכַֽ
ְקעּו־ָכָ֑ף ַ֥יעּו  תִׁ   ָהרִׁ
ַ֗ים ְ֝אֹלהִׁ ה   ְבקֶֹׁ֣ול  לֵׁ ָנַֽ רִׁ  

Ps 47:2 All you peoples, clap your 

hands, raise a joyous shout for 

God. 

י־ְי־ֹהָוֶׁ֣ה   ג:מז  ֶעְליֶֹׁ֣ון   ּכִַֽׁ
ַעל־ָּכל־   ָגְ֝דֹול  ֶמֶַ֥לְך  נֹוָרָ֑א

ֶרץ ]...[   : ָהָאַֽ  

47:3 For (>ki) YHWH Most High is 

awesome, great king over all the 

earth; […] 

ים-ֱאַ֭  ָעָלֶׁ֣ה  ו:מז   ֹלהִׁ
ְתרּוָעָ֑ה  ְבקֶֹׁ֣ול  ְיְ֝־ֹהָוַ֗ה  בִׁ

ר   ׁשֹוָפַֽ

47:6 God ascends (alah) midst accla-

mation; YHWH, to the blasts of the 

horn (shofar).[8] 

Statement 2: 

-אֱ   ַזְמרֶּׁ֣ו  ז:מז תהילים
ֶׁ֣ים ָ֑רּו  ֹלהִׁ   ַזְמרָּ֖ו  ַזמֵׁ

ֶׁ֣נּו רּו   ְלַמְלּכֵׁ ַזמֵַֽׁ  

Ps 47:7 Sing, O sing to God; sing, O 

sing to our king; 

ָ֤י   ח:מז   ָּכל־ָהָאֶַ֥רץ  ֶמֶָ֖לְך  ּכִׁ
ַ֗ים-אֱ  יל   ַזְמרַּ֥ו  ֹלהִׁ ַמְשּכִַֽׁ  

47:8 for (ki) God is king over all the 

earth; sing a hymn. 

ים  ָמַלְֶׁ֣ך  ט:מז ַעל־   ֱאַֹ֭להִׁ
ָ֑ם ַ֗ים-ֱאְ֝  גֹויִׁ   ָיַׁשָ֤ב׀  ֹלהִׁ

ִּ֬א סֵׁ וֹ   ַעל־ּכִׁ ָקְדׁשַֽ  

47:9 God reigns (malak) over the 

nations; God is seated (yashav) on 

His holy throne. 

In each case, a summons to worship is complemented 

by a statement of the theme of the psalm (God is king). 

The declarative verbs comprise a logical sequence of 

actions that reifies the theme: God ascends (alah), 

is/becomes king (malak), and is enthroned (yashav). It 

is hard to decide whether the sequence reflects a cultic 

activity or a literary trope; these options need not be 

mutually exclusive. 

Politicizing Mythic Imagery: God in 
Control of the Nations 

The counterpoint to God’s assumption of sovereignty is 

the subjugation of the nations to Israel (verses 4-5) and 

the gathering of the nobles (pointedly not “kings”—

there is only one King) at the end of the psalm, in the 

problematic verse 10. 

This sub-theme differentiates Psalm 47 from the other 

YHWH-Kingship Psalms, which tend to express divine 

power in terms of control over nature. As I. L. Seelig-

mann comments, “In general a cosmic ambience per-

vades Psalms 96-99, which is completely alien to 

Psalm 47.”[9] For example, he compares Psalm 98:8 

with Psalm 47:2: 

  ְנָהרַֹ֥ות ח:צח תהילים
ְמֲחאּו־ָכָ֑ף ַ֥ים  דַיַ֗חַ   יִׁ   ָהרִׁ

נּו   ְיַרנֵַֽׁ

Ps 98:8 Let the rivers clap their 

hands, the mountains sing joyously 

together 

ים  ב:מז תהילים ל־ָהַַ֭עמִׁ   ָּכַֽ
ְקעּו־ָכָ֑ף ַ֥יעּו  תִׁ   ָהרִׁ
ַ֗ים ְ֝אֹלהִׁ ה   ְבקֶֹׁ֣ול  לֵׁ ָנַֽ רִׁ  

Ps 47:2 All you peoples, clap your 

hands, raise a joyous shout for God 

While it would be simplistic to argue for a chronological 

development from the more mythic to the more politi-

cal form of expression, the total absence from Psalm 47 

of the cosmic imagery that pervades the other Yahweh-

Kingship psalms is extraordinary. In addition, the polit-

ical element (verses 4, 5, and 10) disrupts the hymnic 

core of the psalm. This disruption, in my view, is not 

redactional, but compositional: the author of the psalm 

has adapted the divine kingship motif—possibly draw-

ing on an earlier source for verses 2-3 and 6-9—to the 

theme of God’s subordination of the nations to Israel 

(“to us…at our feet,” verse 4). The problematic ending 

of the psalm in verse 10—however it is understood—is 

utterly different from the hymnic praise with which 

Psalms 96-99 conclude. 

This combination of factors probably marks the relative 

lateness of Psalm 47 in its present form and also may 



Rosh Hashanah: Bible, History, and Liturgy   |  49 
 

 

Prof. Alan Cooper is the Elaine Ravich Professor 

of Jewish Studies and provost of The Jewish 

Theological Seminary.  

 

offer a clue to its social setting. I am inclined to follow 

the eschatological line of interpretation favored by tra-

ditional Jewish commentators, and to read the psalm as 

an expression of the downtrodden post-exilic communi-

ty, yearning for liberation from foreign domination. 

The issue at hand, then, is not God’s rulership, which is 

a given, nor is it divine judgment of the Jews according 

to their deserts (the High Holiday theme). It is, rather, 

the longing for God’s vindication of “the pride of Jacob 

whom He loved” (verse 5) through the subjugation of 

Israel’s enemies. 

Meir Weiss on Psalm 47 in the  
Post-Holocaust Era 

As the late biblical scholar Meir Weiss observed in a 

powerful essay on Psalm 47, the custom of reciting the 

psalm on Rosh Hashana “did not flow from the idea of 

the psalm, but out of linguistic affinity.”[10] For Weiss, a 

Holocaust survivor, it was incumbent upon those who 

had witnessed “blood poured out like water by the na-

tions of the world” to recite the psalm “in its deepest 

literal meaning.” 

