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Abstract 

Yosse ben Yosse’s Avodah Liturgy: A Political Reading 

Esther R. Mayer, Ph.D. 

Concordia University, 2018 

In this dissertation, I examine the 15 piyyutim attributed to Yosse ben Yosse that have 

reached us from the fifth century CE. Few written Jewish historic records from late antiquity 

have survived the vicissitudes of time. The underlying assumption in this study is that piyyutic 

texts contain historically relevant information and can thus partially address this historiographic 

lacuna and disclose aspects of the diversity of Jewish practices in late antiquity. In Appendix A 

of this dissertation, I present a fully annotated translation of the Yosse ben Yosse piyyutim, 

considered here as literary works as well as historically significant texts.  

Four of Yosse ben Yosse’s piyyutim deal with the Avodah, the scripted review of the 

sacrificial ritual that took place on Yom Kippur in the temple. The Avodah ritual was and 

remains ontologically central and spiritually imperative for Jewish practitioners as they beseech 

God for atonement. Whereas the destruction of the Second Temple made the bloody sacrificial 

ritual impossible, the ritual was transformed into a recitation and study of texts that, the sages 

assured, were as efficacious as the actual sacrifices. I dispute the attribution of one Avodah to 

Yosse ben Yosse, based on a morphological examination of his oeuvre. 

The Avodah piyyutim attributed to Yosse ben Yosse are generally assumed, by scholars, 

to restate and mirror the rabbinic Avodah narrative in Mishnah Yoma. In this dissertation, I offer 

a different reading of Yosse ben Yosse as a priestly narrative that contested rabbinic claims to 

authority. In Appendix B of this dissertation, I present a full comparison of the two narratives. 
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Employing a methodology of comparative discourse theory, applied to both Yosse ben Yosse’s 

poems and to Mishnah Yoma, has led me to identify the similarities and differences between the 

two narratives, to describe the socio-political power relations between the priestly caste and the 

rabbis, and to glean some information regarding the rise of rabbinic Judaism. Rabbinic texts 

pertaining to the Avodah re-imagined the temple as a site for the political validation of rabbinic 

authority over the priestly caste, seeking to cement rabbinic claims to henceforth be the 

uncontested authority in Jewish life. Yosse ben Yosse’s narrative on the other hand, focused on 

the re-enactment of Temple Avodah, with an eye to the restoration of the priestly authority over 

Jewish practice in the post-destruction era.  

The power contest between the revolutionary rabbinic movement and the conservative 

priestly caste discloses new aspects of the cultural and religious diversity of Jewish responses to 

the destruction of the Second Temple, when Jews were redefining their political allegiances and 

religious loyalties in late antiquity. The study thus contributes to our understanding of Jewish 

religious and political developments that took place in late antique Palestine.  
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"ואני ישבתי וקראתי את המלים הקדושות שנתן המקום ביד המשורר לפאר בהן את המצוות שנתן לעמו 

 ישראל."

308אביב: שוקן. עמוד -תל ”.מתוך:  "האש והעצים ”,(."הסימן1962מואל יוסף עגנון. )ש  

 

 

 

 “And I sat and I read the holy words that the Lord had given to the poet, better to glorify God’s 

commandments given to His People Israel.” 

 
Shmuel Yosef Agnon, [HEBREW]. (1962). The Fire and the Wood. [Tel Aviv: Schocken Books]. p. 308 
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Chapter 1: Introduction 

Statement of Thesis 

A man named Yosse ben Yosse lived in late antique Palestine and wrote piyyutim, 15 of 

which have survived and reached us in varying states of intactness. Aharon Mirsky, thus far the 

principal Yosse ben Yosse scholar, offered an anthology of the oeuvre, and is the only scholar to 

have studied Yosse ben Yosse in depth.1 In this dissertation, I present a wholly new annotated 

and complete translation of all the piyyutim attributed to Yosse ben Yosse. I examined the 

literary form and thematic characteristics of these piyyutim, debating the provenance of one 

piyyut in particular. The main thrust of the dissertation is a punctum contra punctum comparison 

between four piyyutim attributed to Yosse ben Yosse and the rabbinic Mishnah Yoma text. The 

four piyyutim concern the Yom Kippur temple cult.   

In this dissertation, I seek to highlight the hermeneutic thrust of piyyut by demonstrating 

its engagement with biblical texts in the tradition of midrash,2 adding the new element of reading 

piyyut for evidence of relations of power. Both Yosse ben Yosse, who I argue is a priest, and the 

rabbinic authors of Mishnah Yoma re-imagined the temple rites of Yom Kippur, the Avodah, 

long after the Avodah had ceased after the destruction of the Second Temple. I argue that Yosse 

ben Yosse’s piyyutim concerning the Avodah, compared to Mishnah Yoma 1-7, disclose a 

discursive contest between Jewish elites in late antique Palestine. I contend that one can hear 

through a systematic comparison of texts, the faint echoes of a socio-religious competition for 

power and authority between the priestly caste and the rabbinic class. Their respective 

                                                           
1 A case in point: The book by Yehuda Ratzaby  מגנזי שירת הקדם (Jerusalem: Misgav, 1991), which studies the origins of 

piyyut and the regional developments through history of integrating piyyut in communal prayer services, 45 Paytanim who had 
lived in Israel, Babylonia, Egypt, Syria, Spain, Persia, North Africa, and the Yemen. Yosse ben Yosse is absent from the list and 
from the 400-page compendium. 

2 Jacob Neusner, Invitation to Midrash: The Working of Rabbinic Bible Interpretation. (San Francisco: Harper & Row, 1988). 
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attestations as to the nature and content of the Avodah became the site for a formative and 

consequential contest whose effects still reverberate in the 21st century.  

The Yosse ben Yosse oeuvre has, since 1977 been available to scholars, thanks to the 

efforts of Aaron Mirsky, who collected and annotated all the known piyyutim and all the 

attributable fragments thereof, in a single volume.3 Some Yosse ben Yosse piyyutim were 

remembered in prayer-books, others, in fragments, were found in the Genizah. Aaron Mirsky 

compiled a volume containing the only surviving evidence of Yosse ben Yosse’s oeuvre, a total 

of 15 piyyutim that are considered by most scholars to have been written by Yosse ben Yosse in 

Biblical Hebrew.4 He wrote about Rosh Hashanah and Yom Kippur, and about the Avodah, the 

Yom Kippur cultic rituals that the Torah decreed be carried out at the temple, for the salubrity of 

Jewish individuals and indeed, the entire world. I argue here that one of the piyyutim ascribed to 

Yosse ben Yosse חקר בדעת אז , was not written by this paytan.  

The fifth century paytan is a scion of the so-called Anonymous Period5 of piyyut. He 

neither signed his piyyutim nor did he embed his name in the acrostics.6 Yosse ben Yosse’s 

works often employ the abecedarian acrostic, but never do they spell out his name. Some 

piyyutic manuscripts bear the name Yosse ben Yosse, added by scribes; some piyyutim are 

                                                           
3 Aharon Mirsky. Yosse ben Yosse Poems [Hebrew]. Jerusalem: Keter, 1991. 
4 Some Piyyutic manuscripts bear the name Yosse ben Yosse, some are mentioned in secondary works of other rabbis such 

as R. Sa’adya Ga’on, and others have been ascribed to Yosse ben Yosse because of their stylistic features. 
5 Mirsky, Yosse ben Yosse Poems, p. 7. 
6 An acrostic is a poem or a prose text in which a set of letters- the first or middle letter of each line, word, or paragraph- 

spells out a word with special significance to the text. Acrostics can be used to spell out names or supplemental messages, 
rendering the text more meaningful, easy to remember, and aesthetically pleasing. There are four types of acrostics: Telestich, 
in which the last letters of each line spell a name or a message, such as Chanukah’s piyyut  that spells the name מרדכי חזק in its 
acrostic ורמעוז צ ; Mesostich, in which the middles of words form a distinctive phrase, such as John Cage’s poem “Overpopulation 
and Art”( https://www.litcharts.com/literary-devices-and-terms/acrostic ); Double Acrostics, in which both the first and last 
letters of each line form two phrases that can be read vertically on the left and right sides of the text, such as the poem 
“Behold, Oh God” by William Browne (http://www.presscom.co.uk/leepriory/leebrowne.html Retrieved 25 July 2018); and 
Abecedarian acrostics, in which rather than spelling a phrase or a name, the first letter of each line spells the alphabet, such as 
Psalm 34.( Bergman, Bennet. "Acrostic." LitCharts LLC, 5 May 2017. Web. 25 Jul 2018). 

https://www.litcharts.com/literary-devices-and-terms/acrostic
http://www.presscom.co.uk/leepriory/leebrowne.html
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mentioned in secondary works of other rabbis and such as R. Sa’adya Ga’on;7 and others have 

been ascribed to Yosse ben Yosse because of their perceptible stylistic features. The 15 extant 

piyyutim attributed to Yosse ben Yosse8 constitute a body of religious poetry that is the subject 

of this study. The literary characteristics of these piyyutim, and a thorough classification of their 

thematic thrusts, have yet to be fully presented to the scholarly community. Aaron Mirsky 

presents a solid introduction of these topics, forming a scaffold around which the present study 

aims to construct a fuller depiction of the literary outline of the entire oeuvre. In this dissertation, 

I offer an overview of Yosse ben Yosse’s work entire but focuses on the Avodah liturgy as a case 

study that examines power relations in Jewish antique Palestine.  

We must clarify our interest in Yosse ben Yosse. Why does it matter? Why do we need to 

know all we can know about his, his work, his time, and his place? Why ought we devote time 

and effort to the investigation of the text and context of his oeuvre? Do we study Yosse ben 

Yosse as one would climb Mount Everest, because he is “there?” Does his work have intrinsic 

value beyond the obvious fact of its existence and survival? At this point, there are more 

questions than answers, but they are suggestive of the scale and extent of potential future study 

by scholars. The works of Yosse ben Yosse, I argue here, deserve our scholarly attention because 

they are historic documents that attest to Jewish life in late antiquity. His piyyutim are part of the 

patrimony, and we hold them in usufruct9 to gain something of significant value for collective 

cultural inheritance. It is our scholarly obligation to interrogate them, thus making them our own. 

I compare his extant piyyutim to the Mishnah, the quintessential, even foundational, Jewish text 

                                                           
7 Mirsky, Yosse ben Yosse Poems, p. 12. 
8 Mirsky, Yosse ben Yosse Poems.  
  .after Mishnah Yevamot 7:1 inter alia ,(usufruct) נכסי צאן ברזל 9
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that reached us from late antiquity. Positing one document against the other, offers us a glimpse 

into the socio-religious and political contests that shaped Jewish life after the destruction of the 

Second Temple. My contribution through this dissertation to the state of knowledge regarding 

Jewish life in late antiquity will, in time, lead to even greater insights in the future. Thus, I 

envision my role as a scholar of late antique Palestine in a chain of scholars present, past, and yet 

to come.  

This introductory chapter introduces the reader to the study parameters, its objectives and 

working hypotheses. I test two hypotheses that rest on a methodological presupposition that 

undergirds this dissertation – that piyyut can be studied as a source for historical data, whereas it 

has not yet been thus studied in reference to Yosse ben Yosse’s work. Hypothesis 1 (the 

Disparity Hypothesis) tests the proposition that the disparity between Yosse ben Yosse’s 

treatment of the Avodahand the rabbinic discourse in Mishnah Yoma point to power relations 

that affected the socio-religious course of Jewish history. Hypothesis 2 (the Identity Hypothesis), 

upon close reading of the Yosse ben Yosse literary body as a whole, proposes that one of the 

piyyutim attributed to Yosse ben Yosse was not actually written by him. Yosse ben Yosse did 

not appear de novo, his piyyutic style was rooted in early Jewish piyyutic tradition. He innovated 

stylistically, but based his liturgical poetry on established Israelite and Palestinian traditions10 

that preceded him and were pillars of his cultural milieu.11  

Methodological Presupposition 

My primary comparative endeavor in this dissertation rests on the assertion that piyyut 

contains historic information that can disclose social, political, and religious currents that 

                                                           
10 For instance, in Ben-Sira. See: Mirsky Yosse ben Yosse Poems, p. 73. 
11 Mirsky, Yosse ben Yosse Poems, p. 70. 
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characterized the period in which the piyyut was penned. Scholars such as Elizur,12 for instance, 

focus on the proverbial trees – the  structure and literary skeleton of the poetic oeuvre. In my 

dissertation, however, I seek to sketch the contours of the forest, to plumb the historiographic 

details woven into the literary artifact. One cannot know with absolute and unfalsifiable certainty 

that which transpired in antiquity. I agree with Ophir Münz-Manor who states: “piyyut … is now 

recognized as (a) significant source for understanding classical Judaism.”13 One must rely on a 

variety of bearers of information for descriptions of the past, all of which are inherently fallible, 

and incomplete, whereas history is recorded by individuals whose myopic vantage point prevents 

them from seeing and recording the entirety of a situation. Epistemology – the theory of knowing 

– concerns  knowledge by description14. Historical research aspires to indefeasible epistemology, 

to propositions that are defensible. If no antithetical propositions are presented, one can assume 

these propositions to be as true and plausible.15 Causality can be established by collecting 

relevant facts to the extent possible. Relevant “facts”16 are, of course, subject to the distortions of 

the mind, for they are regarded through a prism of bias and perception, not only regarding the 

original setting wherein these “facts” were recorded, but also regarding interpretation by 

                                                           
12 Inter alia: Shulamit Elizur, The Piyyutim of Rabbi El’azar Birabbi Qillar [Hebrew] (Jerusalem: Magness, 1988); Shulamit 

Elizur. "שרידים נוספים של תקיעתות בנוסח יוסי בן יוסי" Tarbitz, 5752, pp. 227-236. 
13 Ophir Münz-Manor. “In Praise of the Hasmoneans: Chanukah Beyond Rabbinic Literature,” TheGemera.com, accessed 

December 13, 2017, http://thegemara.com/in-praise-of-the-hasmoneans-chanukah-beyond-rabbinic-literature/  
14  Noah Porter (Ed.) Webster’s Revised Unabridged Dictionary (Springfield, MA: G & C. Merriam Co., 1913).   
15 Knowledge must be produced in a reliable process, which must be buttressed by a causal link between the propositions 

and the belief in the truth of these propositions. Alan H. Goldman, “Appearing as Irreducible in Perception,” Philosophy and 
Phenomenological Research 37, no. 2 (1976): 147–164. 

