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Thousands and myriads shall ascend,
Like sheep, all the sons of the Earth;
And under the staff they shall be brought,
Without omission and without exception.
The verdict of the naughty and of the righteous,
In the Valley of Judgment shall be decided;
Before the Lord, for He has come
To judge the land.

Today orders are declared;
And the Earth stands on trial;
And on it the Rock began to display
The power of his hewing right arm.
And on it was established the awesome throne
Of He who dwells on high
Of He who crouches to view
That which are on heaven and on land.

And the foundations of the world were established,
And the pillars of the Earth’s circle were raised.
And three barren ones were visited;
The faithful of Yeshurun born.
And those who were enslaved in Pathros
And by the Zoanites, they were redeemed;
And these on that day will be remembered,
To raise them up from the land.

Oh Sought Out one, crown today

Your King, and he will govern over you;
And sound your long and short blasts, until

The remembrance of your assemblies arises
To redeem your life from destruction

And he will shine his countenance upon you
To renew, as a phoenix, your youth

And, as with a gentle rain, will be sated the land

Raise up, oh silent distant dove,
A call from a distant land;
You who sound out from the depths,
Lift up a song to the heavens.
Perhaps the time has drawn near to fulfil
His word to the Valley Rose
“And your people are all righteous;
Forever, they shall inherit the land.”

Translated by Gamliel Shmalo
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The Jews of Yemen have preserved the above poem by Rabbi Yehuda Halevi (“Rihal”) as part of
their Rosh Hashana liturgy, reciting it at the close of the second night’s service. It is woven from
themes that are quite familiar to anyone acquainted with the early rabbinic literature about Rosh
Hashana, and embroidered with evocative phrases from Tanach. A first reading reveals a
pleasant and uplifting composition, like an elegant arrangement of favorite garden flowers in the
hands of a master florist. Only after careful study and some reflection do Rihal’s novel
interpretations of these familiar sources emerge, uncovering this philosopher/poet’s profound
understanding of the Judgment Day.

The first stanza quotes from the Mishnah in Rosh Hashana as it is understood by the most basic
of the three interpretations offered by the Babylonian Talmud:

On Rosh Hashana, all inhabitants of the Earth 7177 2120 17197 12w 2w ORA D MW w12
pass before Him like “benei Maron” ... 2R MW WRY TR
Mishnah, Rosh Hashana 1:2

What are “benei Maron”? Here (in Babylon) we translate it |  X37K 322 127370 RO 1177 2320 °Xn»
as “like sheep” (like “benei amarana”). JIV IR WRD RN
Gemara, Rosh Hashana 18a

Rashi and other commentators emphasize the individual inspection of each sheep; Rabbi
Menachem Meiri adds the image of the shepherd’s staff. In the Ashkenazic liturgy, the image of
sheep passing individually under the shepherd’s critical gaze has been memorialized famously and
graphically in the hauntingly powerful poem Un’taneh tokef. As the chazzan invokes this ancient
rabbinic image in bloodstained medieval verse, each Jew imagines himself being scrutinized
individually by the Almighty, the Book of Life and the Book of Death opened before Him, with his
personal verdict (“who by water; who by fire”) inscribed with his personal signature.

Trained as we may be by years of association, it is easy to read Un’taneh tokef, together with its
emphasis on personal judgment, into the first stanza of Rihal’s poem: “.. like sheep under the staff
... the verdict of the naughty and of the righteous. . .” Franz Rosenzweig, the great 20™ century
Jewish philosopher, dedicated the last years of his rich life to Rihal’s poetry. He commented on this
poem, “Thus, the New Year’s Day in the fall has become ‘The Day of Judgment,” bringing the
individual every year face to face with the awesomeness of the last judgment.” But while this
emphasis was certainly found by Rashi and other commentaries in the Mishnah and Talmud, and
while Rihal appears to open in that direction as well, ultimately I cannot locate it in Rihal’s poem;
atleast here, Rihal’s conception of Rosh Hashana seems to be entirely different.

As much as Rihal drew from the Mishnah, he was also invoking the prophecies of Yoel,
particularly from chapter 4:

2 I will gather all nations, and will bring them down into the 0" 92 DR NXaPY (2)
Valley of Jehoshaphat; and I will enter into judgment with them VBT PY PR D NTNM
there for My people and for My heritage Israel, whom they have NN MY Y 0w 0Ny "nuow

scattered among the nations, and divided My land.... IR NRY D72 1D WR ORI

! Franz Rosenzweig, Ninety-Two Poems and Hymns of Yehuda Halevi, (2000, Albany) 27.
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12 Let the nations be stirred up, and ascend to the Valley of R Iris!
Jehoshaphat; for there will I sit to judge all the nations round PRY DR 07 1297 17 (20)
about... 92 NR LOW? 2WR QW °D VOV
14 Multitudes, multitudes in the Valley of Judgment! For the day --: 27300 014
of the LORD is near in the Valley of Judgment. 7N pRy2 D’Jm"-‘ 01 (7)
Yoel 4 YN0 PRy T ar 2P 00

7 27D R DD

Rihal read the Mishnah and Talmud in the light of Yoel’s prophesies, and in that light he saw the
ascent of many multitudes, “thousands and myriads,” only a small minority of whom are Jews,
and many more “the sons of the Earth” who had exiled and abused God’s holy people. As a
philosopher, Rihal reserved personal Divine providence for Jews;* it is therefore implausible that
the Mishnah claims that “all inhabitants of the Earth” receive an annual personal verdict. Rihal
also may have had in mind the Midrash that states that Israel’'s emerging with the lulav in hand
on Sukkot is a sign that Israel was previously victorious over the nations of the world on Rosh
Hashana.?