In saying that, he was referring particularly to verses 4, 

5, and 10: “our generation must recite these verses not 

merely as something attainable only in the messianic 

era (hilkheta li-meshiha), but also in the recognition 

that Scripture is addressing our actual situation (dibber 

ha-katuv ba-hove).” The very realism that Weiss dis-

cerns, in my view, accurately reflects the spirit of the 

dejected post-exilic community that expressed its long-

ing through Psalm 47. 

 

[1] This is a common rabbinic understanding of these divine names; 

see, e.g., the conclusion of Rashi’s commentary on Genesis 1:1, to-

gether with Rashi’s midrashic source, Genesis Rabba12:15. 

[2] See Claus Westermann, Handbook to the Old Testament (Minne-

apolis: Augsburg, 1967), pp. 210-216. 

[3] See Gunther Wanke, Die Zionstheologie der Korachiten in Ihrem 

Traditionsgeschichtlichen Zusammenhang (BZAW 202; Berlin: De 

Gruyter, 1966).  

[4] An association of the Elohistic Psalter with the E source of the 

Torah, which similarly uses the divine name Elohim, is unlikely. 

[5] For a superb summary (albeit in need of updating), see E. 

Lipiński, La royauté de Yahwé dans la poése et le culte de l’ancien 

Israël (Brussels: Paleis der Acadamiën, 1965), pp. 7-90. 

[6] Lipiński , op. cit., p. 21; for his full survey, see pp. 20-30. 

[7] Sigmund Mowinckel, The Psalms in Israel’s Worship (trans. D. R. 

Ap-Thomas; 2 vols.; New York/Nashville: Abingdon, 1962), I.107-192.  

[8] For the suggestion that verse 6 should be transposed so that it 

follows verse 3 directly, see I. L. Seeligmann, Studies in Biblical Liter-

ature [Hebrew] (Jerusalem: Magnes, 1992), p. 232.  

[9] Seeligmann, op. cit., p. 231. 

[10] Meir Weiss, Scriptures in Their Own Light: Collected Essays 

[Hebrew] (Jerusalem: Bialik Institute, 1987), p. 194. 
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The Future World as a 
Universal Temple 

Praying for God’s shekhinah, Divine presence, in heav-

en to radiate on earth. 

Prof. Rabbi Reuven Kimelman 

 

ne of the highlights of the High Holiday mussaf 

service is the recitation of Aleinu. It was appar-

ently composed in late antiquity as the opening of 

the Malchiyot section of the Rosh Hashana mussaf. In 

medieval France it became part of the daily liturgy, and 

only during the seventeenth century was it chosen to 

close each daily prayer service in both the Ashkenazi and 

Sephardi rites. 

The theological program of Aleinu is noteworthy in a 

number of respects. In a different essay, I discussed 

both its universal vision of the divine, and the prayer’s 

connections to the Shema.[1] In this essay, I would like 

to consider Aleinu’s idea of God’s heavenly presence 

coming down to the world. 

God beyond the Temple in Isaiah 66 

In the final chapter of the book of Isaiah (66:1-2), the 

prophet begins his attack on Judeans who prefer ritual 

to righteousness with a critique of the utility of the 

Temple itself: 

ֹּכה ָאַמר  ישיעהו סו:א  
י, י־הוה:  ְסאִׁ ם ּכִׁ ַהָשַמיִׁ  

 ְוָהָאֶרץ ֲהֹדם ַרְגָלי; 
י  סו:ב ת ֲאֶׁשר  -אֵׁ ֶזה ַביִׁ

ְבנּו  י,-תִׁ י   לִׁ ֶזה  -ְואֵׁ
י.  ָמקֹום ְמנּוָחתִׁ

Isa 66:1 Thus said YHWH: 

The heaven is My throne 

And the earth is My footstool. 
66:2 Where could you build a house 

for Me? What place could serve as 

My abode? 

This verse challenges the priestly concept that God’s 

presence resides only in the Temple.[2] It envisions the 

earth as God’s footstool, and emphasizes that no build-

ing or place could possibly contain God. It is likely that 

the author of Aleinu shared this vision with the proph-

et; the image of God in the heavens with feet on the 

earth resonates with Aleinu’s focus on the manifestation 

of God’s heavenly might on earth. 

The Shekhinah in the Heaven 

Aleinu’s vision of a heavenly God on earth is expressed 

in a unique phrase that appears in the prayer’s first 

paragraph, in its description of God as seated in the 

heavens: 

ם   ּומוַׁשב ְיָקרֹו ַבָּשַמיִׁ
ַמַעל יַנת ֻעזו  ּוׁשְ   מִׁ כִׁ

ים י ְמרֹומִׁ  ְבָגְבהֵׁ

Whose dwelling of glory is in the 

heavens above and whose manifes-

tation of might (shekhinat uzo) is 

in the supernal heights. 

It is striking to see shekhinah used this way particu-

larly in reference to God’s presence in the heavens. 

As a verb, the Bible uses the verbal root  ן -כ -ש  , “to 

dwell,” to indicate God’s presence on earth. Some 

examples include: 

Sinai: 

ְׁשֹּכָ֤ן  שמות כד:טז ְּכבֹוד   ַוּיִׁ
יַנֹ֔י -יְ  ֹהָוהָ֙ ַעל ַהֶׁ֣ר סִׁ

ֶֶׁׁ֣שת   ָעָנָ֖ן ׁשֵׁ ַ֥הּו ֶהַֽ ַוְיַכסֵׁ
ָ֑ים:    ָימִׁ

Exod 24:16 The Presence of YHWH 

abode on Mount Sinai, and the 

cloud hid it for six days. 

Tabernacle: 

ְוֹלא ָיֹכֶׁ֣ל   שמות מ:לה
ֹמֶׁשַ֗ה ָלבֹואָ֙ ֶאל ֹאֶֶׁ֣הל  

ֹ֔ד  י ָׁשַכַ֥ן ָעָלָ֖יו   מֹועֵׁ ּכִַֽׁ
ֹהָוֹ֔ה  -ּוְכבֶֹׁ֣וד יְ  ֶהָעָנָ֑ן 

ן:  ְׁשָּכַֽ ָ֖א ֶאת ַהמִׁ   ָמלֵׁ

Exod 40:35 Moses could not enter the 

Tent of Meeting, because the cloud 

had settled upon it and the Pres-

ence of YHWH filled the Tabernac-

le. 