16 Historical research cannot be assumed to be concerned with facts, as every “fact” is interpretive in its nature, and as no 
datum can stand alone without explanation. Every historical “fact” is an opinion, and every opinion is a potential locus for 
argument and interpretation. Historical research is essentially a mediated brain-storming endeavour, in which facts are 
repeatedly questioned given contemporary understanding and contemporary ideas regarding time, religion, society, and 
culture. The scholarship regarding Yosse ben Yosse, as part of the endeavour to conjure the concerns and thoughts of people, 
now gone for two millennia, must therefore be undertaken in the spirit of its historical underpinnings, as a work in progress, 
subject to subjectivity and therefore to scholarly re-evaluation and questioning. 
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historians and scholars. 17 The way to approach the problem is therefore through methodological 

doubt, to regard all we know with suspicion and to examine the sources of information upon 

which our perceived knowledge rests, probing each source and problematizing its offerings.18 

Because positive proof is impossible to obtain, one must aim for plausibility as the gauge of 

historical reasoning. Skepticism is the inescapable result and the only recourse for a student of 

history.19 

Most historical knowledge is analytical, and not based on synthetic propositions (as with 

mathematics for example). The tendency for history as a discipline is to analyze the meaning and 

reasonableness of accepted pieces of evidence, derived from sense-based data that remain from 

persons long gone, who cannot be investigated beyond the texts they had written. Historical 

knowledge is constructivist, based as it is on inter-subjectivity rather than on objectivity, on 

viability instead of on truth. Knowing something about history, in other words, does not imply 

certainty. In this dissertation, I argue that piyyutic liturgy in general, and the piyyutim of Yosse 

ben Yosse in particular, can and ought to be interrogated as a valuable source of historical data, 

as part of the collective scholarly effort to better understand the history of Jews in late antiquity.  

Hypothesis 1 – The Disparity Hypothesis 

The first hypothesis rests upon this core presupposition and interrogates the differences 

and similarities between contemporaneous narratives, in order to enhance our understanding of 

these phenomena. The prevailing assumption among contemporary scholars is that piyyut, 

Jewish liturgical poetry, perfectly mirrors and draws from rabbinic literature. Swartz and 

                                                           
17 Kenneth Hoglund, “The Chronicler as Historian.” Journal for The Study of the Old Testament Supplement Series, no. 238 

(1997): 27-29. 
18 John L. Pollock, Knowledge and Justification (New Jersey: Princeton University Press, 1975). 
19 Jeffrey L. Rubenstein, Talmudic Stories: Narrative, Art, Composition and Culture (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University 

Press, 1999), p. 140. 
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Yahalom, in their epic anthology “Avodah – An Anthology of Ancient Poems for Yom Kippur” 

(2005), begin their discussion thus (my emphasis): “This volume is an anthology of the Avodah 

compositions… It begins with the simplest, a prose retelling of the rabbinic narration of the 

sacrifice…among them… אזכיר גבורות by the seminal poet Yosse ben Yosse.”20 Yosse ben Yosse 

is “seminal” because he is the first of the known paytanim who wrote about the Avodah. But 

according to Swartz and Yahalom, his liturgy is a retelling of the rabbinic narrative. Swartz and 

Yahalom acknowledge the existence of contradictory narratives, whereas: “Rabbinic literature 

hints at encounters with priestly legislators whose rulings contradicted those of the rabbis.”21 

Elsewhere in their anthology, Swartz and Yahalom again emphasize that this type of liturgy was 

intended “to impress the listener with its deep knowledge of biblical and Midrashic exegesis,”22 

its only innovation being the use of language and rhythm. In fact, Swartz and Yahalom explicitly 

state: “This genre of poetry began as an embellishment to the established liturgical order,”23 as 

narrated by rabbinic sages. Yosse ben Yosse’s contribution to this seminal anthology comprises 

only two piyyutim, and merits all but an afterthought. Indeed, Seth Schwartz states 

unequivocally: “The piyyut offers unambiguous evidence for the rabbinization of liturgical 

practice … in Palestine … All extant Hebrew piyyutim are constructed around the armature of 

the rabbinic liturgy as prescribed in (the) Mishnah.”24 

                                                           
20 Michael D. Swartz and Joseph Yahalom, Avodah- Ancient Poems for Yom Kippur (Philadelphia: Pennsylvania State 

University Press, 2005), 3. 
21 Ibid., 10. 
22 Ibid., 11 (my emphasis). 
23 Ibid., 11 (my emphasis). 
24 Seth Schwartz, Imperialism and Jewish Society: 200 BCE to 640 CE (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Pres, 2001), 263 

(my emphasis). 
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Avi Shmidman25 is a rare scholar who regards piyyut as an “alternative” to the collective 

rabbinic creative effort, an alternate voice of historical validity. But even he assumes no 

fundamental difference (theological, legal, exegetical, or hermeneutical) between rabbinic 

literature and piyyut. Ophir Münz-Manor also maintains that “the paytanim were not merely 

singing rabbis. Although they shared many beliefs and practices with the rabbis, their social role, 

their artistic interests, and the synagogal context in which they functioned, were distinct from the 

rabbis and their study halls.”26 Some piyyutim were recited in synagogues, others such as certain 

Amidah verses and Birkat Hamazon, were often recited in private settings.27 Piyyut spans both 

the public and private realms of worship, thus opening a privileged window into the lives of Jews 

in late antiquity Palestine. My previous study of Yosse ben Yosse28 has proven that one cannot 

take for granted an ideological, theological, historical, or legal parity between rabbinic literature 

and piyyut. Even in instances where piyyut offers a form of Midrashic exegesis, even when it 

seeks to inform and educate, even as it was penned by men who may have received rabbinic 

training in rabbinic academies or were exposed to rabbinic exegesis or were familiar with the 

body of rabbinic literature, and even as piyyut required rabbinic sanction to survive, the two 

modalities stand quite apart and cannot be considered seamlessly related to one another.  

The symbolic baggage of the Avodah narratives written by Yosse ben Yosse and by the 

rabbis of Mishnah Yoma includes different understandings of the thematic function of the High 

Priest. For Yosse ben Yosse, as I will demonstrate in this dissertation, the High Priest denotes 

                                                           
25 Avi Shmidman, “Developments within the Statutory Text of the Birkat ha-Mazon in Light of its Poetic Counterparts,” in 

Jewish and Christian Liturgy and Worship: New Insights into its History and Interaction (Leiden, Netherlands: Brill. 2007), 109-
126. 

26 Münz-Manor, “In Praise of the Hasmoneans: Chanukah Beyond Rabbinic Literaturem.” 
27 Ibid.  
28 It was the subject of my MA dissertation: “Yosse ben Yosse: The Social Function of Liturgical Poetry in Fifth Century 

Palestine,” Concordia University, January 2011. 
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perfection, while for the rabbis he is to be marginalized. The lens with which each “side” regards 

the Avodah discloses the strong symbolic bent of the authors. They are not describing in the 

Avodot a trivial incident that illuminates, illustrates, or integrates temple ritual in general; they 

are discussing the timeless nature of the temple cult, its universal importance for the salubrity of 

the world. Each “side” communicates the meaning of the rituals of the Avodah to reveal the 

spiritual scaffold upon which hangs the respective authors’ weltanschauung. I maintain that 

Yosse ben Yosse’s poetry reflects the social and political turmoil typical of the period. There are 

fifteen known Yosse ben Yosse piyyutim that have reached us;29 of those, ten engage directly 

with the role of God in history.30 His soteriological and eschatological understanding of the 

relationship between God and humanity differs from the Rabbis’ understanding, as the textual 

analysis of his piyyutim illustrates.31 The paytan was a sage – an educated, specialized, religious 

member of the intellectual elite of his era.32  The sages, including Yosse ben Yosse, composed 

their narratives with specific socio-religious and political intentionality, excluding both events 

and personages that did not fit neatly into the parameters of the Jewish world those sages 

represented and shaped.33  

By today’s measure, such sources are more mythic than historiographic,34 bearing on 

issues of identity and theology more heavily than on the factual validity of stories.35 The sages 

                                                           
29 Mirsky, Yosse ben Yosse Poems. 
אמנם אשמינו, אתה כוננת עולם ברב חסד, אזכיר גבורות אלוה, אפתח שפתי, אתן תהילה, אפתח פה ברנן, אהללה אלוהי, אז לראש תתנו,  30

 אנוסה לעזרה, אפחד במעשי
31 My MA dissertation: “Yosse ben Yosse: The Social Function of Liturgical Poetry in Fifth Century Palestine,” Concordia 

University, January 2011. 
32 Mirsky, Yosse ben Yosse Poems, 72, 90. 
33 Naftali S. Cohn,  The Memory of the Temple and the Making of the Rabbis, (Philadelphia, PA: University of Pennsylvania 

Press, 2013), 13, 119. 
34 Moshe David Herr, “The Identity of the Jewish People Before and After the destruction of the Second Temple: Continuity 

or Change?” in Jewish Identities in Antiquity, (Tübingen, Germany: Mohr Siebeck, 2009), 216. 
35 Ze’ev Safrai, The Jewish Community int eh Talmudic Period [Hebrew], (Jerusalem: Zalman Shazar Centre for Jewish 

History, 1995), 16-19 (particularly section 3, p. 17). 
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did not regard themselves as historians as they sought to unveil the mystery behind events and 

uncover the religious pattern of causality.36 They looked at existing narratives for plausible 

explanations of reality, in keeping with their way of understanding the past. The sages’ stories 

subordinate history to their didactic interests37 and are often a composite of several intermingled 

narratives.38 The myths and stories woven by Jewish custodians of memory were the means 

through which meaning was derived from events and served as a link with the ultimate reality of 

the covenantal relationship with the God of Israel, thus cementing the special relationship 

perceived as fundamental to the covenant. Ritualized memory, effectively an individual’s place 

within the community as part of the transcendent trajectory of Jewish time, forges an integrated 

community. Ritualized re-enactments of the drama of Jewish memory, example, connect 

individuals with their ancestors and bind them with the shared legacy of Jewish memory. 

When we speak of authority, we must distinguish between epistemic and deontic 

authority. The epistemic type of authority may be likened to the relationship between a teacher 

and his or her students, and the deontic type of relationship may be likened to the relationship 

between an employer and his or her employees. When I discuss authority in this dissertation, be 

it rabbinic or priestly authority, I speak of epistemic authority.39 On the one side of the power 

contest stood the priests in the fifth century CE sought to recuperate some of their former and 

traditional epistemic authority as the guides of orthopraxy, given the biblical verse that invested 

this responsibility upon their caste. In matters of purity, for instance, with regards to the 

determination of leprosy, it was the priest who determined the ritual sanctity of bodies and 

                                                           
36 Isa. Gafni, “Concepts of periodization and causality in Talmudic literature,” Jewish History 10, no. 1 (1996): 21-34. 
37 Herr, “The Identity of the Jewish People,” 230. 
38 Cohn, The Memory of the Temple and the Making of the Rabbis, 119-122. 
39 Anna Brożek, “Bocheński on Authority,” Studies in East European Thought, 2013, no. 65 (2013):115-133. 
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abodes and who ruled upon the appropriate corrective ritual action: “And the priest shall look 

upon the plague in the skin of the flesh; and if the hair in the plague be turned white, and the 

appearance of the plague be deeper than the skin of his flesh, it is the plague of leprosy; and the 

priest shall look on him, and pronounce him unclean.”40 The priests had instructed kings and 

laypeople: “And Jehoash did that which was right in the eyes of the LORD all his days wherein 

Jehoiada the priest instructed him.”41 They even instructed King David, as 1 Samuel 21:1-5 

narrates. Priestly authority extended even to the realm of military action. During the conquest of 

Canaan, the priests acted as the rallying forces that ritually made God take part in the battle: 

“And seven priests shall bear seven rams' horns before the ark; and the seventh day ye shall 

compass the city seven times, and the priests shall blow with the horns. And it shall be, that when 

they make a long blast with the ram's horn, and when ye hear the sound of the horn, all the 

people shall shout with a great shout; and the wall of the city shall fall down flat, and the people 

shall go up every man straight before him.”42 Priests were part of the sacred hierarchy, standing 

under the civic leaders and above the people: “'Speak now to Zerubbabel the son of Shealtiel, 

governor of Judah, and to Joshua the son of Jehozadak, the high priest, and to the remnant of the 

people…”43 And as told in 2 Chronicles 23:2-5, indeed the nation itself was conceived of as a 

kingdom of priests: “and ye shall be unto Me a kingdom of priests, and a holy nation. These are 

the words which thou shalt speak unto the children of Israel.”44 In Yosse ben Yosse’s work, the 

priestly claim to authority is teleologically charged, as he sketches a chain of succession from 

Levi to Aharon to the Second Temple priesthood and from the temple priesthood back to Moses.  

                                                           
40 Lev. 13:3. 
41 2 Kings 12:3. 
42 Josh. 6:4-5. 
43 Hag. 2:2. 
44 Exod. 19:6. 
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Some priests, according to Rachel Elior, held separatist views, relying on divine authority 

as it is represented in the Pentateuch. They held that their wisdom was godlike, because it drew 

from supernatural wells by the chosen of the chosen.45 Some priests sought to faithfully observe 

God’s commandments, with particular emphasis on temple rite, the primacy of their caste, the 

election of Levi and his descendants, and to guide the everyday life of the people as they did in 

the past and well into the future.46 Elior writes: “Scattered here and there in rabbinic literature 

are reports of halakhic disputes between Sadducees and Pharisees, which essentially echo the 

struggle between the secessionist priests of the House of Zadok and their allies, on the one hand, 

and their opponents in the ruling circles – the Hasmoneans and their Pharisee supporters.”47 This 

takes us to the tendency of the Mishnah to record events – even those that did not happen – in 

order to assert rabbinic dominance over Jewish life in their time.  My comparative textual 

analysis, guided by critical discourse theory, highlights some aspects of the socio-political 

religious contest for power in late antique Palestine.  The priestly caste and the rabbinic class 

competed for leadership and authority over post-destruction Jewish life, and they used 

ongologically constitutive Avodah narratives as a coin of exchange.All these disputes concern 

the temple rites. The Yom Kippur Avodah thus became the site of contestation of power, the 

locus of consolidation of leadership,48 old and new, and the stage upon which the contest was 

played. Much of the priestly literature was silenced and even censored by the ascendant rabbinic 

                                                           
45 Rachel Elior, The Three Temples: On the Emergence of Jewish Mysticism, (Oxford: The Littman Library of Jewish 

Civilization, 2011), 201. 
46 Ibid., 203. 
47 Ibid., 204. 
48 Michael D. Swartz, “Sage, Priest, and Poet: Typologies of Religious Leadersip in the Ancient Synagogue,” in Jews, 

Christians, and Polytheists in the Ancient Synagogue: Cultural Interaction During the Greco-Roman Period, (New York: 
Routledge, 1997), 101-117. 
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class.49 We cannot assume that the texts that have reached us from late antiquity portray all that 

may have been on the minds of Jews at the time.50  

The rabbinic method was not one of inclusion but of exclusion.51 We must therefore train 

our ears and listen for the faint echoes that still reverberate through the proverbial cracks in the 

wall. I maintain that the Avodah piyyutim attributed to Yosse ben Yosse are faint echoes of this 

power relationship between the sunset of the priestly caste and the dawn of the rabbinic 

movement. Levi himself is a site of contestation. Rachel Elior explains: “This priestly 

preeminence was founded on a claim to hereditary sanctity, passed down from consecrated father 

to son and rooted in divine election, in natural law; it was an innate privilege of the descendants 

of Aaron, qualified by divine law to enter the Holy of Holies.”52 The priests were appointed by 

God at the time of creation, as a bulwark against chaos. 

