
High Holy Days        1 

Rabbi Adrian M Schell  Bet David, Sandton 

Selichot  
(Hebrew: סליחות) are Jewish penitential poems and prayers, especially those said in 
the period leading up to the High Holidays, and on Fast Days. God's Thirteen Attributes 
of Mercy (ֵרה ִמידֹות הַרֲחִמים לֹוש ֶעשְׂ  .are a central theme throughout these prayers (שָׁ
 

 ;Adonai — compassion before a person sins ְיהָוה .1
 ;Adonai — compassion after a person has sinned ְיהָוה .2
 ;El — mighty in compassion to give all creatures according to their need ֵאל .3
 ;Rachum — merciful, that humankind may not be distressed ַרחּום .4
 ;VeChanun — and gracious if humankind is already in distress ְוַחּנּון .5
 ;Erech appayim — slow to anger ֶאֶרְך ַאַפִים .6
ֶחֶסד-ְוַרב .7  VeRav chesed — and plenteous in kindness; 
 ;VeEmet — and truth ֶוֱאֶמת .8
 ;Notzer chesed laalafim — keeping kindness unto thousands ֹנֵצר ֶחֶסד ָלֲאָלִפים .9
ןֹנֵשא ָעֹו .10  Noseh avon — forgiving iniquity; 
 ;VaFeshah — and transgression ָוֶפַשע .11
 ;VeChata'ah — and sin ְוַחָטָאה .12
 .VeNakeh — and pardoning ְוַנֵקה .13

 
Jewish tradition teaches that the preceding month of Elul is a time of soul-searching 
and reflection to prepare oneself for the magnitude of the Days of Awe. It is during this 
time that we observe Selichot  
 
The term first appears as a reference to the biblical verses that were added to the Yom 
Kippur liturgy. Eventually, the holiday prayers were combined with general prayers of 
repentance. The prayer book of Rav Amram Gaon, from the 9th century, for example, 
includes a collection of these poetic writings and meditations. While these prayers were 
initially only recited during the days between Rosh HaShanah and Yom Kippur, the 
custom developed to use them in the days beforehand as well. 
 
In Hebrew, selichot translates to “forgiveness,” and indeed there is an emphasis in 
these prayers on the merciful attributes with which God is said to govern the world. In 
many ways, the prayers which make up the Selichot service mirror what we find on the 
Day of Atonement which follows soon after. The language of these qualities should 
sound familiar to anyone who has recited the liturgy throughout Yom Kippur when we 
speak about God’s ability to forgive “transgression, iniquity, and sin.” The holiday itself 
occurs early in the month of Elul in Sephardic tradition, but on the Saturday evening 
just before Rosh HaShanah in Ashkenazi 
communities.  
 
- See more at: http://www.reformjudaism.org/what-
selichot#sthash.cAZAZeOh.dpuf 
 
Avinu Malkeinu 
(Hebrew: ָאִבינּו ַמְלֵכנּו; "Our Father, Our King") is 
recited during the services on Rosh Hashanah and 
Yom Kippur, as well on the Ten Days of 
Repentance from Rosh Hashanah through Yom 
Kippur. In the Ashkenazic tradition, it is recited on 
all fast days. 
 

It is related of Rabbi Eliezer that he 
once stepped before the ark [to lead 
the congregation in prayer] and 
recited the twenty-four benedictions 
[of the Amidah for fast-days called on 
account of drought], and his prayer 
was not answered. Rabbi Akiva (died 
135 CE) stepped before the ark after 
him and exclaimed: 

 Our Father, our King! We 
have no king but You! 

 Our Father, our King! For 
Your sake, have compassion 
for us!  

And rain fell. 
(Babylonian Talmud, Ta’anit 25b) 

http://www.reformjudaism.org/what-selichot#sthash.cAZAZeOh.dpuf
http://www.reformjudaism.org/what-selichot#sthash.cAZAZeOh.dpuf
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It makes use of two names for God that appear separately in the Bible; "Our Father" 
(Isaiah 63:16) and "Our King" (Isaiah 33:22). 
 
Avinu Malkeinu is a penitential litany.  That means that it uses the refrain, “Our Father, 
our King,” repeatedly to invoke the gracious favor of a God who is conceived of as both 
distant and approachable, both stern and merciful; whose powerful nature can be 
portrayed as both Ruler and Parent toward the people Israel, who view themselves 
during the High Holy Day season as both dependent and unworthy of favor. The prayer 
formula was originally associated with situations of extreme human need: those 
occasional fast days proclaimed because of drought in the land of Israel, as indicated 
in the Talmud (T.B. Ta'anith 25b)  
 