O 

https://us-central1-bageladmin.cloudfunctions.net/author/reuven-kimelman
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Land: 

ֶׁ֣א   במדבר לה:לד ְוֹלַּ֧א ְתַטמֵׁ
ֶאת ָהָאֶַ֗רץ ֲאֶׁשָ֤ר ַאֶתםָ֙  

ֶׁ֣ים ָבֹּ֔ה ָ֖י   ֹיְׁשבִׁ ֲאֶׁשַ֥ר ֲאנִׁ
ֶׁ֣ן ְבתֹוָכָּ֑ה-יְ  : ֹהָוֹ֔ה ֹׁשכֵׁ   

Num 35:34 You shall not defile the 

land in which you live, in which I 

Myself abide, for I Yhwh abide 

among the Israelite people. 

Zion: 

ָ֤י   יואל ד:יז ֶׁ֣י ֲאנִׁ יַדְעֶתַ֗ם ּכִׁ וִַֽׁ
יֶכֹ֔ם-יְ  ָ֖ן   ֹהָוהָ֙ ֱאֹלֶׁ֣הֵׁ ֹׁשכֵׁ

ָ֑י  ּיֶֹׁ֣ון ַהר־ָקְדׁשִׁ : ְבצִׁ   

Joel 4:17 And you shall know that I 

Yhwh your God Dwell in Zion, My 

holy mount. 

In rabbinic literature the noun shekhinah, (divine) 

manifestation, is used similarly, to express God’s im-

manence, that is, His presence on earth. 

Why does Aleinu use the word shekhinah in such an 

unusual way to specifically express divine transcend-

ence? This is especially troubling since there are so 

many straightforward biblical and rabbinic expressions 

available that could be used to describe God residing in 

heaven. 

We can appreciate the genius of the coinage “whose 

manifestation of might (shekhinat uzo) is in the super-

nal heights,” since this phrase creates an expectation of 

closeness (immanence) only to revert to distance (tran-

scendence). The expectation is also advanced by the 

previous line in Aleinu that declares: 

ם   ֶׁשהּוא נֹוֶטה ָׁשַמיִׁ
ד ָאֶרץ   ְויֹוסֵׁ

God spans the heavens and founds 

the earth. 

We would have expected the double expression that 

follows to mirror it, dealing first with heaven and then 

with earth. Instead, our next line provides two descrip-

tions of heaven, 

ם   ּומֹוַׁשב ְיָקרו ַבָּשַמיִׁ
ַמַעל יַנת ֻעזו    מִׁ ּוְׁשכִׁ

ים י ְמרֹומִׁ  ְבָגְבהֵׁ

Whose dwelling of glory is in the 

heavens above and whose manifes-

tation of might is in the supernal 

heights 

Now we find that the second part is surprisingly located 

even higher, in the supernal heavens. Instead of imma-

nence, we have further transcendence. 

The Movement of God from Heaven to 
Earth: From  ֹיַנת ֻעזו ְפֶאֶרת ֻעֶזָך  to ְׁשכִׁ  תִׁ

The second paragraph of Aleinu, although never dis-

cussing where God will be seated, does use imagery that 

focuses on an earthly kingdom accepting God’s king-

ship. One expression is particularly revealing: 

ן ְנַקֶּוה ְלָך יי  ַעל ּכֵׁ
ינּו:   ֱאֹלהֵׁ

ָרה   ְראֹות ְמהֵׁ לִׁ
ְפֶאֶרת ֻעֶזָך:    ְבתִׁ

Therefore we put our hope in You, 

A-donai our God: 

To see soon the radiance of Your 

might; 

The phrase, “the radiance of Your might (ֻעֶזָך ְפֶאֶרת   ”(תִׁ

recalls the expression in the above-quoted phrase, “the 

manifestation of His might ( ֹֻעזו יַנת   Both terms are ”.(ְׁשכִׁ

in the construct form, calling our attention to their con-

nection. 

Here, however, in contrast to “the manifestation of His 

might ( ֹֻעזו יַנת   the “radiance of God’s might” can be ”,(ְׁשכִׁ

seen by the dwellers on earth and is associated with the 

new order of recognizing that “He is our God, there is 

no other.” 

ינּו   ְלָפֶניָך ְיי ֱא־ֹלהֵׁ
ֹפל ְכְרעּו ְויִׁ ְכבֹוד  יִׁ ּו ְולִׁ

נּו  תֵׁ ְמָך ְיָקר יִׁ  ׁשִׁ

Before You, A-donai our God, they 

will bend and kneel, thereby ren-

dering glory to the honor of Your 

name. 

יַקְבלּו ֻכָלם ֶאת ֹעל   וִׁ
ְמֹלְך    ַמְלכּוֶתָך ְותִׁ

ָרה ְלעֹוָלם   יֶהם ְמהֵׁ ֲעלֵׁ
 ָוֶעד 

And they all will accept the yoke of 

Your kingship so that You will 

reign over them soon and forever. 

The transition from  ֻעזו יַנת  ֻעֶזָך  in the heavens to ְׁשכִׁ ְפֶאֶרת   תִׁ

implies that the shekhinah (“divine manifestation”) of 

the supernal heavens is now to be radiated on earth, 

thereby making the God of creation acknowledged by all. 

The Implications of  תפארת עזך 

As it turns out, the implied meaning of the coinage 

ְפֶאֶרת ֻעֶזָך -in Aleinu is the key to understanding the pres תִׁ

ence of יַנת ֻעזו  .ְׁשכִׁ

The words תפארת and עז often, though not exclusively, 

appear in Temple related contexts. 
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• The word תפארת appears with עז in Ps 78:61 and 

96:6 with reference to the Temple. 

 appears alone in Ps 132:8 with reference to עז •

the ark. 

• 60:6, 63:15, 64:9 also associates תפארת with the 

Temple. 

This may be its primary usage in the biblical text, but 

the phrase is not always connected with the Temple. 

The Dead Sea Scrolls (11Q5 = 11QPsa 18 1) and Sefer 

Ha–Razim,[3] for instance, use תפארת  עוזו without refer-

ence to the Temple. 

