
ף תֹּקֶ נֶּה  תַ וּנְ
CROWNING  GOD  AS  K ING
How one extraordinary  piyut/prayer bottles the essence
of Rosh Hashanah Musaf.

בס"ד

F O U R  MOV EM E N T S

O N E  J O U R N E Y

1 Opening the Story וּר פּ סִּ ת הַ יחַ תִ פְּ

The opening of the prayer is based around the three core themes of Musaf: kingship, remembrance and the shofar.

יּוֹת כֻ לְ מַ
MA LCHU YOT

ךָ אֶ סְ ד כִּ סֶ חֶ ן בְּ וֹ כּ יִ , וְ ךָ כוּתֶ לְ א מַ נָּשֵׂ  וּבוֹ תִ

On this day Your kingship is exalted,
and Your throne is established in
kindness.

רוֹנוֹת כְ זִ
Z I CHRONOT

א רֵ קָּ  יו יִ לָ אֵ רוֹנוֹת, וּמֵ כְ זִּ  ר הַ פֶ ת סֵ ח אֶ תַּ  פְ תִ וְ

You open the Book of Remembrances,
and it reads itself.

רוֹת וֹפָ שׁ
S HO FA ROT

ה קָּ  ה דַ מָ מָ קוֹל דְּ ע, וְ קַ תָּ וֹפָר גָּדוֹל יִ שׁ וּבְ

ע מַ שָּׁ  יִ

The great shofar is sounded, and a still,
thin voice is heard.

2 The Day of Judgement ין דִּ יוֹם הַ

We move from the universal scene to the fate of each person. All mankind were created today and will be renewed - היום הרת עולם

ב שָׁ  יד נֶחְ כָּל יָחִ
E V E RY  I N D I V I D UA L  COUNT S

ן רוֹ נֵי מָ בְ נֶיךָ כִּ פָ רוּן לְ בְ י עוֹלָם יַעַ אֵ בָּ כָל  וְ

All who enter the world pass before You
like a flock, one by one.

ין דִּ
J U D G EM EN T

וּר פּ יוֹם צוֹם כִּ בוּן, וּבְ כָּתֵ  נָה יִ שָּׁ   רֹאשׁ הַ בְּ

מוּן תֵ יֵחָ

On Rosh Hashanah they are written, and
on the fast of Yom Kippur they are
sealed.

וֹצָאוֹת תּ
CON S EQU ENC E S

וֹ צּ קִ י לֹא בְ וֹ וּמִ צּ קִ י בְ י יָמוּת, מִ יֶה וּמִ י יִחְ מִ

Who shall live and who shall die. The
judgement reaches life itself.

3 Response and Return יבָה שְׁ גוּבָה וּ תְּ

We are simply awestruck by the power of the day and its consequences, but God wants us to return and offers us a formula to do so

ה קָ דָ לָּה, צְ  פִ וּבָה, תְּ שׁ תְּ
T E S HUVAH  ·  T E F I L L AH  ·  T Z E DA KAH

ה זֵרָ גְּ ת רֹעַ הַ ין אֶ ירִ בִ עֲ ה מַ קָ דָ לָּה וּצְ  פִ וּבָה וּתְ שׁ וּתְ

But repentance, prayer and charity avert the severity of the decree.

יבָה שְׁ וָה וּ קְ תִּ
HO P E  AND  R E T U RN

לוֹ בְּ קַ יַּד תְּ  וּב מִ ם יָשׁ , אִ כֶּה לוֹ  חַ ד יוֹם מוֹתוֹ תְּ עַ וְ

Until his dying day You wait for him; if he returns, You
accept him at once.

4 T H E  C O N C L U S I O N  ·  T H E  R E T U R N  TO  K I N G S H I P

יָּם קַ י וְ ל חַ , אֵ ךְ לֶ ה הוּא מֶ תָּ  אַ וְ
But You are King, the living and enduring God.