An example of this tendency may be found in Levi’s unique chosenness as it is 

represented by Yosse ben Yosse. It is the apex of creation, its very purpose designed by God to 

preserve the world He had fashioned through word. All of the paytan’s creation narratives 

culminate with the Levite sons, as a preface to the Avodah narrative. For instance, in כוננתאתה :  

 

The Righteous Fruit53 You made grow 

From the staff of Levi: 

Amram and his descendants54 

Like a vine55 and its branches.56  

                                                           
49 Ibid. 
50 Erwin Ramsdell Goodenough, Jewish Symbols in the Greco-Roman Period, (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 

1989), 37. 
51 Goodenough, Jewish Symbols in the Greco-Roman Period, 295. 
52 Elior, The Three Temples: On the Emergence of Jewish Mysticism, 227. 
53 Prov. 11:30. 
54 The Paytan uses the word נינים which in Modern Hebrew means “great grandchildren,” but here refers to the 

descendents of several generations, after Gen. 21:23. 
55 A reference to Aaron, Miriam, and Moses, after Gen. 40:10. 
56 Joel 1:7. 
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And in אספר גדולות he writes: 

 

The striking and mighty tribes57 

Emerged from his loins 

And from among them rose king58 and prophet59 

And a servant to attend and to serve.60  

And in אזכיר גבורות he expands this:  

 

Like a stately vine61 

Heavy with fruit and branches 

Amram grew 

From the root of Levi,62  

 

And the vine63 sent forth64 three 

Exquisite tendrils: 

A priest65 and a shepherd66 

And a prophetess.67  

The rabbis presented Levi in an unfavourable light,68 reminding the people of Levi’s sin 

after the rape of Dina: “And it came to pass on the third day, when they were in pain, that two of 

the sons of Jacob, Simeon and Levi, Dinah's brethren, took each man his sword, and came upon 

                                                           
57 A reference to the twelve tribes that hailed from Jacob. 
58 A reference to Moses, after Exod. 18:13. 
59 A reference to Miriam, after Exod. 15:20. 
60 A reference to Aaron, the Priest, after Exod. 38:21. 
61 Ezek. 17:8. 
62 Exod. 6:18. 
63 A reference to Amram, after Ps. 128:3. 
64 Ps. 80:12. 
65 A reference to Aaron, after Exod. 28:1. 
66 A reference to Moses, after Exod. 3:1. 
67 A reference to Miriam, after Exod. 15:20. 
68 Elior, The Three Temples: On the Emergence of Jewish Mysticism, 205. 
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the city unawares, and slew all the males.”69 Rabbinic literature consistently ignored Levi’s 

priestly status and privilege, denied the exclusive Zaddokite claim to the High Priesthood, and 

their biblically mandated elevation to leadership. The rabbis contested hereditary authority in 

favour of a meritocracy of Torah learning under their gaze. The rabbis severed the prophetic line 

after Haggai, Zechariah, and Malachi and thus denied the unbroken chain of divine revelation, 

minimized the role of the priests as conduits between God and His flock, and marginalized the 

descendants of Levi so as to magnify, assert, and defend their claim to authority after the 

destruction of the Second Temple.70  

The sacrificial cult henceforth could not be a communication device between heaven and 

earth, because the wellsprings of divine revelation had dried up. The rabbis envisioned 

themselves as the earthly interpreters of Torah, to the exclusion of former traditions of priestly 

preeminence. The rabbis after the destruction of the Second Temple, undertook a re-structuring 

of Jewish law with themselves at the helm. Mishnah Avot traces the transmission of the Oral 

Torah from Moshe to the rabbis, omitting the priests as a relevant class: “Moses received the 

Law on Sinai and delivered it to Joshua; Joshua in turn handed it down to the Elders (not to the 

seventy Elders of Moses' time but to the later Elders who have ruled Israel, and each of them 

delivered it to his successor); from the Elders it descended to the prophets (beginning with Eli 

and Samuel), and each of them delivered it to his successors until it reached the men of the Great 

Assembly. The last, named originated three maxims: ‘Be not hasty in judgment; Bring up many 

disciples; and, Erect safe guards for the Law.’”71  

                                                           
69 Gen. 34:25. 
70 Elior, The Three Temples: On the Emergence of Jewish Mysticism, 206. 
71 Tractate Avot 1:1. 
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Everything was “up in the air” now that the temple was destroyed, along with the rituals 

associated with it that were the heart and body of Jewish life. The change of circumstance made 

necessary a fundamental alteration, a revolution of Jewish practice and theology, and that, in 

turn, required authorization from master texts, primarily the Masoretic texts. Each party argued 

for and claimed that their proposed alterations were in fact part of a chain of tradition stretching, 

unbroken, from the mythic past to the present. 72 Both parties constructed their epistemic 

authority claims on a foundation of continued appropriation of wisdom tracing back to Moses 

and the word of God at Sinai. There could be no higher authority, it was uncontestable, and 

therefore it extended to the power of those seeking to robe themselves with authority vis-à-vis 

the people. Priestly literature had over the millennia been silenced,73 primarily by rabbinic claims 

to power and authority. Its echoes can be found in some of the Dead Sea Scrolls and, I maintain, 

in carefully constructed priestly piyyutim such as Yosse ben Yosse’s.  

Hypothesis 2 – The Identity Hypothesis 

The second hypothesis of this study addresses concerns about the true provenance of 

some Yosse ben Yosse piyyutim. The Piyyut74 אז בדעת חקר has, in my opinion, been attributed to 

the Paytan in error. Careful comparison between this Piyyut and the confirmed Yosse ben Yosse 

liturgies, has led me to conclude that it is implausible that this Piyyut was in fact written by 

Yosse ben Yosse. Yosse ben Yosse laboured during what we now call The Anonymous Period, 

during which paytanim did not sign their name to their works, nor did they include their name in 

                                                           
72 Simcha Fishbane, “No ‘Right’ of Passage? The Rabbinic Dispute Regarding the Propriety of Bat Mitzvah Celebrations,” in 

Dynamics of Continuity and Change in Jewish Religious Life, (New York: Touro College Press, 2017), 74-75. Even through 
Fishbane’s article deals with 21st century, contemporary Jewish organizations, the basic tenets of his theory apply to the period 
of history we are studying here.  

73 Elior, The Three Temples: On the Emergence of Jewish Mysticism, 231. 
74 Appendix A, (pages for In the Beginning He Scrutinized) pp. 446-470. 
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the acrostic structure of their poems, both customs that developed from the era of Yannai 

onwards.75 Some piyyutim attributed to Yosse ben Yosse were specifically ascribed to him by 

copyists who wrote his name at the top of the manuscript, others are mentioned in subsequent 

anthologies and writings.76  

Status Quaestionis 

To lay the foundation of my dissertation, I reviewed primary, secondary, and tertiary 

sources. The status quaestionis of the current scholarship of Yosse ben Yosse and his piyyutic 

works underscores contemporary scholarly disinterest in the piyyutim of Yosse ben Yosse. פוק 

 The Aramaic phrase meaning: “Go see how the people practice this,” appears  חזי מאי עמא דבר  

hundreds of times in Talmudic literature.77 The refrain oft cited in cases where the halachah is 

unclear, directs one to observe the traditional customs practiced by the people. I hang my 

literature review on the scaffold of this refrain. People marginalize Yosse ben Yosse. He is often 

ignored. He is dismissed as a “primitive” paytan, a first draft of subsequent piyyutic gems. A 

case in point: the new anthology of piyyut that has been published in Israel in 2018, containing 

101 piyyutim78 penned by forty-three paytanim79 between late antiquity and the late twentieth 

century.80 Yosse ben Yosse is absent from this anthology.  The compendium treats piyyut as 

 a seamless tradition of rabbinic exegetical and prayerful literature.81 The question ,תורה שבעל פה

remains unanswered. The marginalization of Yosse ben Yosse may be linguistic, for his 

                                                           
75 Swartz and Yahalom, Avodah: An Anthology, 11. 
76 Mirsky, Yosse ben Yosse Poems, 82. 
77 For example: Bavli, Eiruvin Tractate 14B; Bavli, Brachot Tractate 45A; Bavli, Shabbat Tractate, 35; Bavli, Ta’anitTractate, 

26; Yerushalmi, Pe’ah Tractate, 7:5; Yerushalmi, Yevamot Tractate 12:12. 
78 Uri Kroizer and Yair Harel (eds.), 101 Sacred Hebrew Songs [Hebrew], (Jerusalem: Hebrew University Snunit Centre, 

2018), 271-275. 
79 Ibid., 269-270. 
80 Ibid.  
81 Ibid., 13. 
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language is as dense as it is archaic. It is possible that rabbinic dominance sidelined non-rabbinic 

texts. The fact remains that Yosse ben Yosse’s oeuvre is, according to Zulai among others, 

somewhat less “memorable,” less refined, less complex than subsequent paytanim. Zulai glosses 

over the distinctive characteristics of Yosse ben Yosse’s piyyut, because the form of subsequent 

piyyutim by Yannai, Qillir, and their later disciples was more regular, more aesthetically 

pleasing and therefore more enduring.82 Avi Shmidman83 regards piyyut as an “alternative” to 

the collective rabbinic creative effort, an alternate voice of historical validity. But even he 

assumes no fundamental difference (theological, legal, exegetical, or hermeneutical) between 

rabbinic literature and piyyut.  

In an interesting departure from the mainstream, Ophir Münz-Manor asserts that “…the 

paytanim were not merely singing rabbis. Although they shared many beliefs and practices with 

the rabbis, their social role, their artistic interests, and the synagogal context in which they 

functioned, were distinct from the rabbis and their study halls.”84 Münz-Manor begins to 

differentiate between piyyut and other rabbinic texts, by identifying the locus of recitation as a 

relevant distinction. Some piyyutim were recited in synagogues, others such as certain Amidah 

verses and Birkat Hamazon, were often recited in private settings.85 Münz-Manor further posits 

that: “It is possible that the figuration of the Hasmoneans in piyyut and their relative absence in 

                                                           
82 Menahem Zulai, Eretz Israel and its poetry: Studies in Piyyutim from the Cairo Geniza, (Jerusalem: Magness, 1995), 91, 

521. 
83 Shmidman, “Developments within the Statutory Text of the Birkat ha-Mazon in Light of its Poetic Counterparts,” 109-

126. 
84 Münz-Manor, “In Praise of the Hasmoneans: Chanukah Beyond Rabbinic Literature.”  
85 Münz-Manor, “In Praise of the Hasmoneans: Chanukah Beyond Rabbinic Literature.” 
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rabbinic texts indeed reflects a different ideological stance… (and that) the paytanim belonged to 

or identified with priestly circles and therefore promoted priestly themes in piyyut.”86  

Piyyut spans both the public and private realms of worship, thus opening a privileged 

window into the lives of Jews in late antiquity Palestine. My own research into the work of 

Yosse ben Yosse87 has revealed that one cannot take for granted an ideological, theological, 

historical, or legal parity between rabbinic literature and piyyut. Even in instances where piyyut 

offers a form of Midrashic exegesis, even when it seeks to inform and educate, even as it was 

penned by men who may have received rabbinic training in rabbinic academies or were exposed 

to rabbinic exegesis or were familiar with the body of rabbinic literature, and even as piyyut to 

survive, required rabbinic sanction – the two modalities stand quite apart and cannot be 

considered seamlessly related to one another.  

Introducing Yosse ben Yosse 

Why is so little known about Yosse ben Yosse? Why does scholarship marginalize his 

work? Does he not fit a particular paradigm of knowledge? What do we actually know about 

Yosse ben Yosse? How did we come to know it? What do we not know? Can we know what we 

don’t yet know? Can we find other information-bearing sources than the ones hitherto 

employed? And finally, when we know what we know and what we do not know, what do we 

learn from it all? In this dissertation, I do not purport to answer all these and other 

epistemological questions, but to further articulate the problematic of established historical 

                                                           
86 Münz-Manor, “In Praise of the Hasmoneans: Chanukah Beyond Rabbinic Literature.” See also: Yoseph Yahalomm 

“Priestly Traditions Concerning the Miracle of Hanukkah,” in Was 70CE a Watershed in Jewish History? On Jews and Judaism 
Before and After the Destruction of the Second Temple (Leiden, Netherlands: Brill, 2012). And see:  Ze’ev Weiss, “Were Priests 
Communal Leaders in Late Antique Palestine? The Archaeological Evidence” in Was 70CE a Watershed in Jewish History? On 
Jews and Judaism Before and After the Destruction of the Second Temple, (Leiden, Netherlands: Brill, 2012). 

87 It was the subject of my MA dissertation: “Yosse ben Yosse: The Social Function of Liturgical Poetry in Fifth Century 
Palestine,” Concordia University, January 2011. 



20 
 

 

accounts of Yosse ben Yosse, as a way of ordering future research. Everything we think we 

know about Yosse ben Yosse and his piyyutim must be skeptically confronted if we are to 

establish a base line of investigative rigour. The following are some preliminary questions that 

must be contended with if we are to advance our understanding of Yosse ben Yosse and his time.  

How do we know about Yosse ben Yosse? How do we know this to be his name, and 

what does the perceived strangeness of the name imply? The formulation of a person’s name 

being apparently similar to his father’s name is today considered odd; was it an anomaly at the 

time in which Yosse ben Yosse lived? Does it divulge anything important about the texts we 

believe were written by Yosse ben Yosse?  