What is the implied meaning of עוז  in Aleinu? In תפארת 

this case, I believe the character of the phrase, as one 

with Temple associations but not absolutely referring to 

the Temple, is the key to understanding its utility here. 

The phrase alludes to the Temple, and, in the present 

context suggests the idea of the whole world as a Tem-

ple wherein all worship God. 

The World as Temple 

The idea of the world as a temple is found at the end of 

Exodus, in the account of the construction of the Tab-

ernacle in the wilderness. Through its usage of certain 

key terms and turns of phrase, the construction of the 

Tabernacle is meant to have resonance with God’s “con-

struction” of the world in the beginning of Genesis 1-

2:4a.[4] The implied homology between the two is fur-

ther developed by Philo and the Midrash, who envision 

the whole universe as one macrocosmic temple.[5] This 

is implied by the Psalmist’s parallelism: 

ֶׁ֣ תהילים עח:סט ֶבן ְּכמֹו־ַוּיִׁ
ְקָדׁשָ֑וֹ  ים מִׁ ְּכְֶ֝אֶַ֗רץ    ָרַ֭מִׁ
ם   ְיָסָדַּ֥ה ְלעֹוָלַֽ

Ps 78:69 He built His sanctuary like 

the heavens, like the earth that He 

established forever. 

Thus, by reverse engineering, the world can become the 

Temple.  The World-Temple link follows the conceptual 

shift of the Isaiah passage quoted above. While other 

biblical sources identified God’s footstool with the 

Temple (Lam 2:1; Ps 132:7) or the ark (1 Chron 28:2), 

Isaiah identified it with the world. 

God’s Kavod Fills the Tabernacle; 
God’s Kavod Fills the World 

The dichotomy concerning God’s presence on the earth 

or the heavens is also reflected in texts that state where 

God’s kavod resides. The Torah states: “The kavod 

(“presence”) of God filled the tabernacle” (Exod 40:34), 

whereas according to Psalms: “His kavod fills the whole 

world” (72:19). Which is it, tabernacle or world? 

Midrash Esther Rabbah (1.4) resolves the apparent 

contradiction by distinguishing present reality from 

future reality: 

ר’ כהן אחוה דר’ חייא 
בר אבא אמר כשם  

שהשכינה מצויה  
מהיכל לירושלם, כך  

תהיה השכינה ממלאה  
מסוף העולם ועד  

וימלא  סופו, הה”ד  
כבודו את כל הארץ  

 אמן ואמן 

Rabbi Kohen, brother of Rabbi 

Chiyah bar Abba said: Just as the 

Shekhinah is found in the Temple 

in Jerusalem so the Shekhinah 

will fill the world from one end to 

the other, and this is what [scrip-

ture] means when it says (Ps 

72:19): ‘And his kavod will fill the 

entire world, amen and amen.’” 

Replacing the biblical kavod by its Rabbinic equivalent, 

shekhinah, Rabbi Kohen describes God’s presence fill-

ing the world, just as we find in the second paragraph 

of Aleinu. 

The Physical Expansion of the Temple 
and Jerusalem: An Inverse Concept 

In a related move to bridge the gap between world and 

Temple, some rabbinic texts envision the earthly Tem-

ple expanding across the world on a horizontal axis, just 

as they imagined Jerusalem and Israel, located at the 

center of the world, expanding at the End of Days in all 

four directions, encompassing all the earth. 

Songs Rabbah 7 

עתידה ירושלים  
להתרחב ולעלות  
ולהיות מגעת עד  

כסא הכבוד עד  
שתאמר צר לי  

 המקום.

In the future Jerusalem will expand 

in its width and height and reach 

God’s very throne, until it says, “the 

space is too narrow for me.” 



Rosh Hashanah: Bible, History, and Liturgy   |  53 
 

 

Prof. Rabbi Reuven Kimelman is Professor of 

Classical Judaica at Brandeis University and 

rabbi of Beth Abraham Sephardic Congregation 

of New England, Brookline, MA. 

 

Sifrei Deuteronomy 1 

תידה  …מניין שע
ירושלם להיות מגעת  

עד דמשק…  
שעתידה ארץ ישראל  
להיות מרחבת ועולה  

 מכל צדדיה…

…How do you know that in the 

future Jerusalem will reach Da-

mascus…. In the future the land of 

Israel will be expanded and grow 

on every side. 

Peskita Rabbati 1 

עתידה  א”ר לוי  
ירושלים להיות כארץ  
ישראל וארץ ישראל  

 ככל העולם כולו. 

Rabbi Levi said: “In the future, 

Jerusalem will become [as large as] 

the land of Israel, and the land of 

Israel will become [as large as] the 

entire world.” 

This concept inverts the conception in Aleinu, but leads 

to the same basic idea. In the future, the world will be 

entirely devoted to God, whether because God brings 

His Divine presence down to earth (=Aleinu) or because 

Jerusalem, God’s land, will expand physically until it 

takes up all of human inhabited space. 

Access to the temple-world is achieved by mentally con-

ceiving of the world as God’s Temple and verbally mak-

ing God’s presence palpable. As once God’s presence 

permeated the tabernacle so, tells us the Aleinu, is it 

destined to be perceived throughout the world. 

Blessings as a Way of Making the 
World into God’s Temple 

Not only does this idea inform the grand image in the 

second paragraph of Aleinu of God’s radiance on earth 

bringing all the people of the world together, but it also 

informs the Rabbinic theology of the more “mundane” 

or standard blessing formulary, which the rabbis make 

use of for virtually all their blessings: “Blessed are You, 

the Lord our God, Sovereign of the world (  ’ה אתה  ברוך 

 ”.(אלהינו מלך העולם

According to the Babylonian Talmud (Berachot 35a), 

the verse, “the earth and all its fullness is the Lord’s” 

(Ps 24:1), could theoretically render the enjoyment of 

the earth’s bounty off limits except in the Temple. By 

acknowledging God’s authority everywhere through 

affirming God as “sovereign of the world” the blessing 

makes God’s bounty available to all, as it says: “the 

earth is given over to humanity” (Ps 115:16). 

The world as God’s Temple (“the earth and all its full-

ness is the Lord’s”) is made accessible to humanity (“the 

earth is given over to humanity”) through the blessing. 