In a much later compilation of Talmudic notes, published circa 1515, this is expanded 
to five verses. It is very probable that, at first, there was no set number of verses, no 
sequence, nor perhaps any fixed text. Apparently an early version had the verses in 
alphabetic sequence, which would mean 22 verses. The prayer book of Amram Gaon 
(9th century) had 25 verses.  
The Mahzor Vitry (early 12th century) has more than 40 verses and added the 
explanation that the prayer accumulated additional verses that were added ad hoc on 
various occasions and thereafter retained. Presently, the Sephardic (Spanish and 
Portuguese) tradition has 29 verses, among the Mizrahi Jews the Syrian tradition has 
31 or 32 verses, but the Yemenite has only 27 verses, the Salonika as many as 53 
verses, the Ashkenazic has 38 verses, the Polish tradition has 44 verses, all with 
different sequences. And within traditions, some verses change depending on the 
occasion, such as Rosh Hashana (when it is said kotvenu - "inscribe us"), or the Ne'ila 
Yom Kippur service (chotmenu - "seal us"), or a lesser fast day (zokhrenu - "remember 
us"). 
 
On most days when Avinu Malkeinu is recited, it is included during Shacharit and 
Mincha on that day. It is omitted on Shabbat (except Yom Kippur at Ne'ila) and at 
Mincha on Fridays. During the Avinu Malkenu, the Ark is opened, and at the end of the 
prayer, the Ark is closed 
 
Throughout the Ten Days of Repentance, five lines of Avinu Malkeinu that refer to 
various heavenly books include the word Kotveinu ("Inscribe us"). During Ne'ila, this is 
replaced with Chotmeinu ("Seal us"). This reflects the belief that on Rosh Hashanah 
all is written and revealed and on Yom Kippur all decrees for the coming year are 
sealed.  
 
In the interests of gender neutrality, the UK Liberal Jewish prayer-book for Rosh 
Hashanah and Yom Kippur (Machzor Ruach Chadashah) translates the epithet as 
"Our Creator, Our Sovereign". It also contains a contemporary prayer based on Avinu 
Malkeinu in which the feminine noun Shekhinah is featured. 
 
Unetanneh Tokef 
 is a piyyut that has been a part of ("Let us speak of the awesomeness") (ונתנה   תוקף)
the Rosh Hashanah and Yom Kippur liturgy in rabbinical Judaism for centuries. It 
introduces the Kedusha of Musaf for these days. It is chanted while the Torah ark is 
open and the congregants are standing. 
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In the Ashkenazic ritual, Unetanneh Tokef is inserted during the Mussaf servicein the 
Amidah , as a Silluk (parting poem) just before intoning the kedusha. In the Sephardic 
ritual, Unetanneh Tokef is usually omitted, as Sephardic Jews do not recite piyyutim 
during the Amidah. Nevertheless, because of the importance of this prayer, many 
Sephardic congregations recite it immediately prior to the commencement of the 
Mussaf service. It is one of the few piyyutim that is recited on both days of Rosh 
Hashanah and on Yom Kippur. Eearly Reform practice had the line about the angels 
trembling deleted but this has been restored in more recent Reform prayerbooks. 
 
Modern scholarship has 
demonstrated that the prayer is in fact 
considerably older than it was 
traditionally believed, with fragments 
found in the Cairo Geniza dating to 
the 8th Century. Not least of these is 
its portrayal of R'   Amnon as an 
illustrious Torah giant, while Jewish 
history of that period provides no 
record of a 'Rav Amnon of Mainz' at 
all. It seems unlikely that a person of 
such stature would be remembered 
only in a single legend. Scholars have 
long known that there is no historical 
foundation for the story and that this 
story may have been inspired or 
derived from the Christian legend 
associated with Saint Emmeram of 
Regensburg. It is possible that the 
Rabbi Amnon story was entirely 
invented, not necessarily by the 
author of Or Zarua, to legitimize a 
piyyut of doubtful origin or simply to 
satisfy popular curiosity about the background of such an impressive liturgical work.  
 
Unetanneh Tokef is recited immediately prior to and 
as an introduction for the kedusha prayer, during 
which the angelic sanctification of God is mentioned. 
Unetanneh Tokef adapts this daily praise to the 
specific elements intrinsic to the High Holidays, 
namely the Divine judgment of all existence. In most 
printed editions, Unetanneh Tokef consists of four 
paragraphs, each reflecting a different aspect of this 
general topic. 
 

 Fear and Trembling 
The first paragraph depicts the judgment day, 
where the angels in heaven tremble at the 
awe-inspiring event of the annual judgment of 
all creation, with the implication that man 
should also approach this day with 
trepidation. The heavenly Book of Chronicles is opened, in which every human 
being's fate will be inscribed 