Yosse ben Yosse’s Name  

Yosse ben Yosse’s name presents contemporary scholars with a problem. It is rare today 

for a Jewish person to be named after his father, especially if the father is still living. 

Historically, Jews did not have permanent family surnames at all, instead employing 

patronymics, such as David ben (son of) Joseph or Miriam bat (daughter of) Sarah. The odd 

parity of his name and surname prompted scholars to speculate on its origins. Aharon Mirsky 

analyzes the strangeness of Yosse ben Yosse’s name in view of the hypothesis that the paytan 

may have an orphan, given his deceased father’s name as an honorific. We must examine the 

hypothesis for its plausibility and ask whether the question itself is materially relevant to the 

study of the piyyutim and of the historical period in which they are believed to have been 

written. Some scholars thought Yosse ben Yosse was an orphan, born after the death of his 

father.88 Zunz thought the tradition concerning Yosse ben Yosse’s orphanhood referred to his 

                                                           
88 Mirsky, Yosse ben Yosse Poems, 13 – footnote 3: citing Shmuel David Luzzatto. 
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place of origin in Babylonia.89 Others interpreted the tradition of orphanhood as an appellation 

suited to an entire generation of the bereft, those who have been orphaned of the temple in 

Jerusalem.90  

The preoccupation with the supposed irregularity of the paytan’s name may indeed be a 

tempest in a tea cup, and an example of “now-ism,” or “present-ism.” Judging the past by the 

standards of today is inherently problematic. One must contextualize the phenomenon to better 

understand its features. During Talmudic times, naming a son after his living father may not have 

been “odd” or unusual, as Mirsky recounts a Tractate Sotah (49a)91 that describes how Rabba 

comes to his father Rabba to discuss issues of purity. The son and the father shared a common 

name, which may indicate that this onomatological form was not considered as unusual as it is 

today. One can only accept Yosse ben Yosse’s name as a proper name bearing no biographical 

indications. Any speculation regarding the onomatology of Yosse ben Yosse cannot but be 

considered as speculative. In any event, the question of orphan-hood is moot, for it cannot be 

ascertained, in the absence of bureaucratic birth registrations, and it does not impact our reading 

of the liturgical oeuvre. 

Aharon Mirsky tried to plumb the depths of tradition regarding Yosse ben Yosse’s 

origins and biography. On the basis of manuscript evidence and textual criticism of the piyyutim, 

Mirsky suggests that Yosse ben Yosse was a Kohen.92 One must interrogate this claim 

systematically, however. Is it conjecture based on the salience of priestly concerns in the 

piyyutim? Is it a proposition that relies on other sources of information? And, if established as 

                                                           
89 Mirsky, Yosse ben Yosse Poems, 13 – footnote 6: citing Zunz. 
90 Mirsky, Yosse ben Yosse Poems, p. 13 – footnote 8: citing Eliezer Landhoste; footnote 9: citing S.J. Kaempf. 
91 “Meanwhile [Raba’s] son, Abba, came; [Rabba] took it and gave it to him. [R. Huna] said to [Rabba], 'My son, thou hast 

gladdened my heart and blunted my teeth.'”  Mirsky, Yosse ben Yosse Poems, 13 – footnote 5. 
92 Mirsky, Yosse ben Yosse Poems, 13-14. 
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plausible, does Yosse ben Yosse’s priestly origins affect our reading of his piyyutim and our 

understanding thereof?  

The piyyut בורותאזכיר ג  appears in a manuscript that is ascribed to “Yosse ben Yosse the 

Kohen,” and some versions of the piyyut אתה כוננת  further claimed on its manuscript margins 

that Yosse ben Yosse was a High Priest, a Kohen Gadol. The paytan’s preoccupation with the 

Priestly Avodah may point to his personal provenance, but it may, historiographically speaking, 

be an erroneous assumption whereas the typical themes in any given author’s work may just as 

well be an indication of the author’s interests without allusion to biographical or onomatological 

references. Mirsky contends, with reason I believe, that even if one assumes, on the basis of his 

works, that Yosse ben Yosse was indeed a Kohen, the High Priest appellation was given by 

copyists and scholars who sought to glorify the paytan’s origins and “ornament” him with an 

important pseudonym.93   

Intriguing hints rise from Flavius Josephus’ “The Jewish War,”94 where Josephus 

describes a popular uprising against Herod’s appointed High Priests, perceived as ungodly and 

corrupt,95 led by the elder High Priest Chanan ben Chanan. The same elder High Priest appealed 

to the political leadership of Jerusalem to help purify the temple of this desecration, and to 

reinstate the real High Priest who hailed from a verifiable line of High Priests, scions of Aaron 

himself.96 It is possible, therefore, that the High Priests’ genealogy was an important 

nomenclature, a marker of bred-in-the-bone rights to serve as High Priests at the temple.97 When 

                                                           
93 Mirsky, Yosse ben Yosse Poems, 15. 
94 Flavius Josephus, The New Complete Works of Josephus, trans. William Whiston, commentary Paul L. Maier, (Grand Rapids, 

MI: Kregel, 1999), “The Jewish War,” Book 4, Chapter 3, Section 7 (151). 
95 Ibid., “The Jewish War,” Book 4, Chapter 3, Section 8 (155). 
96 Ibid., “The Jewish War,” Book 4, Chapter 3, Section 10 (162)-(192).  
97 One can also read Chronicles, Ezra and Nehemiah in this way, as well as Perek Asarah Yihusin of Massekhet Kiddushin. 
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such inherited rights were being challenged by political rulers and false claimants to the 

birthright, it may have become culturally and religiously acceptable to underscore a Priest’s true 

claim by giving him the name of a known and undisputed High Priest, linking him to the rightful 

heirs of Aaron. This hint may perhaps attest to: (a) Yosse ben Yosse’s hereditary status as a High 

Priest; (b) his claim to this status, be it real or assumed; or (c) later copyists’ attempts to link 

Yosse ben Yosse to the undisputed Sons of Aaron. Any of these three possibilities would have 

been intended to underscore the veracity of Yosse ben Yosse’s accounts of the Avodah. 

Yosse ben Yosse’s Kohanic origins, which may pass a test of plausibility, pending the 

discovery of new sources, but which cannot be corroborated with historical certainty, is 

important. The Kohen status of Yosse ben Yosse, if corroborated somehow (and it is not clear 

how this can be determined) affects not the way we read the piyyutim, but our analysis of their 

content and social-religious significance. Textual analysis reveals slight discrepancies, for 

instance, between the Avodah accounts in Mishnah Yoma and the Yosse ben Yosse account.  In 

the piyyut אזכיר גבורות אלוה for example, Yosse ben Yosse says that the curtain between the High 

Priest and the people was made of fine linen called שש, but Mishnah Yoma (4) uses the word בוץ 

to describe the curtain. Even though both words are translated today as “fine linen,” Yosse ben 

Yosse prefers to a different word than the one employed in the Mishnah. Today we translate both 

 as fine linen, but could there have been a difference in antiquity? Is the distinction  שש  and  בוץ 

between the two fabrics lost on us today? Did the two words denote two different types or colors 

of fabrics? Did Yosse ben Yosse draw information from a different source than did the Tana’im?  

Poetically speaking, the two words are interchangeable in terms of rhyming and cadence; 

why then did Yosse ben Yosse consciously and purposefully choose a different word than the 

Mishnah did? Was he, as a Kohen and scion of the temple priestly caste, privy to guarded 
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information? Did Yosse ben Yosse access different evidence than did the rabbis of the Mishnah 

regarding the temple? 

An interesting possibility is that the fabric named בוץ is in fact fabric woven of “sea 

silk,”98 an extremely rare, fine, and valuable fabric, rendered out of silky filaments, called 

byssus, produced by a Mediterranean bi-valve mollusk Pinna Nobilis. These byssus or filaments 

are spun and, when treated with lemon juice, turn a golden colour that never fades.99 It is entirely 

possible, therefore, that שש and  בוץ describe different fabrics altogether, both luxurious and rare 

in the world of antiquity. In the act of re-imagining the temple, the rabbis and Yosse ben Yosse 

each re-imagine a different ‘look’, a different visual distinctiveness of the High Priest. The rabbis 

re-imagine him clad in scintillating golden garments, elevating themselves even above the person 

who wears the priceless garments. As Naftali Cohn states: “… in writing or talking about the 

temple and its rituals, the rabbis who created the Mishnah were arguing for their own authority 

over post-destruction Judaean law and ritual practice.”100 Yosse ben Yosse, on the other hand, re-

imagines a fine linen-clad High Priest, elevated above his priestly brethren in function rather 

than in sartorial terms. It illustrates the difficulty of interpreting texts penned in antiquity, even 

when we assume contemporary meanings of words have remained unchanged for millennia. One 

                                                           
98 “Chiara Vigo is believed to be the last person on Earth who still knows how to harvest, dye, and embroider sea silk into 

elaborate patterns that glisten like gold…” See: Eliot Stein, “The Last Surviving Sea Silk Seamstress, BBC, September 6, 2017, 
http://www.bbc.com/travel/story/20170906-the-last-surviving-sea-silk-seamstress. Women in Mesopotamia used the 
exceptionally light fabric to embroider clothes for their kings some 5,000 years ago. It was harvested to make robes for King 
Solomon, bracelets for Nefertiti, and holy vestments for priests, popes, and pharaohs. It’s referenced on the Rosetta Stone, 
mentioned 45 times in the Old Testament and thought to be the material that God commanded Moses to drape on the altar in the 
Tabernacle…. It takes about 100 dives to harvest 30g of usable strands, which form when the mollusc’s secreted saliva comes in 
contact with salt water and solidifies into keratin. Only then is one ready to begin cleaning, spinning, and weaving the delicate 
threads. Known as byssus, or sea silk, it’s one of the rarest and most coveted materials in the world. …It takes 15 straight days of 
extracting and dying raw byssus to create enough threads to weave just a few centimetres. Some pieces, like a 50x60cm cloth of 
pure sea silk weighing just 2g, take six years to stitch. “ 

99 John E. Hill, Through the Jade Gate to Rome: A Study of the Silk Routes during the Later Han Dynasty, 1st to 2nd centuries 
CE, (Charleston, SC: BookSurge, 2009), Section 12 plus Appendix B – Sea Silk. 

100 Cohn, The Memory of the Temple and the Making of the Rabbis, 3. 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Lemon
http://www.bbc.com/travel/story/20170906-the-last-surviving-sea-silk-seamstress
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must accord the Mishnah scholars and Yosse ben Yosse alike, the faculty of choosing their 

words carefully, to mean precise things. The possible material difference between שש and בוץ 

indicates that the authors made very careful, conscious, and scholarly choices that we now must 

read as different indicators. The editing process affects the text, and when we as scholars engage 

with the text to plumb its meanings, our analysis must be focused on the content as it is, not as 

we wish it to be.101  

In the same piyyut Yosse ben Yosse says that following the procedure the High Priests 

makes his first of many ablutions and dons a linen garment כלי בד, whereas the Mishnah (Yoma 

4) describes the garment as  Once again, Yosse ben Yosse appears to rely on a different . בגדי זהב

account of the Avodah, at least of its sartorial aspects. Once cannot dismiss the sartorial 

differences as superficial anecdotes. The very recitation, and re-recitation of every detail and 

gesture of the Avodah, is intended to recreate the real event, to re-enact it ceremoniously. Every 

detail matters. Much as Christian faithful re-enact the mass in precise order, with precise 

gestures, at prescribed occasions, so does recitation of the Avodah help bring the contemporary 

faithful to the temple, making him or her present at the Holy of Holies, walking side by side with 

the High Priest in the imagined, conjured temple, in the here and now. The details matter in this 

guided re-enactment of a seminal, foundational, and critical ceremony. The image of a High 

Priest in golden garb cuts quite a different picture than the image of the High Priest in simple 

white cotton or linen clothes. So why does Yosse ben Yosse disagree with the Tana’im? Where 

is he getting his information from, where are they getting their information from?  

                                                           
101 Avinoam Sapir, The Secrets of Gen., (Rishon LeZion, Israel: Miskal, 2017), 14. 
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Yosse ben Yosse’s Time  

According to the earliest manuscript Siddurim, Yosse ben Yosse was among the 

paytanim of late antiquity, but scholars have debated the precise coordinates of time and place 

that would correspond to his life. Shlomo Yehuda Rappoport102 thought Yosse ben Yosse lived 

in Spain around the tenth century. Shmuel Luzzatto103 thought Yosse ben Yosse had lived in the 

Ga’onic period (591-1038 CE). Zunz thought Yosse ben Yosse could not have written before the 

year 770104 and Graetz appears to agree with him. Harkabi places Yosse ben Yosse in the 

seventh century, Yaabetz in the sixth, and Zulai in the fifth, given that scholars believe Yosse 

ben Yosse preceded Yannai by about 100 years. An Amora named Yosse ben Yosse is 

mentioned in the Palestinian Talmud (Tractate Brachot, Ch. 3:4; Folio 6:3) and Schirmann 

speculates that “our” Yosse ben Yosse is the very same person.105 In another book, Schirmann 

places Yosse ben Yosse closer to the fourth century.  

Mirsky cross-referenced these scholars’ speculations with his own textual analysis of the 

piyyutim, studying the stylistic signature of Yosse ben Yosse compared to texts that are dated. 