The result is the world as sanctuary where God, in the 

words of Jeremiah, “fills both heaven and earth” 

(23:24). The goal is to expand the precincts of the Tem-

ple to allow one to experience God wherever the person 

may be. 

The blessing resolves the tension between the mundani-

ty of the world and the conception of the world as God’s 

Temple by expanding God’s presence throughout space. 

Through blessings, the presence of God once concen-

trated in the tabernacle is made palpable throughout 

the world by extending the focus from א להינו-ה’  , “the 

Lord our God,” to מלך העולם, “sovereign of the world.” 

 

[1] See my essay, “Aleinu: God of All, or God of the Jews?”  TheTo-

rah (2014). 

[2] For a discussion of biblical views regarding the location of God’s 

presence, see Michael Carasik, “In the Presence of God: The Differ-

ence Between God’s “Name (שם)” and “Presence (כבוד),” TheTo-

rah (2015). 

[3] Like Aleinu, Sefer Ha-Razim dates from the third to the seventh 

century. 

[4] For a detailed analysis of this point and its implications, see Naph-

tali Cohn, “The Tabernacle, the Creation, and the Ideal of an Orderly 

World.” TheTorah (2015) 

[5] See: Philo, The Special Laws 1.66; Midrash Tadshe, Beit Ha–

Midrash in Epstein, Me-Qadmoniot Ha-Yehudim, pp. 144-47, and ed. 

Jellenik 3:164-67; Tanchuma, “Pequdei” 2; Midrash Aggadah 1:189; 

Numbers Rabbah 12, 13. 
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Reciting Ready-Made 
Prayers in Biblical Times 

and Today 

The haftarah (prophetic reading) for the first day of 

Rosh Hashanah features Channah's two prayers. In 

the second prayer, she thanks God for the birth of 

Samuel by reciting a ready made royal hymn about 

defeating one's enemies, hardly relevant to her situa-

tion. Why does the Bible choose such a prayer and how 

might this help us better understand prayer in the con-

text of the contemporary Rosh Hashanah? 

Prof. Marc Zvi Brettler 

 

Avinu malkeinu and the blessing on the shofar; The Forli Siddur, ff. 

237v–238r , MS 26968, Italy, N. (Veneto), 1383. British Library 

ike festivals in other religions, Rosh Hashanah 

has evolved and changed over time. Its descrip-

tion in Leviticus 23:23-25 and Numbers 29:1-6 

suggests that it was not a new year festival, which from 

a logical perspective cannot be commemorated on the 

first day of the seventh month.[1] The biblical festival, 

mentioned only in Priestly and related calendars,[2] is 

characterized by  תרועה, the loud noise produced by 

“shouting” or “blowing.”[3] 

This biblical festival developed into the rabbinic two day 

Rosh Hashanah (New Year), which would be character-

ized by long prayers—specifically, an extra-long musaf 

(additional festival) service, and many beautiful piy-

yutim (liturgical poems) supplementing the regular festi-

val service. Though now fossilized, these poems reflect 

the creative genius of various poets who did not find the 

standard liturgy sufficient; they reflect an era of creativi-

ty, when it was possible to personalize the prayers, and if 

not change them, at least add to them—an option that 

few contemporary worshippers take up. 

Remembrance and Prayer as Themes 
of the Haftarot (Prophetic Readings) 

Prayer, and its efficacy, are highlighted in both of Rosh 

Hashanah’s haftarot (prophetic readings), described in 

the Babylonian Talmud (Megillah 31a) as “Channah” (1 

Sam 1:1-2:10) and “Ephraim is dear to me” (Jer 31:2-20). 

These two readings were likely chosen because they 

both allude to YHWH remembering (1 Sam 1:19; Jer 

31:20), and divine remembrance (from the root z-ch-r) 

is a major theme of the Rosh Hashanah festival, as seen 

in the obligation to recite a section of the musaf (addi-

tional/supplementary) prayer called zichronot, “re-

membrances,” already attested in Mishnah Rosh 

Hashanah 4:5. It is a useful coincidence that both haf-

tarot have prayer as their central theme. 

The haftarah for the second day speaks of God hearing 

Ephraim’s “lamenting” ( ם   דֶאְפַריִׁ ְתנֹודֵׁ מִׁ —v. 18) and of God 

hearing Rachel weeping (v. 15), most likely while pray-

ing. Prayer is much more significant in the haftarah for 

the first day—where Channah prays twice, and the He-

brew for prayer (פלל in the hitpa‘el) is used five times 

(1:10, 12, 26, 27; 2:1); in rabbinic tradition, Channah’s 

first prayer—the prayer of a woman—is so important 

that it become the model for rabbinic prayer.[4] The em-

phasis on prayer in the haftarah follows a theme of that 

day’s Torah reading, where  ְִׁׁשַמע ֱאֹלה ים ֶאת קֹול ַהַנַערַוּיִׁ  , “God 

heard the cry [namely the entreaty] of the boy [Ish-

mael]” (Gen 21:17). 

Channah’s First Prayer 

Channah’s first prayer is introduced in 1:10:   יא ָמַרת ָנֶפׁש ְוהִׁ

ְבֶּכה׃ ְתַפלֵׁל ַעל ְי־הָוה ּוָבֹכה תִׁ  In her wretchedness, she prayed“ ,ַותִׁ

L 

https://us-central1-bageladmin.cloudfunctions.net/author/marc-zvi-brettler
https://us-central1-bageladmin.cloudfunctions.net/author/marc-zvi-brettler
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to YHWH, weeping all the while.” Although expressed in 

terms of a vow, what follows in v. 11 is a prayer: 

ֹדָ֨ר ֶנֶָ֜דר   שמואל א א:יא ַותִׁ
ַוֹתאַמַ֗ר ְי־הָוָ֨ה ְצָבאָֹ֜ות  

ְרֶאֶׁ֣ה ׀   ם־ָרֹאַ֥ה תִׁ אִׁ
יָ֙   ֶׁ֣י ֲאָמֶתַָ֗ך ּוְזַכְרַתָ֙נִׁ ָבֳענִׁ

ׁשְ  א־תִׁ ַּכֶׁ֣ח ֶאת־ֲאָמֶתָֹ֔ך  ְוֹלַֽ
ְוָנַתָתַ֥ה ַלֲאָמְתָךָ֖ ֶזֶַׁ֣רע  

י־הָוהָ֙   ָ֤יו ַלַֽ ָ֑ים ּוְנַתתִׁ ֲאָנׁשִׁ
ֶׁ֣י ַחָּיֹ֔יו ּומֹוָרָ֖ה  ָּכל־ְימֵׁ
וֹ   ֹלא־ַיֲעֶלַ֥ה ַעל־ֹראׁשַֽ

1 Sam 1:11 And she made this vow: “O 

YHWH of Hosts, if You will look 

upon the suffering of Your maidser-

vant and will remember me and not 

forget Your maidservant, and if You 

will grant Your maidservant a male 

child, I will dedicate him to YHWH 

for all the days of his life; and no 

razor shall ever touch his head.” 

