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Avinu Malkeinu: 
Encountering God in the Days of Awe

Source Sheet by Rachel Posner

“There are as many names and images for the Divine as there are imaginative human
beings.” - Rabbi Leila Gal Berner, Kol HaNeshamah Mahzor (Prayerbook for the Days of
Awe

Machzor Rosh Hashanah Ashkenaz, The
Morning Prayers, First Day of Rosh Hashana,
Avinu Malkenu 3-6

מחזור אשכנז לראש השנה, תפילת
שחרית, יום ראשון של ראש השנה,

אבינו מלכנו ג׳-ו׳
י!: אנּו ְלָפֶנֽ נּו ָחָטֽ ינּו ַמְלֵּכֽ ָאִבֽ

ָּתה: ֶל7 ֶאָּלא ָאֽ נּו ֶמֽ נּו ֵאין ָלֽ ינּו ַמְלֵּכֽ ָאִבֽ
ינּו !: ָאִבֽ ַען ְׁשֶמֽ נּו ְלַמֽ נּו ֲעֵׂשה ִעָּמֽ ינּו ַמְלֵּכֽ ָאִבֽ

ינּו ָׁשָנה טֹוָבה: נּו ַחֵּדׁש ָעֵלֽ ַמְלֵּכֽ

Our Father, our King! we have sinned before
You.
Our Father our King! we have no King except
You.
Our Father, our King! deal with us [kindly]
for the sake of Your Name.
Our Father, our King! renew for us a good
year

Perhaps more than any other prayer, Avinu Malkeinu invokes the image of a long-bearded
king sitting in judgment upon his throne. How many are the ways that this image can
trouble us! Some Jews are struggling to recover from the harsh judgments of parents of
peers, or from harsh self-judgements. Some are struggling to escape the transcendent
imagery of God and replace it with the divine image within. Some have trouble with the
maleness of the image.
 
Despite these very real difficulties, there is a powerful core of truth in the Avinu Malkeinu
that transcends the trouble many of us have with its imagery: we must grapple with
standards of justice that are external to us. Social responsibility is not merely a matter of
personal conscience. Chanting the Avinu Malkeinu reminds us of standards by which we
ought to judge ourselves.
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Furthermore, it reminds us of forces infinitely greater than ourselves upon which out very
lives depend. While our lives depend upon our inner resources, we cannot exist without
the aid of natural and social forces. Knowing who we are means accepting the limits of our
power and knowledge and the inevitability of our dependency.” - Rabbi David Teutsch,
Kol HaNeshamah Mahzor (Prayerbook for the Days of Awe)

Machzor Rosh Hashanah Ashkenaz, The
Morning Prayers, First Day of Rosh Hashana,
Amidah 4

מחזור אשכנז לראש השנה, תפילת
שחרית, יום ראשון של ראש השנה,

עמידה ד׳
נּו ֶל7 ָחֵפץ ַּבַחִּיים ְוָכְתֵבֽ נּו ְלַחִּיים ֶמֽ ָזְכֵרֽ

ֶפר ַהַחִּיים ְלַמַעְנ! ֱאJִקים ַחִּיים: ְּבֵסֽ
Remember us for life King, Who desires life;
and inscribe us in the Book of Life, for Your
sake, Living God.

Exodus 24:10 שמות כ״ד:י׳
יו ַחת ַרְגָל֗ ל ְוַת֣ י ִיְׂשָרֵא֑ ת ֱאJ ֵק֣ ַוִּיְר֕אּו ֵא֖

ִים ֶצם ַהָּׁשַמ֖ יר ּוְכֶע֥ ְּכַמֲעֵׂש֙ה ִלְבַנ֣ת ַהַּסִּפ֔
ַהר׃ ָלֹטֽ

and they saw the God of Israel—under whose
feet was the likeness of a pavement of
sapphire, like the very sky for purity.