Mirsky’s assay, which he uses to determine the approximate date of texts, is the question of 

Midrashic references. If the texts in question make reference to the Midrash, he asserts, then they 

must have been written after the fourth century. Talmudic piyyutim such as 106 רני רני השיטה do 

not make any reference to Midrash. The typical fourth century piyyut made no reference to the 

                                                           
 ,Cited in: Aharon Mirsky, Yosse ben Yosse Poems  שלמה יהודה רפפורט, תולדות ר' אלעזר הקליר, וורשה, 1913  ע' 225 102

(Jerusalem: Keter Publishing, 1991 edition), p. 15. 
 Cited in: Aharon Mirsky, Yosse ben Yosse Poems, (Jerusalem: Keter  שמואל דויד לוצאטו, בתולת בת יהודה, פראג, 1901  ע' 10 103

Publishing, 1991 edition), p. 15. 
104 Mirsky, Yosse ben Yosse Poems, 15. Citing Die Anfänge der neuhebräischen Poësie, MGWJ, VIII (1859), 410. 
105 Mirsky, Yosse ben Yosse Poems, 16J. Citing: Schirmann, Hebrew Liturgical Poetry and Christian Hymnology, JQR, XLVI 

(1953), p. 144. 
106 Tractate Avodah Zarah, Folio 24, page 2. 
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Mishnah and the Talmud or to the Midrash,107 whereas later piyyutim such as the ones penned by 

Yannai and Qilir make Midrash integral to their content and study. Yosse ben Yosse’s piyyutim 

straddle the two types of piyyutim. His Avodah works (such as אין לנו כהן גדול  and  אזכיר גבורות 

 resemble Mishnah Yoma, although as has previously been suggested, he may have had (אלוה

access to esoteric sources of information, which accounts for the variance exhibited in his 

Avodot; but his piyyutim that do not deal with the Avodah (such as ,אהללה אלוהי and  אמנם 

 make no reference to the Mishnah or to the Talmud. Mirsky therefore extrapolates that ,(אשמינו

Yosse ben Yosse endeavoured in the years before Rabbinic writings entered Jewish liturgy, 

immediately after the sealing of the Talmud, in the fifth century.108 This seems like a plausible 

assertion given the state of knowledge today.  

It is now commonly believed and agreed upon by most contemporary scholars that Yosse 

ben Yosse lived in the fifth century.109 Most scholars shy away from pin pointing the precise 

dates of the paytan’s oeuvre, but Aharon Mirsky argues that the fifth century is a reasonable 

assumption and it indeed appears to be a plausible argument. Determining the approximate time 

frame in which the piyyutim were penned is important in terms of obtaining a time line of Jewish 

history, of completing the image we have of the evolution of Judaism, and in terms of assessing 

the influences that impacted Yosse ben Yosse from within the Jewish community and from 

without.  

The fifth century is a pivotal period in Jewish history but has nonetheless often been 

disregarded by scholars, primarily because of the paucity of historiographic information from 

                                                           
 אהרון מירסקי, הפיוט, ירושלים: מאגנס 1990  ע' 77-81 107
108 Mirsky, Yosse ben Yosse Poems, 16. 
109 Michael Swartz. “Ritual About Myth About Ritual: Towards an Understanding of the Avodah in the Rabbinic Period,” 

The Journal of Jewish Thought and Philosophy 6, no. 1 (1997): 141. 
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ancient textual sources. Competing Judaisms, or an array of expressions of a complex common 

Judaism,110 thrived in the diverse environment of Byzantine Palestine that was fertile ground for 

several forms of Jewish life, Christian life, and pagan life. Greco-Roman culture was inherently 

heterogenous. Regional variations, class distinctions, and the degree of contact between socio-

religious communities contributed to religious variability between and amongst religious 

groups.111 All Jews were Hellenized, to one degree or another.112 People spoke Greek and 

Aramaic, they were familiar with Greco-Roman myth and culture, Greco-Roman architecture 

created and framed private and public spaces. In that cultural milieu, through a process of 

adoption and adaptation of Hellenism by Jews, created a fusion of Jewish and Greco-Roman 

culture. It became a distinctively Palestinian expression of Jewishness. The fusion was, however, 

uneven. Different degrees of assimilation, accommodation, acculturation, engagement, 

integration and interaction, produced Jewish variability.113  

The pluralistic society of Byzantine Palestine created an impetus for the establishment of 

a “common Judaism” that would bind the disparate communities of Jews. This common ground 

may be regarded as the web of practices, beliefs, sacred stories, and cultural indicators out of 

which Jewish people forged their identity. These elements were given different weight by 

different groups within the Jewish community. But the characteristic elements common to all 

Jews regardless of their spoken language or traditional practices, created a super-identity that had 

particularly Jewish markers.114 Commonness and variability were two sides of the same coin. 

                                                           
110 Stuart S. Miller, Sages and Commoners in Late Antique Eretz Israel (Tübingen, Germany: Mohr Siebeck, 2006). 
111 Goodenough, Jewish Symbols in the Greco-Roman Period, xiv. 
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Commonalities such as the centrality of the Hebrew Bible, synagogue worship, life cycle and 

liminal events, symbols, festivals, conversion rites, and ritual purity, all created a distinctive 

group of people who regarded themselves and were seen by others as Jewish. They participated 

in a complex common Judaism.115 Stuart Miller viewed the rabbinic movement as an outgrowth 

of this common Judaism, not as its creator.116 Rabbinic Judaism was a “work in progress” for 

centuries after the destruction of the temple, but its momentum increased. Its authority and 

influence were the result of the insular nature of early rabbinism, which created an internal 

coherence and fostered a built-in resilience that, by the Middle Ages at last enabled it to respond 

creatively to the challenge of a truculent Christianity, based on a unity.117  

Archaeology may be an important epistemological vehicle for cross-referencing textual 

evidence with material evidence, which when collated may offer a more complete theory of the 

context of Yosse ben Yosse’s life and work. The location, in turn, may disclose the social 

environment, the group to which Yosse ben Yosse belonged. There were several competing 

expressions and practices of Judaism in late antiquity, each with its own leadership and world 

view. Knowing something about the paytan’s social affiliation may offer insight into his 

concerns, his work, and the meaning of his piyyutim. Once we can identify a community with 

some measure of assuredness, we can speculate on the nature of the congregation Yosse ben 

Yosse wrote for. The social function of the piyyutim may thus be extrapolated.  
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The thematic concerns in Yosse ben Yosse’s piyyutim disclose an irrefutable concern 

with exile from the temple, and one must therefore conclude that the piyyutim were post-

destruction creations. It is relevant and important to identify with some measure of confidence 

the historical period in which Yosse ben Yosse laboured, in order to explore the known 

parameters of the ambient environment. This would avail us of contextual evidence about the 

concerns of Jews, and about the power relations they had with their non-Jewish neighbours and 

rulers. If we indeed accept the hypothesis that Yosse ben Yosse lived and laboured in the fifth 

century, we can with a measure of confidence examine the Byzantine period as the point of 

reference for comparative studies, between Yosse ben Yosse’s liturgy and other Jewish writings, 

as well as between the paytan’s works and non-Jewish texts written in and around the same 

period.  

Yosse ben Yosse’s Place 

The architectural and agricultural evidence, combined with the fragmentary written 

evidence, of which Yosse ben Yosse’s piyyutim may be considered historic artifacts, can speak 

eloquently about the thoughts and concerns of Byzantine Palestinian Jews. Ethnicity and 

religiosity were considered a single unit for both individuals and communities. It is therefore 

through a combination of archaeological and textual analysis that we can glean relevant 

information regarding this formative period in Jewish life, and regarding the religious 

transformation of Judaism from a sacrificial cult to an exclusively synagogue-based form of 

Judaism. It has been assumed that Yosse ben Yosse was a Jew who lived in Byzantine Palestine. 

This assumption flows from several other propositions, but it must be examined more closely. 

How can we know that he lived and worked in Byzantine Palestine? What are the sources of this 

knowledge? And if indeed he did live there, where in Byzantine Palestine did he live? It has 
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often been implied that he lived in the Galilee, the setting wherein most Jewish inhabitants of 

Byzantine Palestine thrived at the time. Scholars such as Yosef Yahalom, Menachem Zulai, 

Ezrah Fleischer, and others, rely on Mirsky’s original study of Yosse ben Yosse and accept its 

suggestion that the Tiberian script of Yosse ben Yosse manuscripts found in the Cairo Genizah 

attest to a Galilean origin.   

Mirsky builds the case for a Galilean origin by stages. First, he focuses on the paytan’s 

name. He contends that the name Yosse was commonplace only in the Land of Israel118 and was 

not so common in Babylonia. Secondly, Yosse ben Yosse wrote in Hebrew, at a time when 

Greek and Aramaic competed for cultural centrality among Jews. Mirsky contends that writing in 

Hebrew is a clue that Yosse ben Yosse was removed from a completely foreign environment 

such as Babylonia, and that he resisted being influenced by foreign languages, placing him in a 

Jewish settlement in Byzantine Palestine. Moreover, the Tiberian vocalization and orthography 

typical of Yosse ben Yosse manuscripts discovered in the Genizah, are assumed to be copies of 

the original works, placing Yosse ben Yosse in the Galilee. Graetz thought that Yosse ben Yosse, 

obviously a sage who was familiar with the Talmud, could not have had this knowledge until the 

seventh century, and would not have been known to the Babylonian sages unless he lived in 

proximity to them. Harkabi and Yaabetz disagree with Graetz, especially give R. Sa’adya 

Ga’on’s references to Yosse ben Yosse’s piyyutim as foundational to the Jewish piyyut.119  

Mirsky only implies a Tiberian origin. He does not go further than this vague notion of 

place, and he does not delve into the regional location of Yosse ben Yosse in Byzantine 

Palestine. Why does he gloss over this important element? Could it be that he could not associate 
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Yosse ben Yosse’s writing with contemporary Rabbinic writings? The eastern Galilee was, in the 

fifth century, the centre of Jewish settlement and Rabbinic learning. Did Mirsky note a different 

tone in Yosse ben Yosse that did not fit with the prevalent notions common to his era? Could 

Yosse ben Yosse have dwelt in Byzantine Palestine in a non-Rabbinic settlement? Once again, 

even if we ascertain the historical period and the geographic locality wherein Yosse ben Yosse 

endeavoured with a measure of confidence, we still need to find plausible and reasoned evidence 

of the geo-social location of Yosse ben Yosse. How do we know where he is from? How can we 

find out? Could he have lived in another setting within Byzantine Palestine? Are there non-

textual clues as to his possible whereabouts?  

On the basis of my own reading of Yosse ben Yosse’s literary corpus, I raise a defensible 

claim regarding the geographic location of Yosse ben Yosse in Byzantine Palestine. Yosse ben 

Yosse, I maintain, did not live and work in the Galilee among Jewish communities whose 

Rabbinic inclinations he appears to have disagreed with or, at the very least, diverged from. I 

think it is plausible that Yosse ben Yosse lived in South Judea, among a community such as the 

one at Sussya. This claim rests on disagreement with the fundamentally erroneous image of 

Byzantine Palestine as being virtually Judenrein.120  Archaeological evidence121 indicates that 

the destruction in South Judea was not as devastating as it was in Northern Judea and that the 

Jewish community there, hailing back to the first century BCE, was revived and in every way 

continued to flourish. Galilean Jews, were for the most part led by Rabbinic authorities whose 

Patriarchate, established in 140 CE as the Yavneh Sanhedrin, had moved because of the 
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vicissitudes of life under Byzantine rule to Usha, Shefar’am, Beit She’arim, Sepphoris, and 

finally to Tiberias.122 Settlements on the Golan, although in close proximity to the Galilee, 

developed a slightly independent way of Jewish practice about which we know very little 

indeed123. In Southern Judea, a few Jewish settlements maintained a form of Jewish life that is 

also largely dismissed by Rabbinic sources as less relevant,124 but for which archaeology,125 as 

previously discussed, is an eloquent witness nonetheless.126 

Material culture that asserts a central preoccupation with body purification rites, 

archaeology that uncovered evidence of a community consumed with learning and with temple 

memorialization, textual evidence from Josephus and external sources, and some extrapolation 

from the substance and tenor of Yosse ben Yosse’s liturgical poetry, would suggest that Sussya 

may be a plausible answer to the question of Yosse ben Yosse’s geographic and community 

location in Byzantine Palestine. The Jewish residents of the town of Sussya, direct descendants 

of Second Temple Jews, enjoyed economic and cultural prosperity in the fifth century, 

coincidentally parallel to Yosse ben Yosse’s written works, and continued to exist well into the 

eighth century.127 Sussya’s 3000 in habitants, who supported an enormous synagogue, richly 

adorned with mosaic floors and exquisite inscriptions, also built over 30 ritual baths attesting to 
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their intense preoccupation with Jewish ritual ablutions and Jewish Law. They also appear to 

have observed pre-destruction burial rites unlike the Galilean Jews. Hebrew remained for them a 

spoken language. Willem Smelik contends that Hebrew retained its place as a spoken language 

well into the fifth century CE.128  Sussya was a considerable settlement, it was both large and 

affluent, and it was situated on an important trading route from Judaea to Egypt and to the 

eastern lands of Edom and Moab, and yet it is barely ever mentioned in Rabbinic sources. The 

gap of silence can only be filled through archaeology and illustrates the problem of exclusive 

engagement with textual sources as a gauge for “what really happened” in history. Yosse ben 

Yosse “fits” a community such as Sussya, in his Priestly leanings,129 in his insistence on the 

purity of Hebrew, in his apparently intimate knowledge of the Avodah, and in his non-Rabbinic 

understanding of history, of God’s role in it, and of the theological understanding of Time, 

History, and the dialogue between Heaven and Earth as ongoing and meaningful.130  The way his 

manuscripts ended up in the Genizah is also quite commensurate with the access Sussya enjoyed 

to Egypt and its historic Genizah. It was not a privileged access, whereas all communities had 

similar access, but the proximity of southern Judea and Egypt suggests that access was possible 

and plausible.  

Whereas rabbinic narratives valorize the role of the sages,131 Yosse ben Yosse goes to 

great length to humanize and valorize the High Priest. In Mishnah Yoma 1:5 the narrator 

describes a weeping High Priest who, after receiving instruction from the Pharisee sages feels a 
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sense of conflict between his ritual role and religious standing. The Tosefta adds: Why does he 

turn aside and weep? Because he has to be adjured. Why do they turn aside and weep? Because 

they had to adjure him.132 The Bavli explains that the High Priest weeps because the Pharisee 

sages suspected him of being a Sadducee.133 And why, the Talmud asks, would they have 

suspected him of Sadducee ties? The Bavli recounts a supposedly historical incident in which a 

High Priest was a Boethusian partisan, who acted in a way that jeopardized the temple, his life, 

and the life of the congregation.134 Yosse ben Yosse endeavors to create empathy with the heroic 

High Priest as a person, dramatically describing his every gesture as a reflection of the 

teleological order of the universe. His Avodah is part of the cosmic order, whereas the Presence 

of God comes through the priest’s body. As Michael Swartz, citing Edmund Leach, states: 

“…the priest identifies himself with the bull, the people identify themselves with the priest, and 

they are all brought into that liminal place of contact with the other world.”135 The valorization 

of the priesthood offers an alternative pedigree of religious authorities. Sussya, standing in 

geographic proximity to the Dead Sea, may have had contact with the Qumran community, at 

least in part, further suggests the association between Yosse ben Yosse and the esoteric materials 

we now call the Dead Sea Scrolls. The Qumran Community had a priestly theological outlook, 

may also be reflected in Yosse ben Yosse’s approach to the Avodah.  

