
Unetaneh Tokef Exploration 
 
Unetaneh Tokef 4 
On Rosh Hashanah it is written, and on 
Yom Kippur it is sealed: how many 
shall pass away and how many shall be 
born, who shall live and who shall die, 
who in good time, and who by an 
untimely death, who by fire and who 
by water, who by sword and who by 
wild beast, who by famine and who by 
thirst, who by earthquake and who by 
plague, who by strangulation and who 
by stoning, who shall have rest and 
who wander, who shall be at peace and 
who pursued, who shall be serene and 
who tormented, who shall become 
impoverished and who wealthy, who 
shall be humbled, and who exalted. But 
repentance, prayer and righteousness 
avert the severity of the decree. 

 
 ונתנה תוקף ד׳

ָנה ִיּכֵָתבוּן, וְּביֹום צֹום ָ  ּבְֹראׁש ַהׁשּ
ה ה יַַעְברוּן, ְוַכּמָ ּפוּר ֵיָחֵתמוּן. ּכַּמָ  ּכִ

ֵראוּן, ִמי ִיְחֶיה, וִּמי ָימוּת, ִמי  ִיּבָ
ִים, וִּמי  ְבִקצֹּו, וִּמי לֹא ּבְִקצֹּו, ִמי ַבּמַ

ָּה, ִמי  ָבֵאׁש, ִמי ַבֶחֶרב, וִּמי ַבַחי
ָמא, ִמי ָבַרַעׁש, וִּמי  ָבָרָעב, וִּמי ַבצָּ

ִקיָלה, ֵָּפה, ִמי ַבֲחִניָקה, וִּמי ַבּסְ ג  ַבּמַ
ֵקט, וִּמי ָ  ִמי ָינוַּח, וִּמי ָינוַּע, ִמי ִיׁשּ

ר, ִמי ֵלו, וִּמי ִיְתיַּסָ ָ  יְּטֵֹרף, ִמי ִיׁשּ
ּפַל, וִּמי יר, ִמי ֻיׁשְ  יֲַעִני, וִּמי יֲַעׁשִ

ה וְּצָדָקה  ָירוּם.  וְּתׁשוָּבה וְּתִפּלָ
ְֵּזָרה.  ַמֲעִביִרין ֶאת רַֹע ַהג

 
○ How do we define "teshuva, tefilah, and tzedakah"? 
○ What does it mean to "avert the severity of the decree"? 

 
Shabbat 31a 
Rava said: After departing from this 
world, when a person is brought to 
judgment  for the life he lived in this 
world, they say to him : Did you 
conduct business faithfully? Did you 
designate times for Torah  study? Did 
you engage in procreation? Did you 
await salvation? Did you engage  in the 
dialectics of wisdom  or understand 
one matter from another? 

 
 שבת ל״א א

 אמר רבא בשעה שמכניסין אדם
 לדין אומרים לו נשאת ונתת

 באמונה קבעת עתים לתורה עסקת
 בפריה ורביה צפית לישועה פלפלת

 בחכמה הבנת דבר מתוך דבר

 
○ According to the Talmud, what are the 5 questions we are asked 

after we die?  
○ Why do you think we are asked each of these questions? 
○ How do you understand each of these questions? 
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Yerushalmi, Kiddushin 4:12 
R. Chizkiyah said in the name of Rav: 
You will one day give reckoning for 
everything your eyes saw which, 
although permissible, you did not 
enjoy. 

  ירושלמי, קידושין 4:12
 ר' חזקיה ר' כהן בשם רב עתיד אדם

 ליתן דין וחשבון על כל מה שראת
 עינו ולא אכל

 
In the twilight years of his life, Rabbi Shimshon Raphael Hirsch, the extraordinary 
leader of 19th century German Jewry, announced his plans to visit the Swiss Alps. 
When pressed for the reason behind planning so arduous a journey at his advanced 
age, Rabbi Hirsch replied, "I may have only a few years left, and when I stand before 
the Almighty on Judgment Day, I don't want God to ask me, ‘Shimshon, why didn't 
you see My Alps?'" 
  
The Story of Reb Zusya - Hasidic tale 
Rabbi Zusya of Hanipoli was an 18th century Hasidic rabbi and a revered teacher. 
There is a story of a conversation he had with his students when he was old and 
had taken ill. He began to weep until one of his students asked, “Rabbi, why do you 
weep? Surely if anyone has assured a place in the kingdom of heaven it is you!” The 
rabbi turned his head towards his beloved students and began to speak softly. “If, 
my children, when I stand before the heavenly court, I am asked, ‘Zusya, why were 
you not a Moses?’ I shall have no hesitation affirming, ‘I was not born a Moses.’ If 
they ask me, ‘Why were you not an Elijah?’ I shall speak with confidence, ‘Neither 
am I Elijah.’ I weep, friends, because there is only one question I fear to be asked, 
‘Why were you not Zusya?’ 
 
 

○ What are the additional two questions asked in these (more 
modern) texts, from Rabbi Hirsch (based on Talmud Yerushalmi) 
and Rabbi Zusya? 

○ How do you understand these questions? 
 
 

○ Do you agree with these seven questions?  Why or why not? 
○ What other questions would you add? 
○ How do they relate to the end of Unetaneh Tokef as bolded at the 

beginning? 
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