Guide for the Perplexed, Part 1 28:3 מורה נבוכים, חלק א' כ״ח:ג׳
אמנם אמרו ״ותחת רגליו כמעשה לבנת
הספיר״ פרש אונקלוס בו כמו שידעת –

שהוא שם כנוי ׳רגליו׳ שב אל הכסא
ואמר ׳ותחות כורסי יקריה׳. והבן והפלא
מהרחקת אונקלוס ההגשמה וכל המביא

אליה ואפילו בדרך רחוק – שהוא לא
אמר ׳ותחות כורסיה׳ שאם היה מיחס
הכסא לו על הענין המובן תחלה היה
מתחיב היותו נסמך על גשם והתחיב

הגשמות; ויחס ה׳כסא׳ ל׳יקריה׳ – כלומר
ל׳שכינה׳ אשר היא אור נברא.

In the passage (Exod. 24:10, lit., “And there
was under his feet, like the action of the
whiteness of a sapphire stone”), Onkelos, as
you know, in his version, considers the word
(raglav) “his feet” as a figurative expression
and a substitute for “throne”; the words
“under his feet” he therefore paraphrases, “And
under the throne of his glory.” Consider this
well, and you will observe with wonder how
Onkelos keeps free from the idea of the
corporeality of God, and from everything that
leads thereto, even in the remotest degree. For
he does not say, “and under His throne”; the
direct relation of the throne to God, implied
in the literal sense of the phrase “His throne,”
would necessarily suggest the idea that God is
supported by a material object, and thus lead
directly to the corporeality of God: he
therefore refers the throne to His glory, i.e., to
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the Shekhinah, which is a light created for the
purpose.

Mishneh Torah, Foundations of the Torah 1:8 משנה תורה, הלכות יסודי התורה
א׳:ח׳

ֲהֵרי ְמֹפָרׁש ַּבּתֹוָרה ּוַבְּנִביִאים ֶׁשֵאין ַהָּקדֹוׁש
ָּברּו7 הּוא ּגּוף ּוְגִוָּיה ֶׁשֶּנֱאַמר (יהושע ב יא)

"ִּכי ה' ֱאJֵקיֶכם הּוא ֱאJִקים ַּבָּׁשַמִים ִמַּמַעל
ְוַעל ָהָאֶרץ ִמָּתַחת". ְוַהּגּוף ֹלא ִיְהֶיה ִּבְׁשֵני

ְמקֹומֹות. ְוֶנֱאַמר (דברים ד טו) "ִּכי ֹלא
ְרִאיֶתם ָּכל ְּתמּוָנה". ְוֶנֱאַמר (ישעיה מ כה)
"ְוֶאל ִמי ְתַדְּמיּוִני ְוֶאְׁשֶוה". ְוִאּלּו ָהָיה ּגּוף

ָהָיה ּדֹוֶמה ִלְׁשָאר ּגּוִפים:

Behold, it is clearly indicated in the Torah and
in the Prophets that the Holy One, blessed is
He! is Incorporeal for it is said: "That the
Lord, He is God in heaven above and upon
the earth beneath" (Deut. 4.39); a corporeal
being is incapable of being in two places
simultaneously; and it is also said: "For ye saw
no manner of form" (Ibid.–15); and it is
moreover said: "To whom will ye liken me,
that I should be equal?" (Isa. 40,25); had He
been corporeal He would be like other bodies.

The Bible is filled with anthropomorphisms. Thus, according to Dr. Yochanan Muffs, the
God of the Bible “is not an abstract principle but a real personality involved in the human
situation...Most modern theologies - Jewish, Christian, and Muslim..simply adjust the old
anthropomorphic traditions to some of the demands of philosophy: God is still a person,
but this personhood has been stripped of all somatic content. God…has been reduced - or
elevated, according to one’s personal taste, to an impersonal principle …The interpersonal
drama - with its tension, absurdity, and humor - has been read away for the sake of
doctrinal propriety. Thus, neither philosophy nor myth has had its way: in fact, both have
had their wings clipped. Philosophy has lost its radical doubt (God is still affirmed as a
person) , while myth has lost its fire (God is not much of a person).” Dr. Yochanan Muffs,
Personhood of God: Biblical Theology, Human Faith, and the Divine Image

David Ariel, The Kabbalistic Conception of God
The Kabbalists introduced a distinction between the hidden and revealed aspects of God.
The hidden, infinite aspect of God is called “the Infinite” (Ein Sof, “without end”). This
name was understood as the proper one for the hidden aspect of God. It suggests that God
exists without implying anything about His character. According to the Kabbalists, God 
should be called It rather than He, although there is no neuter gender in the Hebrew 
language. Actually, because of the great sublimity and transcendence of God, no name at 
all can be applied to “the Infinite.” The name Ein Sof conveys only that God is unlike 
anything we know. According to these mystics, Ein Sof is not the proper object of prayers, 
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since Ein Sof has no relationship with His creatures. The personal aspect of the hidden 
God is mediated by the ten sefirot, ten knowable aspects of His being. There are, therefore, 
two natures of God, the infinite, unknowable essence and the ten discernible aspects.