The structure of Yosse ben Yosse’s Avodot begins with accounts of the creation, leading 

to the eminent rise of Moshe, Aharon, and Miriam,136 the primogenitors of the priestly caste. 
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Teleologically inflected, history is theologically137 read and is arranged to be the backdrop to the 

temple cult, history is a prelude to the Avodah,138 and both have at their core the High Priest, the 

priesthood itself. Creation is also associated with eschatology, whereas history for Yosse ben 

Yosse, is a linear phenomenon139 that begins and ends at God’s pleasure. His narrative can be 

compared to the Zaddokite140 writings found at Qumran.141 The Qumran community142 

composed or housed writings143 that highlight the worldview of the community144 (such as The 

Rule of the Congregation,145 and the Damascus Document),146 poetical and liturgical writings 
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praising God (Hodayyot),147 hermeneutic148 and halachic texts (Pesharim),149 calendrical, 

apocalyptic, and eschatological writings150 (e.g. The War Scroll).151 Although the specific 

provenance of individual scrolls remains disputed, the thematic common denominators and the 

linguistic similarities attest to a commonly espoused weltanschauung at Qumran. The thematic 

valorization of the priestly caste152 presents a tantalizing possibility that Yosse ben Yosse may 

have had contact with this literature or with parts thereof,153 or that he shared a similar 

worldview because of his own sectarian leanings.  
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It would be a fruitful avenue for future research, to systematically compare Qumran 

literature with Yosse ben Yosse’s works. Interestingly, the extant Dead Sea Scrolls display a 

communal focus on the biblical books of Deuteronomy, Psalms,154 and Isaiah.155 Yosse ben 

Yosse’s works drew from the same pool of biblical sources, and focused on Genesis, Psalms, and 

Isaiah.156 Similar central texts may attest to an affinity of world views, although it may be an 

indication that accidents of history caused similar texts to be preserved and are therefore not 

indicative of any meaningful similarity. The Torah was the frame of reference for all sects.157 

The different emphasis each group gave particular texts may be characteristic of the independent 

features of the groups. The pro-Zaddokite thrust of biblical interpretation in Pesharim, of 

liturgical poetry in Hodayyot, and in eschatological scrolls such as The War Scroll of the 

Damascus Document, underscore the sect’s priestly leanings.158 The Damascus Document 

explores the laws of sacrifice in preparation for the days of redemption. This is a primary parallel 

motivation of the Avodot as well. The centrality of the temple, and the urgent need to find an 

alternative to sacrifices as expression of worship in prayer, hint at a similar leaning in Yosse ben 

Yosse.159 God, both for Yosse ben Yosse and the Qumran Community, takes an active role in 

history, whereas everything is a manifestation of God’s will. For Yosse ben Yosse, as for the 

authors of Pesher Habakkuk, the prophets spoke not only of their time but of all times yet to 

come. Moreover, in the 200 DSS liturgical texts the Qumran Community is described as the 
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keeper of pure temple rites: “While the Temple in Jerusalem remained defiled, the community 

envisioned itself carrying out the functions of the priesthood and other rituals associated with the 

temple.”160This is a thematic constant that is comparable to the impetus of Yosse ben Yosse, to 

preserve the “true” history of the temple cult, and to regard prophecy as applicable both to the 

past and  to the eschatological future.161  

It remains to be more rigorously defended, but I sense a plausible resolution of the 

question of Yosse ben Yosse’s location in Byzantine Palestine through my Sussya assumption, 

whereas other scholars have chosen to not address the question at all. I suspect they not study the 

problem because it may have clashed with their understanding of Yosse ben Yosse as a Rabbinic 

sage. Moreover, Sussya’s archaeological findings were unavailable to Mirsky, who passed away 

before Sussya was uncovered and studied. Given our contemporary access to such archaeological 

sites, a combination of textual analysis and archaeological study would, I maintain, offer this 

alternative route.  

Piyyut and Identity 

Studying the Jewish past is an intricate endeavour, made more complex in the case of late 

antiquity, whereas existing historically sound evidence is sparse, and its survival arbitrary. It is 

essential that history scholars utilize every piece of evidence and consider every text a potential 

contribution to our understanding of this formative period in Jewish history.162 “Poetry plays an 

indispensable role in every culture. In traditional, pre-modernist societies, poetry was part of one 

cultural polyphony including national myth, (and) identity.”163 Hebrew language and Jewish 
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culture have over the millennia evolved, both as a result on internal dynamics, and through 

encounters in time and place with other culture.  

The interaction between synchrony and diachrony is a kinetic system of signification 

whose dynamics revolve on the variant texts.164 I will clarify my meaning by using the Avodah 

narratives as an example. The rabbinic account of the Avodah in Mishnah Yoma, claiming 

synchronous existence with the Temple Avodah, cannot be considered as such by textual 

analysts. “No creation of the human mind springs to instant life and perfection without 

revision,”165 and it is therefore a misleading editorial element purposely inserted into Mishnaic 

text to influence later analysis thereof. Claiming to be synchronous with the temple text-in-

action, the Mishnah therefor ascribes itself perfection, ideality, and originality, and thus 

adumbrates all textual variations as deviations. In other words, the Mishnah dons synchronous 

airs in order to cast competing accounts as less-than, as a corruption of the ideal text through 

willful deviation of through transmissive variability. Competing texts are used to illustrate and 

enhance the quality of the work as an ideal state. The notion of ideality manifested as an ideal 

text is a critical assumption that strengthens, rather circularly, the editorial thinking that is 

derived therefrom.166 We cannot regard the claim to synchronous creation of the Mishnaic 

Avodah text, and we must regard it as a diachronous variant that ensconces editorial assumptions 

that need command our attention. If we regard Yosse ben Yosse’s text as a variant of the 

Avodah, as a diachronic sediment of knowledge and of editorial assumptions at its core, then we 

must concede that the Yosse ben Yosse variant is not designed to be an “irritant,” but an integral 
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textual element of pivotal significance in the textual totality of the Avodah. The two versions 

thus become two discrete synchronous structures that correlate on the Avodah’s axis of 

diachrony. Alternative expressions of meaning within the total structure are revealed by choices 

made manifest by that very variation. Both are integral to the structure of Avodah narratives, 

indeed of Jewish historiography. The variation between the two bodies of text forms patterns of 

opposition within each diachronous text, which then become central stimuli to interpretation.167 

Each body of text serves as a discrete textual state in temporal succession of the literary 

composition we call the Avodah. The discernible states of variability do not attest to privileging 

one body of text over another. It is imperative we study the editorial procedures that animated 

both bodies of texts in late antiquity, without succumbing to the notion of ideality of a single text 

that is purified of all variation. Differences cannot be assumed to be deviations from a perfect 

depiction of a reality neither groups of authors witnessed.168 Each body of text could be a 

meaning-laden unit of information that was produced separately but still possessed of a 

synchronous structure.  

Hebrew poetry, a subset of Hebrew literature, recorded each new phase, each new 

ideological metamorphosis, every contact with ambient cultures, and every articulated 

aspirational hope the people of the past held. Poetry is like a laboratory for the recurring and 

constant transformations of form and thought in the context of the vicissitudes of Jewish history. 

Poetry was an omnipresent feature of Jewish culture in all periods, in every community, and is 

therefore a rich vein of historical details that could not be gleaned from the Mishnah or the 
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Talmuds, which are decidedly not historical texts.169 That is not to say that there is absolutely no 

historiographically valuable information in the Mishnah and the two Talmuds. Ensconced within 

their narratives lie historical “images,” but these are subverted to the ideological thrust.170 These 

images, as every artifact that has travelled through the ages buffeted by the corrosive power of 

the wind and waters of human affairs, were distorted to serve a larger truth indeed, they were 

manipulated so as to aggrandize rabbinic authority and the validity of rabbinic halachic 

rulings.171 In reference to the memory of the temple and the Avodah, historical facts were the 

backdrop against which several entities who, in late antiquity, competed for leadership and 

authority.172  

Piyyut, a specialized type of Hebrew liturgical poetry, evolved out of the psalmic 

tradition, combined with Greco-Roman versification, and contact with other near-eastern 

cultures. Poetry and piyyut are not synonymous, whereas poetry can be penned for religious and 

secular purposes, while piyyut is exclusively religious, liturgical, and very popular across social 

groups of all levels of erudition.173 Piyyut offers unique insights into the ideologically inflected 

religious and social metamorphoses of Judaism, because no matter where or when it was 

composed, it was grounded in the Bible and in the language of the Bible. Indeed, piyyut is a 

temporal record of the global network of versification, an echo of ontological developments, and 

evidence of power relations that shaped Jewish life and thought, Jewish religious practices, 

Jewish concerns across history and geography.174 As such it is a repository of cultural 
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sedimentation and can be a source of historical information.175 Haviva Pedaya176connects Jewish 

liturgical poetry to the ambient cultures in which Jews had lived, as an organic part of the 

musicological  and thematic cultural fabric in each geographic and temporal location. Piyyut as a 

religious and literary creation, was composed and performed in both the private and public 

domains from antiquity on to the rise of Chassidism and the establishment of the State of Israel 

in modern times. Piyyut as a socio-religious and cultural engagement with Judaism has become a 

popular pursuit among contemporary Israelis. Numerous books and audio discs appear every 

year, convivial singalongs take place in homes and in public venues, certain piyyutim even make 

it to the “Top of the Pops.”177 Piyyut, Pedaya states, is at once a written culture and a 

performative culture, and in contemporary academic practices Piyyut has also become a tool of 

scholarly investigation.  

The performative aspect of Piyut records social characteristics, ways of life, culture itself. Writing 

the Piyyutic text, composing its musical accompaniments, weaving languages and linguistic 

customs… address several matters: issues of religiosity and secularization, the shift from 

religious poetry to secular poetry, cultural layers such as the communal culture, colonial culture, 

urban culture, high culture and so-called low culture, women’s culture versus men’s culture, as 

well as liminal ceremonies… Piyyut is a specific type of religious poetry designed to accompany 

people in the journey of life… It mediates between the transcendental and the social, between the 

position of Man before God, and the social position of these people.178  

Pedaya ascribes ontological importance to piyyut as a vehicle for the creation and 

preservation of identity. It can be studied horizontally or vertically, it can offer insights into the 

influence of the ambient culture on Judaism, and Jewish influence on the ambient culture. It 

affords a privileged view into the vicissitudes of the collective memory, into the socio-religious 
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responses to historical calamities and to various “golden ages” visited upon Jews. and can be the 

basis for a new historiography of Judaism across time and space.179 Piyyut encapsulates the 

collective voice of a community, its concerns, its ways of dealing with the world at the local and 

national levels, it is a textual and musical image of the aesthetic and the ethics of communities 

over time and space.180 It is thus simultaneously a window to the outside and the inside of the 

Jewish experience over time. It contains the sediments of the past and as such is considered a 

“black box” of the cultural and religious Jewish journey over time and space, and as such a valid 

historiographic source.181 In this dissertation, I argue, therefore, that Piyyutic liturgy in general, 

and the piyyutim of Yosse ben Yosse in particular, can and ought to be interrogated as a valuable 

source of historical data, as part of the collective scholarly effort to understand better the history 

of Jews in late antiquity.182  

Guy Stroumsa183explored the religious and social transformations imposed by the 

destruction of the Second Temple and the abolition of the sacrificial cults. The sacrifices at the 

temple were public spectacles designed to preserve and strengthen collective identity.184 The 

abolition of these practices, along with the Christianization of the Roman Empire during the 

Byzantine period, ended public rituals. While the temple stood, sacrifices were a public 

spectacle. One of the primary reasons for these public displays was to strengthen and preserve 

the collective identity of the people. The transformative shock of the destruction of the Second 
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Temple ended the sacrificial cult, and thereby ended an important aspect of civic life.185 Temples 

in antiquity were representatives of national groups, and as such were built in social and 

geographical locations like the Second Temple in Jerusalem, like the Acropolis in Greece.186 The 

new circumstances brought about a revolutionary religious geography that operated around a 

new concept of community. “The synagogue as both a social and religious institution, a 

gathering-place for likeminded people who come together to acknowledge their God and read 

God’s word in scripture, and as an architectural reality, ranks as one of the signal achievements 

of the Jewish people…It was the design of the synagogue’s interior in particular that 

influenced…those traditions to locate scriptural readings in certain places and to elevate them in 

certain ways, so that the words could be proclaimed and heard in an authoritative and sacred 

setting.187  

Whereas temples were restricted to prominent geographic loci that emphatically 

underscored their pivotal ontological role, and whereas the specialist classes were exclusively 

authorized to conduct ritual services,188 the new congregational assemblies were to be located 

anywhere and everywhere, open to members of the congregation, and led by a meritocratic rather 

than hereditary elite corps, and accessible to both literate and less-literate individuals.189  

Prayer replaced sacrifices with texts that were to be said or sung by individuals, or 

sometimes led by specialist cantors and sermonizers.190 Although precise historical corroboration 

                                                           
185 Stroumsa, La fin du sacrifice: Les mutations religieuses de l’qntiquite tardive, 90. 
186 Ibid., 90-91. 
187 Eric Meyers, “The Torah Shrine in the Ancient Synagogue: Another Look sat the Evidence,” in Jews, Christians, and 

Polytheists in the Ancient Synagogue: Cultural Interaction During the Greco-Roman Period, ed. Steven Fine, (New York: 
Routledge), 216. 

188 Reif, Judaism and Hebrew Prayer, 70. 
189 Ibid., 15. 
190 Moshe Weinfeld, Early Jewish Liturgy: From Psalms to the Prayers in Qumran and Rabbinic Literature [Hebrew], 

(Jerusalem: Magness, 2004), 3. 