In the 13th century commentary Or Zarua it says that 
Unetanneh Tokef was composed by a purported 11th-century 
sage named Rabbi Amnon of Mainz. Rabbi Amnon was 
pressured to convert to Catholicism. As a delaying tactic, he 
requested three days to consider the offer; immediately he 
regretted intensely giving even the pretense that he could 
possibly accept a foreign religion. After spending the three 
days in prayer, he refused to come to the archbishop as 
promised, and, when he was forcibly brought to the 
archbishop's palace, he begged that his tongue be cut out to 
atone for his sin. Instead, the archbishop ordered his hands 
and legs amputated — limb by limb — as punishment for not 
obeying his word to return after three days and for refusing to 
convert. At each amputation, Rabbi Amnon was again given 
the opportunity to convert, which he refused. He was sent 
home, with his severed extremities, on a knight's shield.This 
event occurred shortly before Rosh Hashanah. On that 
holiday, as he lay dying, Rabbi Amnon asked to be carried 
into the synagogue, where he recited the original composition 
of Unetanneh Tokef with his last breath. Three days later, he 
appeared in a dream to Rabbi Kalonymus ben Meshullam 
(died 1096) and begged him to record the prayer and to see 
that it was included in the text of the High Holiday services. 
Thus, the legend concludes, Unetanneh Tokef became a part 
of the standard liturgy. 

The theme of a divine decree being 
written derives, at least in part, to a 
Talmudic teaching: On Rosh Hashana, 
three books are opened [in Heaven] - 
one for the thoroughly wicked, one for 
the thoroughly righteous, and one for 
those in-between. The thoroughly 
righteous are immediately inscribed 
clearly in the Book of Life. The 
thoroughly wicked are immediately 
inscribed clearly in the Book of Death. 
The fate of those in-between is 
postponed from Rosh Hashana until 
Yom Kippur, at which time those who 
are deserving are then inscribed in the 
Book of Life, those who are undeserving 
are then inscribed in the Book of Death. 
(T.B., Rosh Hashana 16b) 
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 He Judges Us 
The second paragraph continues this point, depicting how every event that will 
occur in the upcoming year is "written on Rosh Hashanah and sealed on Yom 
Kippur". This paragraph is known by its opening words, BeRosh Hashana, and 
its traditional  litany of possible destinies. This paragraph reaches its climax with 
the final line "But repentance, prayer, and charity avert the severe decree." 
This verse is usually printed in more emphatic typeface and usually with, in 
smaller type, the words "fasting", "voice", and "money" above. This verse 
expresses the formula by which a man may obtain a reduction in the severity of 
the original decree. 

 We are Helpless 
The third paragraph begs for Divine mercy on the basis of the fact that man by 
nature is sinful and innately impotent and mortal, which conditions will cause a 
merciful Deity to forgive his trespasses. The passage here echoes the despair 
found in the book of Koheleth (Ecclesiastes), but concludes with the contrasting 
affirmation that God is eternal and enduring.  

 God is Enduring 
Finally, the fourth paragraph lyrically praises God as exalted above all 
existence, and begs the Eternal to sanctify His Name by redeeming Israel - 
transitioning directly into the kedusha. 

 
Aleinu  
(Hebrew: ָעֵלינּו, "it is our duty") or Aleinu leshabei'ach ("[it is] our duty to praise [God]"), 
meaning "it is upon us or it is our obligation or duty to praise God," is a Jewish prayer 
found in the siddur. It is recited at the end of each of the three daily Jewish services. It 
is also on RoshHaShanah. It is second only to the Kaddish (counting all its forms) as 
the most frequently recited prayer in current synagogue liturgy. Its first appearance is 
the manuscript of the Rosh Hashana liturgy by the Talmudic sage Rav (Rabbi Abba 
Arikha, died 247), who lived in Babylonia (Persia). For that reason some attribute to 
Rav the authorship, or at least the revising, of Aleinu. 
 
The original context of this prayer was as part of the middle paragraphs of the Amidah 
prayer in the mussaf (additional) service on Rosh Hashanah (Jewish New Year), and 
more specifically in the passage known as Malchuyot (the kingdom of God). In this 
context it includes both paragraphs of the prayer. The first paragraph is also included 
at the equivalent point in the liturgy for Yom Kippur. In the Middle Ages the custom 
grew up of reciting the first paragraph every day, at the end either of the morning 
service alone or of all the prayer services for the day. 
 
In the daily and Sabbath services, when the line "But we bend our knees and bow" is 
recited, the worshipper will flex his knees and then bend from the waist, straightening 
up by the time the words "before (lif'nei) the King of kings of kings" are reached. But 
on the High Holy Days of Rosh Hashana and Yom Kippur, the worshipper will not 
merely flex and bend, but will actually get down on his knees at those words, and some 
Sefardic congregants will prostrate themselves on the floor (in those synagogues with 
sufficient floor space).In Orthodox and Conservative congregations, the Torah Ark 
remains closed while it is recited (except on Rosh Hashana and Yom Kippur, when the 
Ark is opened), but in Reform congregations the Ark is opened whenever Aleinu is 
recited.  

Sources: http://www.reformjudaism.org/; Robinson: Essential Judaism; Wikipedia; Machzor GoR 
http://blogs.rj.org/blog/2013/03/28/avinu-malkeinu-its-meaning-and-historical-background/  

http://www.yeshiva.co/midrash/shiur.asp?cat=309&id=4004&q=  
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