Exodus 3:13-14 שמות ג׳:י״ג-י״ד
י  ה ָאֹנִכ֣ ים ִהֵּנ֨ ֱאJִק֗ ה ֶאל־ָהֽ אֶמר ֹמֶׁש֜ (יג) ַוֹּי֨
י  ם ֱאJ ֵק֥ י ָלֶה֔ ָב֮א ֶאל־ְּבֵנ֣י ִיְׂשָרֵאל֒ ְוָאַמְרִּת֣

י ַמה־ְּׁש֔מֹו  ְמרּו־ִל֣ ם ְוָאֽ ִני ֲאֵליֶכ֑ ם ְׁשָלַח֣ ֲאבֹוֵתיֶכ֖
אֶמר ֱאJִקי֙ם  ם׃ (יד) ַוֹּי֤ ר ֲאֵלֶהֽ ה ֹאַמ֖ ָמ֥

ה  אֶמר ֹּכ֤ ְהֶי֑ה ַוֹּי֗ ְהֶי֖ה ֲאֶׁש֣ר ֶאֽ ה ֶאֽ ֶאל־ֹמֶׁש֔

ם׃ ִני ֲאֵליֶכֽ ְהֶי֖ה ְׁשָלַח֥ ל ֶאֽ ֹתאַמ֙ר ִלְבֵנ֣י ִיְׂשָרֵא֔

(13) Moses said to God, “When I come to the 
Israelites and say to them, ‘The God of your 
fathers has sent me to you,’ and they ask me, 
‘What is [His] name?’ what shall I say to 
them?” (14) And God said to Moses, “Ehyeh-
Asher-Ehyeh.” God continued, “Thus shall 
you say to the Israelites, ‘Ehyeh sent me to 
you.’”

Martin Buber
When two people relate to each other authentically and humanly, God is the electricity 
that surges between them.

Mordecai Kaplan in The Many Faces of God: A Reader of Modern Jewish Theologies 
edited by Rifat Sonsino, pp. 22–23
In brief, God is the Power in the cosmos that gives human life the direction that enables
the human being to reflect the image of God.

Chassidic master Rabbi Schneur Zalman of Liadi likens the month of Elul to a time when 
"the king is in the field" and, in contrast to when he is in the royal palace, "everyone who 
so desires is permitted to meet him, and he receives them all with a cheerful countenance 
and shows a smiling face to them all." 
(Likkutai Torah)

Pirkei Avot 4:22 משנה אבות ד׳:כ״ב
(כב) הּוא ָהָיה אֹוֵמר, ַהִּיּלֹוִדים ָלמּות, 
ְוַהֵּמִתים ְלֵהָחיֹות, ְוַהַחִּיים ִלּדֹון. ֵליַדע 

ְלהֹוִדיַע ּוְלִהָּוַדע ֶׁשהּוא ֵאל, הּוא ַהּיֹוֵצר, 
הּוא ַהּבֹוֵרא, הּוא ַהֵּמִבין, הּוא ַהַּדָּין, הּוא 

(22) He would say: Those that are born will 
die, and those that are dead will be revived, 
and the living will be judged. [It is necessary] 
to know, to make known, and to become 
conscious that He is God, He is the Maker, 
He is the Creator, He is the Understander, He 
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ֵעד, הּוא ַבַעל ִּדין, ְוהּוא ָעִתיד ָלדּון. ָּברּו7 
הּוא, ֶׁשֵאין ְלָפָניו ֹלא ַעְוָלה, ְוֹלא ִׁשְכָחה, 
ְוֹלא ַמּׂשֹוא ָפִנים, ְוֹלא ִמַּקח ֹׁשַחד, ֶׁשַהֹּכל 

ֶׁשּלֹו. ְוַדע ֶׁשַהֹּכל ְלִפי ַהֶחְׁשּבֹון. ְוַאל ַיְבִטיֲח! 
ִיְצְר! ֶׁשַהְּׁשאֹול ֵּבית ָמנֹוס ְל!, ֶׁשַעל ָּכְרֲח! 