46 
 

 

is absent, we know that Jews performed private and public prayers.191 There was a gradual 

process of religious specialization, which bound religious and political power with the new more 

private spiritual practices. Public prayers were increasingly conducted by leaders of communities 

or by particularly devout individuals whose “closeness” with God (in the popular imagination) 

attested to the efficacy of their supplications.192 Indeed efficacy was not guaranteed even at the 

temple, as Isaiah 16:12 narrates. Determinants of identity narrowed, whereas collective identity 

hinged on the particular community, even though communities formed a latticework of religious 

affinities. The public displays of worship gave way to an intellectual religiosity that was 

expressed in prayer rituals, as well as in hermeneutic activities.193 The earliest prayer services 

were tailor made to each community and reflected a Sitz im Leben approach to worship.194 

Moshe Weinfeld found that prayer as a performance of worship was not uniquely a post-

destruction phenomenon. Nehemiah describes public prayer and public readings of the Torah 

practiced among communities outside Jerusalem: “And the seed of Israel separated themselves 

from all foreigners, and stood and confessed their sins, and the iniquities of their fathers.  And 

they stood up in their place and read in the book of the Law of the LORD their God a fourth part 

of the day; and another fourth part they confessed and prostrated themselves before the LORD 

their God.”195 Nehemiah’s prayer is not anchored in the temple. It is independent, and it 

resembles closely that which evolved into synagogue-based worship.196 This form of religious 

practice began when the Bamot were abolished, the pagan sites of worship that were prevalent in 
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ancient Israel in the time of Hezekiah. It was also a valid diasporic practice for those who were 

geographically separated from the temple. In other words, the transformation from bloody 

sacrificial cults to an intellectual form of religiosity, preceded the fall of the Second Temple.197 

As Steven Fine states: “Communal meeting places that we can recognize as synagogues existed 

while the Temple still stood, at least by the mid first century B.C.E…The origins of the 

synagogue are shrouded in mystery, and scholarly opinions as to its beginnings vary. Some 

scholars trace its development to the First Temple period, others to the Exile in Babylonia, and 

still others (including the author) to the latter Second Temple period in Palestine…the synagogue 

was a well-developed institution at least a century before the Romans destroyed the Temple.”198  

Initially this transformation was intended as a comprehensive alternative to the sacrificial 

cult, and therefore the Avodah was not mentioned in the early prayers, such as narrated in 

Nehemiah 8-9. Already during the reign of the Second Temple, specific passages relating to the 

temple were added and even formed part of the “biophony”199 of the temple. Numbers 6:7-22 

narrates the Priestly Blessing of the congregation at the temple, Deuteronomy 26:1-12 describes 

a more personal prayer conducted by a temple priest but recited by a lay person. Such prayers 

sought communion with God. The Amidah prayer as we now know it was the result of several 

processes that evolved in response to political changes. The personal beseeching prayers were 

composed before the destruction of the Second Temple and are echoed in biblical prophetic 

texts. Shabbat and holiday prayers were composed in the Babylonian exile as a response to the 

physical distance from the centre of worship in the temple.200 It was the early expression of 

                                                           
197 Weinfeld, Early Jewish Liturgy: From Psalms to the Prayers in Qumran and Rabbinic Literature, xxiv. 
198 Steven Fine. “Did the Synagogue Replace the Temple?” Bible Review 12, no. 2 (1996): 18-26.  
199 Biophony: The collective soundscape of a biotope. Bernie Kraus, The Great Animal Orchestra: Finding the Origins of 

Muic in the World’s Wild Places, (Columbus, GA: Little BrownWebster Dictionary, 2012). 
200 Reif, Judaism and Hebrew Prayer, 47. 
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prayers that were unrelated to specific rituals. After the destruction of the Second Temple, 

prayers were composed so as to preserve the temple rituals in textual form. The remembrance of 

the temple cult was not a sudden rift, it was not an earthquake in Jewish worship, rather it was a 

gradual process that mirrored socio-political realities and the religious flexibility they 

mandated.201  

Participation in the new text-based, abstract, intellectual religiosity became increasingly 

complex and was therefore assigned to representatives of congregations.202 By late antiquity the 

template of Jewish religious practice became solidified. Congregations coalesced around their 

synagogues, synagogues in turn became loci of hermeneutics and ritual, houses of study as well 

as places of communal worship.203 Steven Fine maintains that Second Temple synagogues were 

primarily houses of study, rather than houses of prayer: “The Temple was regarded as the center 

of the universe, the navel of the world—what the great historian of religion Mircea Eliade called 

the axis mundi between the sacred and the profane. Synagogues, on the other hand, were local 

places where Jews came together to study Scripture, through which they gained access to the 

revealed word of God. While the Temple still stood, the synagogue was a complementary not a 

competitive institution.”204 

Synagogues gradually became houses of prayer during the first and second centuries CE, 

when thrice daily prayers mirrored the three times a day205 in which sacrifices were made at the 

now-destroyed temple.206 While the temple still stood, the daily Tamid sacrifices were brought 

                                                           
201 Weinfeld, Early Jewish Liturgy: From Psalms to the Prayers in Qumran and Rabbinic Literature, xxvii-xxviii. 
202 Reif, Judaism and Hebrew Prayer, 31. 
203 Stroumsa, La fin du sacrifice: Les mutations religieuses de l’qntiquite tardive, 93. 
204 Fine, “Did the Synagogue Replace the Temple?” 
205 See: Mishnah Berachot 4:1; Bavli Berachot 26/B 
206 Annette Yoshiko Reed, “From Sacrifice to Slaughterhouse: Ancient and Modern Approaches to Meat, Animals, and 

Civilization,” Method and Theory in the Study of Religion: Working Papers from Hannover 6, no. 2. (2014): 111-158. 
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twice daily, once in the morning and once in the afternoon: “And thou shalt say unto them: This 

is the offering made by fire which ye shall bring unto the Lord: he-lambs of the first year without 

blemish, two day by day, for a continual burnt-offering.  The one lamb shalt thou offer in the 

morning, and the other lamb shalt thou offer at dusk.”207 Prayers were composed as celebrations 

of these sacrifices by Jewish practitioners who could not go to Jerusalem regularly, and after the 

destruction of the Second Temple, prayers were cast as commemorations of temple sacrifices. 

Shacharit, the morning prayer, celebrates and commemorates the morning Tamid, while 

Minchah, the prayer said in the later afternoon, celebrates and commemorates the Tamid that was 

offered in the temple at dusk. And Ma’ariv, the evening prayer, which initially was an optional 

prayer as opposed to the mandatory Shacharit and Minchah, was eventually given a special status 

by the Talmud.208 For much of the rabbinic period, the three services most likely only consisted 

of the Amidah and nothing else. However, by the beginning of the Ga’onic period, and with the 

assemblage of the first complete liturgy for the synagogue – Seder R. Amram Ga’on in the ninth 

century – the content of all three services expanded significantly in both breadth and depth. 

In order to avert the danger that synagogues would displace the temple as the ontological 

heart of Jewishness, the rabbis instituted the reading of Avodot so as to insert the temple into the 

synagogue and retains its centrality.209 The rabbis, not the priests, invented the Avodah as text, as 

part of their revolutionary take-over of Jewish life and practice. Making the Avodah separate and 

distinct from its traditional geo-religious centrality, the rabbis thus also sidelined the priests as 

the legitimate authorities over Jewish practice vis-à-vis the communication between humans and 

                                                           
207 Num. 28:3-4. 
208 Bavli Tractate Berachot 26:A; Mishnah Berachot 4:1. 
209 Swartz, “Ritual about Myth about Ritual: Towards an Understanding of the Avodah in the Rabbinic Period,” 135-155. 
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God. Recitation of the Avodah was “not to recapitulate a historical event by ritual recognition, 

but to recall a ritual by recounting it verbally.”210 The rabbis took care to bestow a measure of 

holiness on the synagogue, “borrowed” so to speak from the temple. But they went to great 

lengths to distinguish between the temporary centrality of the synagogue, and the eternal 

centrality of the temple, including the Third Temple that is yet to be built in messianic times: 

“The Torah ark was a holy object in the synagogue, an institution whose sacredness was this-

world bound – pale in comparison to the eternally sacred “House of God.”211 The synagogue 

became a bridge between the present and the restoration of the cosmic axis mundi in a future yet 

to come, and liturgical compositions performed a “sacrifice of the heart” as an effective 

substitute for animal sacrifices until the messianic restoration of the temple. 212  

The fecundity of religious expressions, be it in new religious movements or in new 

interpretations of the old, imposed the requirement for unifying forces that would tie disparate 

communities to a greater whole, and would help each community define its ontological 

parameters as being derivations of the whole. At the same time, religious practice moved from 

the public arena213 to the realm of the home and hearth.214 The democratization of worship 

matured gradually, especially after the destruction of the Second Temple.215 A new religious 

authority, a new hierarchy of social, political, and religious leadership sought to fill the void left 

by the abolition of sacrifices and the destruction of the temple.216 The organizing principal of 

religious communities were no longer socio-economic or political, but rather religious and 

                                                           
210 Ibid., 137. 
211 Fine, “Did the Synagogue Replace the Temple?” 
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216 Levine, The Ancient Synagogue: The First Thousand Years, 25. 



51 
 

 

theological. The immensely variegated mosaic of religious communities in Palestine required 

that each religious community define its ontological identity as apart from the others. This was 

achieved by the rising religious elites through turning their unique “historia sacra” into ritual, 

turning text into practice.217 New orthodoxy pushed away independent religious thought as 

heretical. Jewish exclusivism guarded the borderlines between “us” and “them” and traced an 

internal line between “legitimate” and “illegitimate” religious thought.  

The term “orthodoxy” does not denote the current division of Jewish practices, but a 

certain orthopraxy that made Jewish practice distinctive and separate from the ambient 

environment, an excluding apathy to the “religious other” that delineated the boundary around 

the community of Jews, and simultaneously allowed internal flexibility of expressions of Jewish 

practice.218 One could debate and discuss theology and hermeneutics within the proscribed 

orthodoxy, but one could not breach this line without risking social and religious ostracism.219 It 

was a gradual process. The rabbinic class arose not in a coup de foudre, but through struggle 

with other groups, such as the priestly caste, who vied  a seat at the table, and for authority over 

Jewish life.220 Stefan Reif’s history of Jewish prayer221 is an excellent review of the process of 

“rabbinization” in late antiquity through medieval centuries and beyond.  

The prevailing assumption among contemporary scholars is that Piyyut, Jewish liturgical 

poetry, perfectly mirrors and draws from rabbinic literature. Benjamin Harshav reviews Hebrew 

poetic forms,222 beginning with biblical poetry, moving on to post-biblical poetry, and moves 

                                                           
217 Stroumsa, La fin du sacrifice: Les mutations religieuses de l’qntiquite tardive, 99-102. 
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immediately to Qiliric rhymed poetry, ignoring the anonymous period, ignoring Yosse ben 

Yosse, glossing over a formative phase in Jewish religious versification. Shulamit Elizur,223 the 

renowned scholar of piyyut, considers Yosse ben Yosse a skilled poet and a gifted orator, but 

does not identify him as distinctive from rabbinic literature in any way. In her Qilir 

compendium224 she seamlessly connects piyyut and prayer as two sides of the same coin. 

Concerned with the literary characteristics of piyyut, Elizur ties the poetic forms used by Qillir to 

the “less evolved” forms used by Yosse ben Yosse,225 and clearly maintains that Yosse ben 

Yosse, Yanai, and Qillir are members of the same undifferentiated rabbinic tradition.226 

Swartz and Yahalom treat piyyut in general and piyyutic narration of the Avodah as 

direct expressions of rabbinic thought.227 Yosse ben Yosse, according to Swartz and Yahalom, is 

the first of many who wrote about the Avodah, directly retelling Mishnah Yoma. Piyyut is 

conceived of as a “prettier” way of expressing rabbinic ideas, a more popular, palatable, and 

aesthetic form of expressing rabbinic hermeneutics and prescriptive halachas.228 An 

“embellishment to the established liturgical order,”229 piyyut is merely repackaged rabbinism. 

Piyyut, for them, is a continuation of the musical tradition of ancient musicality and dance that 

permeated temple services,230 or the mnemonically distinctive religious songs that were the 

assets of the unlettered congregants.231 Swartz and Yahalom subvert piyyut to rabbinic texts. 
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This may indeed be applicable to many a paytan’s work, such as the piyyut232 that is mentioned 

in the ninth century rabbinic prayer manual of Rav Amram Ga’on, not, I argue, to the Yosse ben 

Yosse Avodah piyyutim. 

Menachem Zulai233 reviews the vast corpus of piyyutic literature and counts Yosse ben 

Yosse as the as of yet lone identified representative of the anonymous period.234 Discussing the 

chain of transmission of piyyutic traditions, however, he regards piyyut as a subset of rabbinic 

literature.235 Indeed, he regards piyyutic tradition as a fecund tradition of ornamenting prayer: 

“The creative mystery of the early paytanim … (rests on) an ancient tradition that was handed 

down from person to person, from paytan to paytan … In (Talmud) Yerushalmi Tractate Brachot 

[5:4] R. Acha (said) in the name of R. Yosse who taught that new elements in prayer ought to be 

daily practiced.”236 

Piyyut as prayer, is understood by Moshe Weinfeld, to be rabbinically designed and 

informed.237 Yehuda Ratzaby238 asserts that prayer is the creation of the rabbis, and piyyut was a 

more artistic and popular ornamentation of worship, but eventually the two branches united into 

a singular rabbinic body of work. He repeats the belief that piyyut grew out of necessity, as 

Byzantine (some say Persian) rulers forbade synagogue prayers as seditious but allowed 

prayerful singing.239  According to Ratzaby, the fundamental difference between prayer and 

piyyut is musical. Prayer led by a Shaliach Tzibur, cantor, is a more passive form of synagogue 
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worship or private worship, but piyyut is sung by the congregation entire, hence their enduring 

appeal to the people. Eventually piyyut merged with prayer, because its aims and ideas were 

rabbinic. Piyyut is a more palatable style of prayer, it does not possess an independent identity 

other than its unique delivery system of rabbinic thought.240 Moshe Spiegel241 claimed that 

paytanim were erudite and learned men, who were fully versed in rabbinic literature and drew 

their core materials therefrom. Their audiences too were familiar with the Jewish literary legacy, 

and readily recognized images and verses that the paytanim employed. Piyyut was, according to 

Spiegel, a form of preaching, a different way of sermonizing, not a distinctive value-laden 

exegesis in its own right.242  

Yahalom and Swartz243 have included some Yosse ben Yosse poems in their anthology of 

Yom Kippur Avodah poems, maintaining that the main topic of Yosse ben Yosse’s liturgical 

poetry was the Avodah.244 God, in Leviticus, commands Moses to instruct Aaron to yearly 

perform the complex penitent ritual Avodah, the priestly Yom Kippur service at the temple. In 

post destruction Judaic literature there was a concerted effort to recreate and reimagine the 

Avodah, as a way of asserting religious-political authority over the People given a declarative 

continuity between Biblical accounts and contemporary understandings thereof. The 

ontologically constitutive importance of the virtual temple cannot be overstated. The creative 

strategies of reimagining the temple and of virtualizing its continued presence despite the 

destruction, were primarily intended to create a common Judaism, to establish common ritual, 
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common memory, and common parameters for arbitrating the traditional way of life. Until post-

modern theory ignited greater skepticism in Jewish historiographic scholarship,245 students of 

Jewish religion and history had come to think of the Mishnah as a historically authentic voice,246 

and therefore Mishnah Tractate Yoma247 has become the constitutive and dominant discourse on 

the Avodah. 