Her prayer is in clear biblical prose; it lacks the binari-

ness, the parallelism or seconding that characterizes 

biblical poetry. 

Biblical Prose Prayers and Their 
Structure 

The title of Moshe Greenberg’s Biblical Prose Prayer as 

a Window to the Popular Religion of Ancient Israel is 

important: We have many psalms—namely poetic pray-

ers—representing high-brow, official religion; these are 

mostly preserved in the Book of Psalms. But we also 

have approximately 100 prose prayers embedded else-

where in the Bible. 

These are typically petitionary, i.e., they by definition 

contain a request. The shortest are in Genesis 17:18, 

where Abraham petitions YHWH: ְחֶיה ְלָפֶניָך׃ אל יִׁ ְׁשָמעֵׁ  O“ ,לּו יִׁ

that Ishmael might live by Your favor!” and Numbers 

12:13, where Moses petitions the deity concerning Miri-

am: ל ָנא ְרָפא ָנא ָלּה  O God, pray heal her!” 1 Samuel 1:11“ ,אֵׁ

is a longer such petitionary prayer, in the case of Chan-

nah, a request for the birth of child. But they often have 

a much more complex, logical structure. 

The Structure of Channah’s First Prayer 

Channah’s prayer, following Greenberg’s general analy-

sis, may be divided up into the following elements: 

Invocation 

 O YHWH of Hosts ְי־הָוה ְצָבאֹות

The presence of such invocations in ancient Israelite 

prayers may seem surprising: To whom else, other than 

YHWH, might such prayers be addressed? Three an-

swers present themselves. 

First, we must remember that most people in ancient 

Israel were not monotheists, and prayers opening “O 

Baal” must have been recited often there. Second, an-

cient Israel is here, as elsewhere, following a typical an-

cient Near Eastern pattern, where deities needed to be 

invoked at the beginning, so the prayer would be di-

rected at the appropriate deity (e.g. in Mesopotamia, 

Marduk, or Shamash, or Ishtar). Third, the purpose of 

the invocation is to capture the deity’s attention. 

Petition/request 

ם ָרֹאה  שמואל א א:יא ...אִׁ
י ֲאָמֶתָך   ְרֶאה ָבֳענִׁ תִׁ

ְׁשַּכח   י ְוֹלא־תִׁ ּוְזַכְרַתנִׁ
ֶאת ֲאָמֶתָך ְוָנַתָתה  

ים..  ַלֲאָמְתָך ֶזַרע ֲאָנׁשִׁ

1 Sam 1:11 ...If You will look upon the 

suffering of Your maidservant and 

will remember me and not forget 

Your maidservant, and if You will 

grant Your maidservant a male 

child... 

Petitions are typically presented in the imperative, as 

seen in the example above concerning Miriam:  ְרָפא, 

“heal.” (In contrast to Modern Hebrew, the following 

word  ָנא does not mean “please.”[5]) Petitions may also 

contain self-deprecations: In this petition, Channah three 

times calls herself YHWH’s  אמה, “maidservant,” a terms 

of subservience, and she refers to her  י  ”.suffering“ ,ֳענִׁ

Such petitions contain some motivation as well—the 

phraseology is meant to make YHWH feel sorry for her. 

Motivation 

יו   שמואל א א:יא ...ּוְנַתתִׁ
י ַחָּייו  ַלי־הָוה ָּכל ְימֵׁ
ּומֹוָרה ֹלא ַיֲעֶלה ַעל  

 ֹראׁשֹו׃ 

1 Sam 1:11 ...I will dedicate him to 

YHWH for all the days of his life; 

and no razor shall ever touch his 

head. 

According to the Bible, YHWH can be motivated in a 

variety of ways. For example, He cares about what other 

people will say about Him, as in the aftermath of the 

Golden Calf episode, when Moses entreats YHWH with 

the following argument: 
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ָלָמה֩ ֹיאְמרָּ֨ו  שמות לב:יב
ם לֵׁאֹמַ֗ר ְבָרָעָ֤ה   ְצַרָ֜יִׁ מִׁ
יָאםָ֙ ַלֲהֹרָ֤ג ֹאָתםָ֙   ֹוצִׁ הַֽ

ַעָ֖ל   ֹ֔ים ּוְָ֨לַכלָֹתֹ֔ם מֵׁ ָהרִׁ ֶבַֽ
ֲאָדָמָ֑ה ֶׁ֣י ָהַֽ  ְפנֵׁ

Exod 32:12 Let not the Egyptians say, 

“It was with evil intent that He 

delivered them, only to kill them 

off in the mountains and annihilate 

them from the face of the earth.” 

1 Samuel 1 assumes that YHWH would like a (nazirite as 

a) temple servant. All of these motivations assume that 

God cares in one way or another, and offer different 

views of what YHWH cares about—views that often fit 

the biblical world much better than ours, where many 

people are uncomfortable with the idea that God is 

swayed by threats, flattery, or promises of better service. 

In this prayer, Channah suggests a tit for tat exchange 

with YHWH that is evident in the Hebrew but obscured 

by most translations: if YHWH gives (נתן—“grant” in the 

NJPS translation) a child, she will give it back (נתן—

“dedicate” in the translation) to YHWH. In other words, 

such giving of a child would really not be giving at all by 

YHWH, who will get back what He gave. This too is part 

of the motivation. 

Social Analogy in Prose Prayers 

Greenberg uses the phrase “social analogy” while de-

scribing prose prayers: YHWH is spoken to and cajoled 

in the way that a less powerful person might implore or 

persuade one who is more powerful. In terms of struc-

ture, Channah’s prayer is no different than a student 

who might email me: 

“Professor Brettler (invocation), if you do not fail me on 

this assignment (petition), I, a humble undergrad (self-

deprecation) will try doubly hard on the next assign-

ment and will bake you chocolate chip cookies each 

week (double motivation).” 