ַאָּתה נֹוָצר, ְוַעל ָּכְרֲח! ַאָּתה נֹוָלד, ְוַעל 
ָּכְרֲח! ַאָּתה ַחי, ְוַעל ָּכְרֲח! ַאָּתה ֵמת, ְוַעל 

ָּכְרֲח! ַאָּתה ָעִתיד ִלֵּתן ִּדין ְוֶחְׁשּבֹון ִלְפֵני 
ֶמֶל7 ַמְלֵכי ַהְּמָלִכים ַהָּקדֹוׁש ָּברּו7 הּוא: 

is the Judge, He is the Witness, He is the 
Litigant, and He is destined to judge. Blessed 
be He, who has before Him no wrong, no 
forgetfulness, no respect of persons, no taking 
of bribes, for all is His. And know that 
everything is according to the reckoning. And 
do not let your [evil] impulse assure you that 
the netherworld is a place of refuge for you; 
because against your will you were created, 
and against your will you were born, and 
against your will you live, and against your 
will you die, and against your will you are 
destined to give account and reckoning before 
the King of kings, the Holy One, blessed be 
He.

Unetaneh Tokef 1 ונתנה תוקף א׳
ּוְנַתֶּנה ֹּתֶקף ְקֻדַּׁשת ַהּיֹום ִּכי הּוא נֹוָרא ְוָאֹים

ּובֹו ִּתָּנֵׂשא ַמְלכּוֶת! ְוִיּכֹון ְּבֶחֶסד ִּכְסֶא!
ְוֵתֵׁשב ָעָליו ְּבֱאֶמת

We lend power to the holiness of this day. For
it is tremendous and awe filled, and on it your
kingship will be exalted, your throne will be
established in loving-kindness, and you will sit
on that throne in truth.

Unetaneh Tokef 2 ונתנה תוקף ב׳
ֱאֶמת ִּכי ַאָּתה הּוא ַּדָּין ּומֹוִכיַח ְויֹוֵדַע ָוֵעד

ְוכֹוֵתב ְוחֹוֵתם ְוסֹוֵפר ּומֹוֶנה ְוִתְזֹּכר ָּכל
ַהִּנְׁשָּכחֹות ְוִתְפַּתח ֶאת ֵסֶפר ַהִּזְכרֹונֹות
ּוֵמֵאָליו ִיָּקֵרא ְוחֹוָתם ַיד ָּכל ָאָדם ּבֹו

It is true that you are the one who judges, and
reproves, who knows all, and bears witness,
who inscribes, and seals, who reckons and
enumerates. You remember all that is
forgotten. You open the book of records, and
from it, all shall be read. In it lies each
person's insignia.

Unetaneh Tokef 3 ונתנה תוקף ג׳
ּוְבׁשֹוָפר ָּגדֹול ִיָּתַקע ְוקֹול ְּדָמָמה ַדָּקה

ִיָׁשַמע ּוַמְלָאִכים ֵיָחֵפזּון ְוִחיל ּוְרָעָדה ֹיאֵחזּון
ְוֹיאְמרּו ִהֵּנה יֹום ַהִּדין ִלְפֹקד ַעל ְצָבא ָמרֹום

ַּבִּדין ִּכי ֹלא ִיְזּכּו ְּבֵעיֶני! ַּבִּדין ְוָכל ָּבֵאי
עֹוָלם ַיַעְברּון ְלָפֶני! ִּכְבֵני ָמרֹון ְּכַבָּקַרת