The piyut ends where it began: kingship. ץ ין קֵ אֵ , וְ יךָ נוֹתֶ שְׁ  בָה לִ צְ ין קִ אֵ
יךָ ךְ יָמֶ אֹרֶ לְ
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CROWNING  GOD  AS  KING ף תֹּקֶ נֶּה  תַ וּנְ A  COM PAN I ON  TO  TH E  MA P

Many people know Unetaneh Tokef for its haunting melody and unforgettable
lines. But it is easy to miss its architecture. Rosh Hashanah Musaf is long, layered
and full of themes, piyutim, biblical verses and shofar blasts. Without a map, it can
feel like a succession of powerful moments rather than a single unfolding journey.

It can be found in the Rav Sacks zt'l Koren on pages 565 and Original Artscroll on 481

At the heart of the day is Malchuyot: crowning God as King. Unetaneh Tokef helps us see the path towards that
coronation. It begins with kingship, passes through remembrance, shofar, judgement and human response, and finally
returns to kingship. Understanding this one prayer can unlock the whole of Rosh Hashanah Musaf, which in turn helps
us understand our relationship with God.

1 · Crowning God as King: beginning and end

Almost as soon as the prayer opens, it places God on the throne.
Before it asks anything of us, we meet three ideas in quick
succession. Uvo tinasei malchutecha, on this day Your kingship is
exalted. V'tiftach et sefer hazichronot, You open the Book of
Remembrances. Uvshofar gadol yitaka, the great shofar is sounded.

Those are not decorative images. They are Malchuyot, Zichronot
and Shofarot, the three central foundations of Musaf itself. There
is a King. Nothing is forgotten. And the shofar calls the world
to attention.

2 · The universal becomes personal

Then the prayer moves to Yom HaDin, the Day of Judgement. At
first the whole world passes before God. Then the crowd thins, and
disappears, and each person is standing alone. One by one. Life by
life. The future is laid out in all its uncertainty: who will live and
who will die, who will prosper and who will struggle. This
narrowing, from everything to one person, is the centre of gravity
of the prayer.

Musaf also carries another great Rosh Hashanah idea, and it is
worth noticing how closely it fits the same story. Hayom harat olam,
today the world is born anew. But the very next words take us
straight into judgement: today all the creatures of the world stand
before God. The world is renewed, and every person within it must
stand before its King. Renewal follows creation. 

3 · The turning point

Until this moment the prayer has described what God does. Here it
turns, and asks what we have to  do. U'teshuvah, u'tefillah, u'tzedakah
ma'avirin et ro'a hagezeirah. Repentance, prayer and charity avert the
severity of the decree.

Notice the wording. It does not say the decree disappears. One
traditional reading focuses on ro'a hagezeirah, the harshness of the
decree: these three can change the weight of what comes, even
when they do not change what comes. We do not control
everything that happens to us. But we are not powerless either. We
can return. We can pray. We can give. We can change how we meet
what arrives. And a few lines later the prayer says something even
more generous: until his dying day You wait for him, and if he
returns You accept him at once. The gates are still open.

4 · The return to kingship

Then the prayer goes quiet, and becomes more powerful for it. It
describes how temporary we are. Dust. A broken vessel. Withering
grass. A fading flower. A passing shadow. A cloud. A wind. A
dream. Adam yesodo me'afar v'sofo le'afar, a person's origin is dust
and his end is dust.

And then comes the transition that changes everything: V'Atah. But
You. We are temporary. God is not. V'Atah hu Melech, El chai
v'kayam. But You are King, the living and enduring God. Two
words, and we are back where we started: crowning God as King.

What this prayer asks of us

If we really hear it, it asks us to stop living as though time is
unlimited: to return more honestly, to pray more seriously, to give
more generously, and to hold life more gratefully.

We sing it beautifully, but its rawness is part of its power. The
point is not only to understand the architecture of the prayer. It is
to let the prayer do its work on us.

That is the beauty of Unetaneh Tokef: it takes us on the path to
crown God as King, and asks us to live differently because of it.
It is in the repitition but can be said by people praying at home. 

“The prayer asks not simply whether God is King, but whether we are prepared to live as though He is.”
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