
Erev Rosh Hashanah 5778 -  God as King

Ha Melech!  The King! Who is seated on a throne, High and Exalted!  That is how Lou Goldish 
will begin the morning service tomorrow.  As is traditional, he will begin in the back of the room
and come forward.  The words and the processional quality in keeping with the theme of 
Kingship and of Rosh Hashanah as a coronation ceremony for God-the-King; complete with 
horn blasts.  

The idea of coronation of God-the-King is challenging on at least two levels: 
1) God and 2) King.  Many who feel a strong God-connection have abstracted our notion of God
so that it does not fit into the very concrete specific role of a King.  Also as citizens of a republic
that prided itself on gaining independence from a monarchy, we are educated to distrust kings 
and their corruption.

And there’s a third challenge, a bit less obvious perhaps, that if God is King, then we are 
subjects and servants, and “subservient” is not how we like to think of ourselves.  

There are two moments when the relationship of God/King and Human/Subject is established in 
Jewish tradition.  The first is in the creation of the world.   God alone is responsible for the 
creation of the world and everything in it, so: You build it, you own it!  God is master of creation
and can do with it as She pleases.   We, as part of that creation are subjects of the Divine will.  
For it's implications on our obligations however, the main place where God becomes Sovereign
 is in the Redemption from slavery in the book of Exodus.  We commemorate that six months 
from now at Passover, the Festival of Freedom! And the way we relate to it generally follows 
from the Passover song: 

ֲעָבִדים ָהיִינּו ְלַפְרעֹה ְּבִמְצָריֽם, ַעָּתה - ְּבנֵי חֹוִרין
 We were slaves to Pharaoh in Egypt, now we are free

“We are free” is misleading because what it means in the tradition is different than what it means
in our culture. Free in our culture means: “I get it for nothing.”  Free in Jewish tradition is more 
like - if you run the marathon you get free orange slices.  They’re free!  Have as many as you 
want, (as long as you're running the marathon).  

Generally we think of “I am free” as meaning:  I am master of my fate.  But from the Torah’s 
perspective, our liberation story is actually a story of going from being slaves to Pharoah to 
being servants to haShem.  So what does that mean to be servants of God the King?

Asked another way: Beyond refraining from screaming “fire” in a crowded theater, or not 
popping someone in the nose; what, if anything, are our obligations?  What are our positive 
affirmative obligations? - Obligations to family and friends, to our community, obligations to the
human race? To the planet to future generations?  To the memory of the past, to the generations 
in the future?  What, if anything, are our obligations?  The traditional answer is you have 613 
obligations - you observe mitzvot.  That’s a solid answer, but if that is not your answer tonight, 
then what is your answer? 

For me, these questions are all included in the conundrum of what we mean by declaring that 
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God is our Sovereign and even tomorrow, some of us, bowing down to that Sovereign.
I think this is the great challenge of our tradition now: How, if we do not feel bound to obey 
mitzvot, do we create a practice-of-service that is religious practice - connecting us to Jewish 
ideals and community past present and future?  

The place where God’s kingship is explicit is at the moment of miraculous redemption and 
deliverance at the Sea of Reeds.  The Israelites are pinned, seemingly defenseless by the most 
fearsome army on the planet against the sea.  Certain death.  
And then... the sea splits open! And the Israelites walk across on dry ground and the army is 
utterly destroyed in the returning ocean.  Then Moses and Miriam and the Israelites sing a song 
of celebration of this miraculous deliverance - the Song of the Sea, culminating in the verse:

 יי יְִמֹ֖לְך ְלעָֹל֥ם ָוֶעֽד
Adonai will reign for ever and ever!

The human being, even the prophet-songsters like Moses and Miriam can’t have perspective on 
what will happen “for all eternity.”  Rather, as commentary on this verse indicates,  יי יְִמֹלְך ְלעָֹלם 
 is a prayer.   It doesn’t sound like a prayer, it sounds like a statement of fact.  So how is it a ָוֶעד
prayer exactly?
An interesting answer is offered by the Italian Renaissance era commentator, Sforno: 

 יהי רצון שהוא לבדו ימלוך לעולם ועד, ואין עמו אל נכרה' ימלוך לעולם ועד
 this [too] is a prayer by Moses who expresses the hope that G’d, exclusively, will 
reign forever, and that He will not have to share power with anyone else claiming 
divine authority on earth.

That’s strange!  It sounds like a comic book plot where we are visited by Gods from other solar 
systems.  That is not what Sforno means.  Rather he is describing a contest between the objects 
of human devotion and service.  Sforno like, Rabbi Zimmerman, is saying: “You’re gonna serve 
somebody!”  So this is a prayer for human beings to prioritize  devotion to the God of Truth, 
Justice, Righteousness and Compassion over power, success, money, etc.  