רֹוֶעה ֶעְדרֹו ַמֲעִביר ֹצאנֹו ַּתַחת ִׁשְבטֹו ֵּכן

And with a great shofar it is sounded, and a
thin silent voice shall be heard. And the angels
shall be alarmed, and dread and fear shall seize
them as they proclaim: behold! the Day of
Judgment on which the hosts of heaven shall
be judged, for they too shall not be judged
blameless by you, and all creatures shall parade
before you as a herd of sheep. As a shepherd
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ַּתֲעִביר ְוִתְסֹּפר ְוִתְמֶנה ְוִתְפֹקד ֶנֶפׁש ָּכל ָחי
ְוַתְחֹּת7 ִקְצָבה ְלָכל ְּבִרָּיה ְוִתְכֹּתב ֶאת ְּגַזר

ִּדיָנם

herds his flock, directing his sheep to pass
under his staff, so do you shall pass, count,
and record the souls of all living, and decree a
limit to each persons days, and inscribe their
final judgment.

Psalms 27:1-14 תהילים כ״ז:א׳-י״ד
א ה'  י ִאיָר֑ ִיְׁשִעי ִמִּמ֣ י ְו֭ ד ׀ ה' ׀ אֹוִר֣ (א) ְלָדִו֨

י ׀  ב ָעַל֨ ד׃ (ב) ִּבְקֹר֤ י ֶאְפָחֽ י ִמִּמ֥ ַּי֗ עֹוז־ַח֝ ָמֽ
ָּמה  י ֵה֖ י ִל֑ י ְוֹאְיַב֣ י ָצַר֣ ִר֥ ל ֶאת־ְּבָׂש֫ ְמֵרִעי֮ם ֶלֱאֹכ֪

י ׀ ַמֲחֶנ֮ה  ה ָעַל֨ לּו׃ (ג) ִאם־ַּתֲחֶנ֬ ָכְׁש֣לּו ְוָנָפֽ
את  ֹז֗ ה ְּב֝ ַלי ִמְלָחָמ֑ י ִאם־ָּת֣קּום ָע֭ ִּב֥ א ִל֫ א־ִייָר֪ ֹלֽ

ֵאת־ה'  ְלִּתי ֵמֽ ת ׀ ָׁשַא֣ ַח׃ (ד) ַאַח֤ י בֹוֵטֽ ֲאִנ֣
י ַחַּי֑י  י ְּבֵבית־ה' ָּכל־ְיֵמ֣ ׁש ִׁשְבִּת֣ ֵּק֥ ּה ֲאַב֫ אֹוָת֪

י  ר ְּבֵהיָכֽלֹו׃ (ה) ִּכ֤ ַעם־ה' ּוְלַבֵּק֥ ַלֲח֥זֹות ְּבֹנֽ
ֶתר  ְסִּתֵרִני ְּבֵס֣ ה ַי֭ ָע֥ ִני ׀ ְּבֻסֹּכ֮ה ְּב֪יֹום ָר֫ ִיְצְּפֵנ֨

י  ה ָי֪רּום ֹראִׁש֡ ִני׃ (ו) ְוַעָּת֨ ֗צּור ְירֹוְמֵמֽ ָאֳה֑לֹו ְּב֝
י  ָאֳהלֹו ִזְבֵח֣ ה ְב֭ י ְוֶאְזְּבָח֣ ִביבֹוַת֗ י ְסֽ ְיַב֬ ל ֹאֽ ַע֤
ה ַלה' (ז) ְׁשַמע־ה'  ֲאַזְּמָר֗ יָרה ַו֝ ה ָאִׁש֥ ְתרּוָע֑

ִּבי  ר ִל֭ ִני׃ (ח) ְל֤! ׀ ָאַמ֣ ִני ַוֲעֵנֽ א ְוָחֵּנ֥ י ֶאְקָר֗ קֹוִל֥
ׁש׃ (ט)  י! ה' ֲאַבֵּקֽ י ֶאת־ָּפֶנ֖ ַּבְּקׁ֣שּו ָפָנ֑