The Bible often suggests that YHWH is successfully 

convinced by such entreaties that can involve bribes or 

assume that YHWH cares about His image. In the case 

of Channah: 

ְזְּכֶרָָ֖ה   שמואל א א:יט ...ַוּיִַֽׁ  
ה׃  יָ֙  א:כ ְי־הָוַֽ ַוְיהִׁ

ֹ֔ים ַוַתַַ֥הר   ְתֻקפֶֹׁ֣ות ַהָּימִׁ לִׁ
ְקָרָ֤א   ָ֑ן ַותִׁ ֶֶׁ֣לד בֵׁ ַחָנָ֖ה ַותֵׁ

1 Sam 1:19 YHWH remembered 

her. 1:20 Channah conceived, and at 

the turn of the year bore a son. She 

named him Samuel, meaning, “I 

ַ֥י   ֹ֔ל ּכִׁ  ֶאת־ְׁשמֹוָ֙ ְׁשמּואֵׁ
יו׃  ְלתִַֽׁ ְי־הָוָ֖ה ְׁשאִׁ  מֵׁ

asked YHWH for him. 

The Poetic Prayer in 1 Samuel 2 

Channah’s poetic hymn in ch. 2 contrasts sharply with 

the petitionary prayer of ch. 1, which we might imagine 

her reciting spontaneously—its language is simple, and 

its content directly reflects their particular situation. 

The prayer in this second chapter is a poetic hymn, sim-

ilar to those found in the Psalter. 

This poem is typified by the main feature of biblical po-

etry: parallelism, in which most lines are binary, namely 

can be divided into two parts, “a” and “b,” and the b 

part seconds the first part in a variety of ways, often 

rephrasing it (“synonymous parallelism”), or saying the 

opposite (“antithetical parallelism”). Often the syntax of 

the first part of the poetic line is mirrored in the second, 

though one word from the first part may be missing, 

and as result the second part will parallel with two 

words one word in the first part, so that the verse parts 

remain equal in terms of length of both parts. 

All of these features are clearly illustrated in 1 Samuel 

2:6: 

ֶׁ֣ית ּוְמַחֶּיָ֑ה  מִׁ  ְי־הָוָ֖ה מֵׁ
ַעל  ַ֥יד ְׁשאָֹ֖ול ַוָּיַֽ  מֹורִׁ

YHWH deals death and gives life, 

Casts down into Sheol and raises up. 

The second part of the verse essentially rephrases the 

first and has a similar grammatical structure. The sub-

ject, YHWH, is stated in the first part only, and elided 

in the second, but to compensate for this lost word, ית מִׁ  מֵׁ

(“deals death”), a single word, is paralleled with   יד מֹורִׁ

 casts down to Sheol [the underworld],” two“ ,ְׁשאֹול

words. This structure, which typifies biblical verse, con-

tinues in some post-biblical prayers as well, even in 

those recited on the high holidays. 

In fact, 1 Samuel 2:1–10 could have made its way into 

the Book of Psalms. As we now know from the Dead Sea 

Scroll evidence, our Book of Psalms was one of many 

different collections of ancient Israelite liturgical poet-

ry, and we do not know why certain psalms made it into 

the Psalter, whereas others that could have in terms of 
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content and style, such as 1 Samuel 2:1-10 (or Habak-

kuk 3), did not. 

A Military Royal Poem out of Context 

Channah’s second prayer is not directly related to the 

situation it addresses.[6] It is recited by her after she 

deposits her son Samuel with Eli at the Shiloh sanctu-

ary, fulfilling her vow. We would expect a deeply per-

sonal prayer of thanksgiving to God for alleviating her 

barrenness and her accompanying shame and disap-

pointment. But we get nothing of the kind. 

The theme of the psalm in 1 Samuel 2 is YHWH’s great 

power—He is in full control of life and death (v. 6). As 

such, He can swiftly and completely overturn any situa-

tion, for example, breaking the bows of the mighty (v. 5) 

or changing the fate of the poor, so they sit with nobles 

(v. 8). In a word, He is a God of יׁשועה, “deliverance” (v. 

1), in contradistinction to people (v. 9): 

יׁש  ְגַבר־אִַֽׁ י־ֹלַ֥א ְבֹכַָ֖ח יִׁ  .For not by strength shall man prevail ּכִַֽׁ

But the subject of the psalm is more specific, it focuses 

on the king, as its conclusion (v. 10b) makes clear: 

ם   ֶתן־ֹעז ְלַמְלּכֹו ְוָירֵׁ ְויִׁ
יחוֹ   ֶקֶרן ְמׁשִׁ

He will give power to His king, And 

triumph to His anointed one. 

More specifically, it is related to the king’s victory of his 

enemies, as the opening verse makes clear: 

י ַעל אֹוְיַבי  I gloat over my enemies ָרַחב פִׁ

Other military language peppers this psalm, which 

speaks of enemies already from its first verse. The men-

tion of a king defeating enemies is especially problemat-

ic in this context, for the very young Samuel has yet to 

anoint Saul as Israel’s first king. 

It is striking that a royal psalm can be reconceived or 

repackaged as a thanksgiving psalm for a woman after 

giving birth. But clearly Channah, if she indeed existed, 

would not have recited this psalm. 

Choosing a Pre-existing Psalm for a Woman 

Why did an author or an editor put this pre-existent 

royal psalm here, in Channah’s mouth? I suggest it has 

to do with Channah’s gender. 

To explain, Levites, or perhaps other cultic functionar-

ies, knew set prayers that they would use. A person 

would come to the Temple or a local shine, and ask for a 

prayer, and the Levite would look one up, or know one 

from memory, and the Levite would either recite it for 

the worshipper, or the worshipper would recite it along-

side, or more likely after, the Levite. 

But—these prayers were generally written by men and 

thus, dealt with situations that men would typically en-

counter, excluding prayers reflecting a woman’s deep 

frustration and disappointment and even anger at being 

childless. When a woman like Channah wanted to thank 

God for bearing children, the Levite would have to find 

among the psalms that he knew one that would be most 

suitable for such a situation, even if it did not address 

the situation directly. 