OK, we’re not supposed to be distracted subjects, but still; what are we supposed to be 
doing?  On the same verse we go from Italy to Spain (14th cen.) and the commentary of 
Rabbeinu Bahya ben Asher ibn Halawa, known as Rabbeinu Behaye (רבינו בחיי) makes an 
additional observations that is instructive linking this verse from the Song of the Sea: יי יְִמֹלְך 
 The  . יְִמֹלְך יי ְלעֹוָלם ֱאֹלַהיְִך ִצּיֹון ְלדֹר ָודֹר ַהְללּויָּה  :with a similar verse from Psalm 146  ְלעָֹלם ָוֶעד
Lord will reign forever, your G-d, O Zion, for all generations, Praise Ya!

Rabbeinu Bahye’s inclusion of Psalm 146 in his commentary is helpful here in answer to the 
question about what it means to serve God.  This psalm is part of the daily morning liturgy. In 
addition, the verse   יְִמֹלְך יי ְלעֹוָלם ֱאֹלַהיְִך ִצּיֹון ְלדֹר ָודֹר ַהְללּויָּה .  The Lord will reign forever, your 
G-d, O Zion, for all generations, Hallelujah is part of the call and response in the kedusha of 
every repetition of the Amidah.  The verses leading up to this call for a world of justice and 
compassion:

7. God executes judgment for the oppressed; who gives food to the hungry. The Lord frees 
the prisoners;  8. The Lord opens the eyes of the blind; the Lord raises those who are bowed 
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down; the Lord loves the righteous;  9. The Lord preserves the strangers; God relieves the 
orphan and the widow; but the way of the wicked are made crooked.  10. The Lord shall 
reign for ever, your God, O Zion, to all generations. Hallelujah!

 Based on this discussion you can see that I don’t think we’re supposed to read Psalm 146 as a 
statement of what God will do as I sit back and offer praise, or forget to pay attention.  I 
understand these as our Divine service, our obligation to work to create the world as it should 
be.  Specifically: a world where the vulnerable are cared for and not exploited and 
abused.   Recall that at the sea, this is exaclty the miracle that leads to the prayer God’s 
Sovereignty - taking a people who are trapped in an impossible situation and turning certain 
death into security and opportunity.

The servants, you see, have a tremendous amount of control in this system.  God enthroned 
above depends upon us.  The rabbinic phrase for this is Ain Melech g’Lo Am!  There is no king 
without a people! The ancient mystical tradition offers a physical analogy to this that the crown 
of God the King is woven by angels.  Woven from what? From righteous prayers and acts of 
loving kindness.  Without our righteous behavior and attention, God has no crown.  The prophet 
Jeremiah gives a more ominous perspective on this, by saying God does not just depend in us 
for crown, but also for clothing.
יא ִּכי ַּכֲאֶׁשר יְִדַּבק ָהֵאזֹור ֶאל־ָמְתנֵי־ִאיׁש ֵּכן ִהְדַּבְקִּתי ֵאַלי ֶאת־ָּכל־ֵּבית יְִׂשָרֵאל ְוֶאת־ָּכל־ֵּבית יְהּוָדה נְֻאם־יי ִלְהיֹות ִלי ְלָעם 

ּוְלֵׁשם ְוִלְתִהָּלה ּוְלִתְפָאֶרת ְוֹלא ָׁשֵמעּו:
God says: as the girdle cleaves to the loins of a man, so have I caused to cleave to Me the 
whole house of Israel and the whole house of Judah, that they might be to Me for a 
people, and a name, and for praise, and for glory; but they do not hearken.

A stunning image, that through our inattention and indifference we leave God embarrassingly 
lacking in honor and unclad.  

In ten Days on Yom Kippur we will hear the words of Isaiah challenging us that God is 
disgusted with a people who goes through the motions of religious piety while ignoring the 
needs of the most vulnerable as if arrogance, falsehood and indifference can be erased through a 
day of fasting.  

I can identify with that failing.  I often avoid the service I feel the world requires of me and so 
take the Kingship of God as being passive. “God will reign” then as a statement of fact, akin to 
saying “The physical world exists and will continue.” This is the kind of Kingship-of-God 
coming out of creation - like the bumper sticker “Nature Bats Last”  In that context “God will 
reign for ever” regardless of my involvement.  This is not a prayer of aspiration for a world of 
compassion and justice, but rather a statement of belief that  if we burn the whole thing down 
the bacteria and cockroaches will survive. That may be true, life goes on, but that level of 
detachment from our responsibility to tend to the earth and to the vulnerable is antithetical to 
Jewish tradition.  

Why does it matter?  I don’t think this model  of human being servant and subject with 
obligations and responsibilities is about some esoteric relationship with God.  I think it’s a 
model for how we might relate to all responsibilities to all our righteous ideas and 
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ideals.   “Family” “Community” “Nation” what do these demand of us and how are they 
diminished if we are inattentive?

There is a lot of work to do.  More than it seems we can do.  Like a marathon.  I encourage you 
to think about how you see your obligations and responsibilities to those ideals you hold that 
require your work in order to be manifest in the world.  What do you expect of yourself and how
will you serve?
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