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CROWNING GOD AS KING

How one extraordinary piyut/prayer bottles the essence FOUR MOVEMENTS
of Rosh Hashanah Musaf. ONE JOURNEY

1  Opening the Story 7807 NN

The opening of the prayer is based around the three core themes of Musaf: kingship, remembrance and the shofar.
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On this day Your kingship is exalted, You open the Book of Remembrances, ialig

and Your throne is established in and it reads itself.

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

2 The Day of Judgement 17707

We move from the universal scene to the fate of each person. All mankind were created today and will be renewed - D91y NN D1M

:tyn: ™ b; 1°7 .T'nNgIH

EVERY INDIVIDUAL COUNTS JUDGEMENTI CONSEQUENCES

1177 °322 7397 122 071y °K32 29 7123 0i¥ 01°71,193N27 MWD ¥N12 1% K2 M1 1%p2 *n MR o o o
All who enter the world pass before You nnnn? Who shall live and who shall die. The

like a flock, one by one. judgement reaches life itself.

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

3 Response and Return 712°% 7210

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
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TESHUVAH TEFILLAH - TZEDAKAH HOPE AND RETURN
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But repentance, prayer and charity avert the severity of the decree. Until his dying day You wait for him; if he returns, You

accept him at once.

4 THE CONCLUSION THE RETURN TO KINGSHIP

But You are King, the living and enduring God.
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n:|?1 ’U bN gj??; N1n nn; 1 The piyut ends where it began: kingship.
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A COMPANION TO THE MAP

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 simp]y whether God is King, but whether we are prcparcd to live as though He is.”
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