This same challenge was faced by the author or editor of 

1 Samuel, who chose a psalm that has several features 

that make it, at least, somewhat suitable for a woman 

like Channah. Verse 5b explicitly mentions barrenness 

and bearing children: 

ְבָעֹ֔ה  ַעד־ֲעָקָרהָ֙ ָיְלָדֶׁ֣ה ׁשִׁ
ָלה  ָ֖ים ֻאְמָלַֽ  ְוַרַבַ֥ת ָבנִׁ

While the barren woman bears 

seven, the mother of many is for-

lorn. 

Moreover, its main theme is victory over enemies, 

which can be read—despite v. 4, ָ֖ ְכָׁשלִׁ ָ֑ים ְונִׁ ָ֖ים ַחתִׁ ֹברִׁ ים ָאְַ֥זרּו  ֶקֶַׁ֥שת גִׁ

ל׃ יִׁ -The bows of the mighty are broken, and the falter“ ,ָחַֽ

ing are girded with strength”—not in a military sense, 

but in relation to the conflict between Channah and 

Penina, Elkanah’s other wife. But this is clearly a post-

facto interpretation. The text does not directly relate to 

Channah’s situation, and given its references to king-

ship, could not have been recited by her. 

We see from this that when ancient Israelites wanted to 

offer a formal, poetic, tried and tested prayer at a sacred 

place for a sacred occasion, they used ready-made prayers, 
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and made them fit their particular situation. In other 

words, someone in Channah’s situation may have recited 

the psalm now found in 1 Samuel 2:1–10, at the prompting 

of a Levite, paying attention to the verses about thanking 

YHWH, about competition, and especially about child-

lessness; indeed one could easily imagine someone who 

has been barren weeping with joy while reciting v. 5b. That 

same person would have mumbled through many of the 

other verses, including those about the king. 

Formal Pre-Written Prayers Are Appropri-
ate for the Temple and God: Then and Now 

The formal context of the Temple or sanctuary would 

have encouraged the recitation of a formal prayer, as 

the person praying believed that it is appropriate to 

pray to a great God in His own House in poetry—and 

that is why poetic prayers are found in the Psalter, and 

indeed throughout the ancient Near East. Just as some 

occasions demand (or used to demand) a formal thank 

you note written on stationary, even if the language is 

stereotypical and stilted, some prayer occasions de-

mand special, fancy language, namely poetry. 

And so it is, I would suggest, with most of us these days 

with prayers, whenever we pray from a prayer book or 

use a standard prayer. Not every prayer that we recite, 

or every part of every prayer, touches us equally at the 

moment. Some parts are more relevant on particular 

occasions—e.g., a prayer for healing when one close to 

us is ill, or for Jerusalem after a terror event has struck 

the city, while other parts are less relevant, and we may 

mumble through them. 

Such ready-made prayers often do not fit our exact situ-

ation: no biblical prayer, for example, says something 

like (a situation of mine from years ago): 

O God, may the surgery to remove my daughter’s gall-

bladder go well, may her excruciating pain be relieved, 

and may she be up and about quickly. 

The fit of any ready-made prayer will, by definition, be 

less than perfect. But it will use heightened vocabulary 

and will be time-tested. And that will make it feel ap-

propriate. That is why despite our own deeply personal 

needs and thank yous that we might want to offer on 

Rosh Hashanah, we, like Channah in 1 Samuel 2 (but 

not 1 Samuel 1), use ready-made prayers. 

The image of God that we imagine on Rosh Hashanah is 

downright scary, making it difficult to pray spontane-

ously. Who can compose appropriate prayers when con-

fronting a deity presiding over a heavenly court, as 

(the unetaneh tokef prayer says) “a great shofar” is 

“sounded,” and God “open[s] the book of memories,” 

angels “recoil” and are “gripped by shaking and trem-

bling” as they say, “This is the day of judgment,” “and 

all who enter the world will pass before You [God] like 

sheep”? And thus, like Channah in 1 Samuel 2:1–10, we 

rely on ready-made prayers. 
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Rosh Hashanah: God, 
Creation, and the Bible 

A Poem 

Dr. Hacham Isaac S. D. Sassoon 

 

God, I speak to You of the Bible 

The Bible is not God. 

That is true of all creation 

From fair to foul to aberration. 

 

All owe their being to Your will 

Including numbers infinity to nil. 

Therein resides their common edge 

With catalpa leaf and privet hedge 

With berry bloom and calyx 

With catkins of the Salix. 

When saplings sprouted from the soil 

Our species had yet to uncoil; 

Hence they had no grubby hand in 

Spread of sea space or welkin. 

Things they deign to manufacture 

For domestic use or agriculture - 

Sculpt assemble or revamp 

The concoctions bear their human stamp. 

Wagon or widget, their proximate cause 

Raw matter trails by a permanent pause; 

Templates bridged at one remove 

Nature’s spinoffs, not stuck in a groove; 

Substances kneaded alchemized hacked 

Umbilically uncut from the creative act. 

Songs sacred said the temple was built 

By Your numinous hands fashioned and gilt; 

Did they suppose You descended in overalls 

With spades and shovels planes and awls? 

Perhaps that was the songsters’ thought 

Though they seldom shy of metaphor fought. 

The metaphoric mason of the temple fixtures 

Also perchance composed the Scriptures. 

So when averring You wrote the Torah 

Did they mean the input of Your aura? 

Confidence and credulity dwell combined 

Only in prattling humankind. 

Are they susceptible to bow and surrender? 

Is the Bible too a mind bender? 

Yet un-bible us not; that would be bleak 

For the Scriptures are all hide and seek; 

As we through their pages fumble 

In unlikely places upon Your voice we stumble. 

Lava encodes its molten past 

Of seismic tumults incendiary and vast 

Dormant words may encrypt salvation 

Subversive startling innovation. 

Teach us then the Bible to cherish 

Not as an idol doomed to perish 

Nor as a repository of incantation 

But parallel to the rest of Your creation: 

Bracken bison bees and barnacles 

Molecules atoms and subatomic particles. 

Their innate harmonies tick unwatched 

Let not their rhythms by us be botched; 

Nor let us harness the Canon for strife, 

O ultimate source and lover of life. 
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