 ! ְבֶּד֥ ף ַע֫ ל־ַּתט־ְּבַא֗ י! ׀ ִמֶּמִּנ֮י ַאֽ ר ָּפֶנ֨ ַאל־ַּתְסֵּת֬

י  ִני ֱאJ ֵק֥ ַעְזֵב֗ ִני ְוַאל־ַּתֽ֝ ל־ִּתְּטֵׁש֥ יָת ַאֽ י ָהִי֑ ֶעְזָרִת֥
ִני׃  ַאְסֵפֽ ה' ַיֽ ֽ י ֲעָז֑בּוִני וַ י ְוִאִּמ֣ י׃ (י) ִּכי־ָאִב֣ ִיְׁשִעֽ
ַרח ִמיׁ֑שֹור  ! ּ֭וְנֵחִני ְּבֹא֣ ְרֶּכ֥ ִני ה' ַּד֫ (יא) ֤הֹוֵר֥

י  י ִּכ֥ ְּתֵנִני ְּבֶנֶ֣פׁש ָצָר֑ ל־ִּת֭ י׃ (יב) ַאֽ ַען ׁשֹוְרָרֽ ַמ֗ ְל֝

ׄאׅ  ּוֵלׅׄ֗ ס׃ (יג) ׄלׅ ַח ָחָמֽ ֶקר ִויֵפ֥ ֗ ֵדי־ֶׁש֝ י ֵעֽ מּו־ִב֥ ָקֽ

ים׃ ֶרץ ַחִּיֽ טּוב־ה' ְּבֶא֣ ֱאַמְנִּתי ִלְר֥אֹות ְּבֽ ֶה֭

 
ה  ַקֵּו֗ ! ְו֝ ץ ִלֶּב֑ ַזק ְוַיֲאֵמ֣ ה ֶאל־ה' ֲח֭ (יד) ַקֵּו֗

ֶאל־ה':

(1) [A Psalm] of David. The LORD is my 
light and my salvation; whom shall I fear? The 
LORD is the strength of my life; of whom 
shall I be afraid? (2) When evil-doers came 
upon me to eat up my flesh, Even mine 
adversaries and my foes, they stumbled and 
fell. (3) Though a host should encamp against 
me, My heart shall not fear; Though war 
should rise up against me, Even then will I be 
confident. (4) One thing have I asked of the 
LORD, that will I seek after: That I may 
dwell in the house of the LORD all the days 
of my life, To behold the beauty of the 
LORD, and to visit His sanctuary. (5) He will 
hide me in His shrine in a day of evil; He will 
shelter me in the covert of His tent; He will 
lift me up upon a rock.  (6) And now He will 
lift my head up above my enemies round 
about me; And I will offer in His tabernacle 
sacrifices with trumpet-sound; I will sing, yea, 
I will sing praises unto the LORD.
 
(7) Hear, O LORD, when I call with my 
voice, And be gracious unto me, and answer 
me. (8) To You my heart said: ‘Seek My face'; 
Your face, LORD, will I seek. (9) Do not hide 
Your face far from me; do not reject Your 
servant; You have always been my help; do not 
forsake me and do not leave me, O God of my 
deliverance. (10) For though my father and my 
mother leave me, The LORD will gather me 
up. (11) Teach me Your way, O LORD; And 
lead me in an even path, Because of those who 
lie in wait for me. (12) Do not abandon me to 
the will of my foes; For false witnesses have 
risen up against me, people who breathe out 
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lies. (13) If I had not believed to look upon the 
goodness of the LORD In the land of the 
living--
 
(14) Hope in the LORD; Be strong, and let 
thy heart take courage; Yea, hope in the 
LORD.

Abraham Joshua Heschel used to teach that the reason graven images are forbidden by the
Torah is not that God has no image, but because God has one image:that of every living
breathing, human being. You may not fashion an image of God in any medium other than
that of your entire life - that is the message of Torah.
To be a religious Jew is to walk the tightrope between knowing the invisibility of God and
seeing the face of God everywhere. YHWH is but a breath, utterly without form, the
essence of abstraction itself. And yet that same abstraction is the face of God that “peers
outer the windows, peeks though the lattice-work.” That face contains within it all the faces
of humanity, and each of them contains the face of God. God is ruach kol basar, the spirit
that resides in all flesh. That presence may be brought to consciousness in the mind of.
Every human who is open to it, as it may be blocked out and negated by the closing of the
human heart, by cruelty, or by the denial of God’s image. The Shechinah, the divine
presence in out world, does not dwell where she is not wanted. - Rabbi Arthur Green, Kol
HaNeshamah Mahzor (Prayerbook for the Days of Awe)
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