The verdict, then, is not a personal verdict on individuals; rather, these are entire flocks, some
“naughty” and some “righteous,” which are ascending to the Valley of Judgment. Perhaps not
even each nation will be judged on its own merit, but may face off against each other as litigants
and antagonists. Furthermore, they may be driven to Yoel’s horrifying inversion of Yeshayahu’s
hope: “Beat your plowshares into swords, and your pruning-hooks into spears.”

What is it about Rosh Hashana that threatens to precipitate such Divine wrath? In the second
stanza, Rihal points to Rosh Hashana as the anniversary of the creation. On this day God
mysteriously turned outward from his Aristotelian solipsism and formed a structured universe—
“orders are declared”—a kingdom over which He would rule. In his act of creative majesty, God
chose to sit on a throne of sovereignty, and to gaze down on the heavens and earth He had
carved from the primordial hyle.> And so on this day the very “earth stands on trial”: have the
creations maintained the divinely ordained order; or must there be a recalibration of that order,
a breaking and resetting that is traumatic even as it heals?

Rosh Hashana is the anniversary of creation, of the metaphysical divine throne (second stanza),
and of the physical “foundations of the world” and “pillars of the earth” (third stanza). But for
Rihal, the great poet of Jewish national pride, the following beraita was pregnant with additional

meaning:

The beraita states, Rebbi Eliezer says: on Tishrei the world X921 "WN2 IR MYOHR 027,800
was created; on Tishrei the Patriarchs were born; on Tishrei MWN2A ,MAaR 17211 WwN2 0w
the Patriarchs died; on Passover Yitzchak was born; on Rosh WX ,PX 7711 7052 ,MANR 1NN

WRI2 ,7Im 900 7w TR0l mawn
N2 ,7°MONT NP2 701 KX° 71w

Hashana Sarah, Rachel and Chana conceived; on Rosh

Hashana Yosef was freed from prison; on Rosh Hashana our

2 Kuzari 2:32; 4:3.

3 Midrash Tehilim 17. See also Tanchuma Parshat Emor 18.
*Yoel 4:10.

S Kuzari 1:67.
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forefathers in Egypt were liberated from labor; in Nissan we ,0718N2 IPMARM 7712V 7902 MIwh
were redeemed; in Tishrei we will be redeemed... LORMD PNV wna ,19RA j0712
Talmud Bavli, Rosh Hashana 10b-11a K'Y -0 0T TN WRY Noon

Not only the foundations of the world were created in Tishrei; the foundations of the Jewish
nation were created in Tishrei. Not only was the earth born in Tishrei; the Jewish nation was born
(in part), and will be born in full, in Tishrei. Once again, in this poem of Rihal (1) the subject of
Rosh Hashana is less personal judgment and more a reordering of the world; (2) the object of
divine attention is less the individual and more the nation; (3) the goal of Rosh Hashana is less
about each person finding his place before God, and more about the Jewish people retuning to its
proper place among the nations, and its proper place of honor within its Master’s kingdom.

Given this reframing of the holiday, how may we Jews best participate in the annual recalibration
of the universe in all its dimensions—metaphysical, physical and national? God himself reorders
the world, putting everything back in its proper place. But perhaps we can do for God the one
thing He cannot do for Himself: we can return God to His proper place, because a nation needs
a king, and only a nation can create one.

Therefore the fourth stanza calls upon Jerusalem, the “Sought Out one” (to which she is referred
by Yeshayahu, 62:12), to abandon the cacophony of the past and to play her proper role in the
symphony of tomorrow, to enthrone the Almighty as King of the Universe. That is the ancient role
of our capital city in a well-ordered world; but Jerusalem can hardly fulfill that role if she is
abandoned and hollow. Jerusalem should therefore call out “You are my king!” so that God should
rule over her; Jerusalem should trumpet the call of assembly on the shofar so that “remembrance of
your assemblies arises,” so that she should be filled with her children. Scattered among the nations,
the Jewish people are barely alive, “like the dry bones which Yechezkel saw in his vision” (Kuzari
2:30); but at the time of the universe’s regeneration, we can draw on that renewed creative energy
to be given renewed life, to be rejuvenated “like a phoenix.”

Each of us senses some of that renewed energy in our souls, and in our otherwise dry bones, on this
day of remembrance. Even in the distant lands of our continued exile—where we feel so alienated
from authentic spirituality that prayer often seems forced and artificial, and where the price of
authenticity all too often is silence—we may feel moved to return to our ancient role as a people.
And what is that role? Actually, it is not really to pray; certainly not to beseech. Although we
normally, at our best, “sound out from the depths,” on this day such a petition would turn a
spotlight on us as individuals that would be better focused on the King himself. Such a prayer
would also indicate a lack of harmony that awaits resolution on a day that should celebrate
precisely that resolution, that divine recalibration. Instead of prayer, Rihal asks us to join together
with that newly reordered, heavenly harmony in song. Indeed, if this is a moment of favor, perhaps
our song will join the cosmic chorus of coronation and we will be invited to reclaim our rightful
place in the kingdom of God, to glorify God on land as he is glorified in Heaven.
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