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Festivals 2024 - Unetaneh Tokef

The Piyyut (liturgical poem) that begins with the
words Unetaneh Tokef is part of the Rosh Hashanah
and Yom Kippur prayers.

In many Jewish communities, it is recited during the
Mussaf prayer, one of the high points of the daily
ritual.

The words of this poem express the essence of the
_ Days of Judgement and reflect the thought that on
Rosh Hashanah and Yom Kippur, the pinnacles of
the holiday period at the start of the Jewish year,
believers stand before God in judgement, as He
reviews their deeds and determines their fate for the
upcoming year. “Let us now relate the power of this
day’s holiness, for it is awesome and frightening...
Who remembers all that was forgotten and You will
open the Book of Chronicles... You shall apportion
the fixed needs of all Your creatures and inscribe
their verdict... who will die at his predestined time
and who before his time...".

On one hand, the poem features phrases that
emphasize the fragility of human existence, and the
nothingness of man as opposed to the omnipotence
of God - "A man's origin is from dust and his destiny
is back to dust... heis likened to a broken shard,
withering grass, a fading flower... flying dust, and a
fleeting dream”.

On the other hand, the poem offers believers a way
to atone for their actions and to affect their
judgement: “But repentance, prayer and charity
remove the evil of the decree”.

From a historical perspective, the poem is quite
ancient and according to researchers, it was
composed in Eretz Israel during the Byzantine
period. The earliest surviving written version was
discovered in the Cairo Genizah.

Tradition attributes the poem to Rabbi Amnon of
Mainz, who according to legend nearly lost his faith
when he failed to reject outright an offer from the
local bishop to convert to Christianity. He recanted
and reiterated his devotion to Judaism, leading to
severe punishment, as that same bishop ordered
his hands and feet be cut off. The dying Rabbi
Amnon was taken to the synagogue, where he wrote
the poem in his final moments.
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Unetaneh Tokef has become widely known in recent
years because of a new melody composed by Yair
Rosenblum in 1990. The tune was written for the
people of Kibbutz Beit Hashita, which lost 11
members in the Yom Kippur War, but it spread
throughout the country and is now featured widely in
memorials to all those wha fell in the Yom Kippur
War,

The first stamp in the series is dedicated to the
poem'’s ancient roots, featuring a portion of the
version that was discovered in the Cairo Genizah.
The stamp tab incorporates a quote that defines the
essence of the Days of Awe, “let us now relate the
power of this day's holiness”.

The second stamp in the series is dedicated to the
tradition that links the poem to Rabbi Amnon of
Mainz and features an illustration of the dying rabbi
reciting it in the synagogue.

The stamp tab incorporates the quote that reflects
the meaning of the Day of Atonement, which
determines for believers “who will live and who will
die".

The third stamp in the series is dedicated fo the
new melody that linked the poem to the events of the
Yom Kippur War, and features a soldier standing in
prayer against the background of a damaged tank.
The stamp tab incorporates the quote that comforts
the believer and determines that there is a way to
affect his fate and that the actions he takes “remove
the evil of the decree”.
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