Yahalom and Schwartz compare Yosse ben Yosse to subsequent paytanim whose subject 

matter was the Avodah, but they implicitly suggest that Yosse ben Yosse was but a pale 

precursor to later, more sophisticate liturgists. Scholars who study early piyyutic works, such as 

Yahalom,248 Swartz,249 Zulai,250 Fleischer,251 Spiegel,252 Nitzan,253 Weinfeld,254 Elizur,255 and 

Ratzaby,256 among so many others, have more often than not chosen to minimize the historical 

and religious importance of Yosse ben Yosse, a fact that itself merits interrogation. Most 

contemporary scholars appear to categorize Yosse ben Yosse as an “un-evolved” and decidedly 

rabbinic liturgist, focusing primarily on the linguistic and grammatical characteristics of his texts 

                                                           
245 A case in point is the seminal work: Yosef Hayim Yerushalmi, Zakhor: Jewish History and Jewish Memory, (Seattle: 

University of Washington Press, 1989).  
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that have reached us from late antiquity. They implicitly suggest that Yosse ben Yosse was but a 

pale precursor to later, more sophisticate liturgists. The Yosse ben Yosse scholarship has 

hitherto, as I hope to demonstrate, been insufficient, and it therefore became the focus of my 

study, as I seek to fill the lacuna. Scholars have yet to closely examine his poetic language and 

structures, consider broader questions of his exegetical, cultural, and societal importance.  In 

turn, it becomes fascinating to then explore intriguing motifs in his worldview – the role of God 

in history, the covenant with the people of Israel, questions of religious authority over the 

practice of Judaism, and the eschatological horizon described in the piyyutim. 

Since Mirsky, there has not yet been a scholarly study of Yosse ben Yosse, in the vein of 

Laura Lieber’s study of Yannai on Genesis.257 Lieber studied Yannai and investigated precisely 

the topics that are still lacking concerning Yosse ben Yosse. Scholars have yet to examine his 

poetic language and structures, to consider broader questions of his exegetical, cultural, and 

societal importance, and then to explore intriguing motifs in his worldview – the role of God in 

history, the covenant with the people of Israel, questions of religious authority over the practice 

of Judaism, and the eschatological horizon described in the piyyutim. Lieber’s book provides an 

excellent template for study, as she explores these very topics with reference to Yannai. In this 

dissertation, I seek to address these questions with reference to Yosse ben Yosse.  

Scholars and academicians often tend to regard piyyut as an embellishment258, a fanciful 

and creative divergence that bears little validity as a source that can divulge historical 

information. As a result, Yosse ben Yosse’s discourse, among a possible variety of other 
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discursive treatments of the subject, has at best been marginalized, along with the worldview it 

encodes. As knowledge is the product of a process through which truth, power, knowledge and 

authority are constituted by dialogical power relations, some discourses were, over time, become 

privileged in terms of their presumed authenticity and relation to the truth, while other discourses 

were subjugated, marginalized and otherwise excluded. One of my goals for this dissertation is to 

demonstrate that Yosse should not be assimilated into the discourse of Yoma since it forms a 

somewhat separate discourse.259 

Further Chapters 

Chapter 2, entitled “Methodology” outlines the systematic parameters that facilitated this 

study. The chapter introduces the terminology and methodological and organizational 

framework, and the tools that facilitated the study before us. The power relations between Yosse 

ben Yosse and the rabbinic Avodah texts is examined through critical discourse.  

Chapter 3, entitled “Structure and Substance: Thematic and Literary Contours,” offers a 

detailed and original survey of the Yosse ben Yosse oeuvre. The so called “taxonomy,” or rather 

the formal considerations for the classification of the piyyutim in several categories, are my own. 

The textual analysis of the extant piyyutim that are attributed to Yosse ben Yosse offers an 

overview of the subjects that appear to have been important to the paytan. Textual and literary 

analysis also reveals a stylistic and material discrepancy between the piyyut אז בדעת חקר and the 
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rest of the Avodah works,260 with my analysis leading to the conclusion that the piyyut is falsely 

attributed to Yosse ben Yosse.  

Chapter 4, entitled “Two Narratives: Mishnah Yoma and Yosse ben Yosse’s Avodah 

Liturgy,” summarizes the findings borne out of the methodical comparison of Mishnah Yoma to 

the Avodah piyyutim attributed to Yosse ben Yosse. I present the full comparison in Appendix 

B261 of this dissertation and present a detailed comparison between Yosse ben Yosse’s oeuvre 

and Mishnah Yoma 1-7, seeking to highlight and underscore the similarities and differences 

between the two narratives. I discuss and contextualize these findings and point out the principal 

differences between the two narratives, making observations regarding the plausible reasons for 

discrepancies, as well as describing the socio-political implications thereof. Chapter 5 presents 

the conclusions drawn from this study. At the end of this chapter, I outline several areas of study 

that have not been included in this present study, but ought to be considered in future.  

This dissertation includes two appendices that are presented here for the convenience of 

readers. Much of the content of these appendices appears in the body of the dissertation. In 

Appendix A of this dissertation, I offer a novel contribution in the form of a fully annotated and 

complete translation of the Yosse ben Yosse oeuvre as we know it. Scholars such a Schwartz and 

Yahalom262 presented partial and un-annotated translations of some of the piyyutim. This, 

however, is an improvement on the current state of knowledge, for it presents Yosse ben Yosse’s 

piyyutim as a single literary body of work. Moreover, the translation and annotation are the basis 

upon which this dissertation was written. It is characterized by the assumptions made here and 
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undergirds the comparative study of the piyyutim with Mishnah Yoma 1-7. At the end of the 

translation, I offer a statistical review of all the sources that appear to have informed Yosse ben 

Yosse’s works. I offer these data to future scholars, as an investigative tool that could lead to a 

deeper interrogation of the texts.  

Appendix B of this dissertation also consists of a new contribution, in the form of a 

detailed comparison of the four Avodot that are attributed to Yosse ben Yosse:  ,אזכיר גבורות 

נת, אספר גדולות, אתה כונ  and  אז בדעת חקר, with Mishnah Yoma 1-7. This detailed comparison 

has yielded promising avenues for further research into the contextual interplay between rabbinic 

and possibly non-rabbinic traditions within the overarching historical framework of the period.263  

A salient and prominent feature of Jewish life is a reverence for tradition. This 

understanding undergirds every aspect of Jewish life be it intellectual or practical, economic, 

social, technological or political. The paradigmatic insistence on tradition contains its very 

antithesis in the form of institutions that guide the process of accepting or rejecting innovations 

over time. This mechanism hinges on receiving authorization from the ultimate master text – the 

Torah. “… the illusion is that the texts speak through a rabbinic authority rather than having the 

rabbi speak on his own … (and thus) allows for subtle changes to occur as part of a chain of 

tradition from the past to the present … (and) represents an unbroken chain to the past … (as) a 

linkage of early, past generations and their traditions to the present generation.”264 In our case, 

substitute the word “rabbinic” for “priestly,” and you have thus charted the broad contours of the 

contest in late antiquity.  
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The shifting landscape in late antiquity caused an inevitable clash between two main 

schools of thought, two main organizational entities, pitting the rabbinic movement promoted 

change, against the priestly caste resisted change and religious innovation. Both groups provided 

platforms for meeting the revolutionary change imposed upon all Jews by the destruction of the 

Second Temple: the rabbinic class through religious innovation, and the priestly caste by 

insistence on the centrality of their role in shaping Jewish life. Both groups worried about 

survival and self-perpetuation, the people’s and their own, and both sought to foster regularity, 

stability, security, continuity of Jewish life henceforth. Each group positioned itself as the 

authoritative arbiters and shapers of socio-religious life after the destruction.265  A new era of 

Jewish life unfolded, imposed by external and internal forces. The profound transformation 

required a different paradigm and mandated radical shifts, given the dislocation and new 

demographic reconfiguration of the nation. The transformational moment influenced Jewish 

demography, but it also threatened to change Jewish identity, both social and religious.266 Jewish 

life had to be reconstituted in the absence of the temple. The enormity of the revolution cannot 

be overstated. It affected every aspect of every facet on the full spectrum of Jewish civilization 

itself. The destruction of the temple was the proverbial stone cast into the waters of Jewish 

history, creating ever larger concentric eddies of transformation. The trick was to find a 

sustainable balancing of change and stability, of innovation and tradition, of the new and the old 

responses to the God of Israel and to reality. Jewish life was henceforth fragmented 

geographically and socially. It required legal and religious guidance that would preserve the 

                                                           
265 Eric Levine, “Introduction: Movements, Institutions and Organizations: Mobilizing for Religious Change.” In Dynamics of 

Continuity and Change in Jewish Religious Life, ed. S. Fishbane and E. Levine, (New York: Touro College Press, 2018), 3. 
266 Ibid., 15-17. 
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unity of the people cum nation, despite the variability and diversity of Jewish ecosystems in 

which the people cum individuals lived and laboured. In the absence of a central figure, a 

synthesis of insights was sought, in order to ensure the survival and continuity of Judaism itself.  

The rabbinic class was a new organization, the priestly caste represented an older 

institution, and the two strove to emerge from the contest as the authoritative, authorized, 

sanctioned, and legitimate specialist authority in Jewish life, after the destruction. “Organizations 

are critical vehicles for pursuing collective and shared meaning, needs and purposes. They are 

carriers of tradition, platforms for maintaining social stability and continuity, while at the same 

time providing the framework for change … (They are) collective enterprises… (that serve) as 

essential vehicles for social life.”267 As with every cultural upheaval, “the dialectic of forces 

pressing for stasis and transformation (were) in continuous tension.”268 Each group had to 

demonstrate its legitimacy and convince the common folk that its claim to authority was worthy 

of support. To do so, each group created narratives about itself, composed myths, used symbolic 

language, introduced new rituals, and fashioned ceremonial activities, to buttress its perception 

of the group’s inherent privilege and title.269 This was not only an ideological contest. It was an 

all-encompassing claim to lead, to adjudicate, to govern Jewish life in all its myriad of 

encounters with reality, through nothing short of the authoritative mantle of a biblical mandate.  

The response to the “other” could have been of two methods. The first option was to 

negate the credentials of the rival claimants, to minimize the strength and influence by denying 

their authority and to criticize their influence. Each group could claim that the other group’s 
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mandate depended on an array of social realities that no longer apply. The second option was to 

portray the rival opinion as valid, virtuous, and grand, but henceforth an unobtainable pursuit 

because of the new reality.270 Both the rabbinic class and the priestly caste tried to co-opt the 

rival group, to convince its constituent members that they too can regard themselves as part of 

the Family of Israel and consider themselves demonstrably as members in the same grand Jewish 

enterprise.  

A systematic approach was required so as to integrate the competing group and maintain 

the social fabric, while perpetuating the community as an indivisible ontological unit despite its 

diverse expressions.271 It was a historic balancing act of unparalleled complexity, to foster 

communal cohesion while at the same time balancing the pressure for change or the demands for 

resistance. “…it reflects uneasiness with the influence of the authority base in the existing 

reality. This method … is a common technique applied in traditional cultures as a way of 

neutralizing the active influence of elements sanctified by past generations, towards which there 

is a certain feeling of obligation, but that have been deemed undesirable under current 

circumstances.272 The dramatic story of Yosse ben Yosse’s resistance to rabbinic forces of 

transformation features a nuanced two-step of confrontation and consensus.273 This is a story that 

stands in eloquent testimony to the fecundity of expressions of Jewish life in late antiquity, the 

progenitor of a remarkable unfolding of Jewish history.  

                                                           
270 Benjamin Brown, “The Comeback of Simple Faith: The Ultra-Orthodox Concept of Faith and its Development in the 

Nineteenth Century,” In Dynamics of Continuity and Change in Jewish Religious Life, ed. S. Fishbane and E. Levine, (New York: 
Touro College Press, 2018), 133. 

271 Fishbane, “No “Right” of Passage? The Rabbinic Dispute Regarding the Propriety of Bat Mitzvah Celebrations,” 79. 
272 Brown, “The Comeback of Simple Faith: The Ultra-Orthodox Concxept of Faith and its Development in the Nineteenth 

Century,” 133. 
273 Levine, “Introduction: Movements, Institutions and Organizations: Mobilizing for Religious Change,” 131. 
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This dissertation represents a case study of an historical instance of tradition meeting 

transition head on, due to a revolutionary transformation of reality. The contest took place after 

the destruction of the Second Temple, between two types of intellectual frameworks – the 

rabbinic and the priestly. The appraisal of these forces in this dissertation should in no way be 

confused with idealization and/or admiration for one party or the other.274 I observe them both to 

the best of my ability as a dispassionate scholar, even as my own intellectual and emotional 

Jewish identity is well rooted in the rabbinic tradition.   

                                                           
274 Brown, “The Comeback of Simple Faith: The Ultra-Orthodox Concept of Faith and its Development in the Nineteenth 

Century,” 76. 
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Chapter 2: Methodology 

Descriptive Survey: Textual Analysis 

Yosse ben Yosse wrote in a style we can imagine as a mosaic of biblical verses. The 

couplets of each line, or each strophe, of each statement, can be traced to specific verses in the 

Hebrew Bible. There are two lines of investigation that may be useful in the study of these 

sources. First is a quantitative analysis of the source material used by Yosse ben Yosse. Which 

books did he favour, and which did he ignore? What in those sources attract his attention? What 

about the other books that do not interest him and why? What can we learn from the types of 

sources and from the preponderance of some over others? Yosse ben Yosse is pivotal as a sage 

who re-imagined the Avodah and who contributed materially and significantly to the recitation 

thereof in the prayers of Yom Kipppur. Beyond the content of his piyyutim, the literary form and 

source materials Yosse ben Yosse favoured are indicative of more than mere linguistic and 

poetic proclivities. Even as Mirsky has done a superb job of annotating the source materials for 

most verses in Yosse ben Yosse’s works, more quantitative analysis must be done in order to 

study the tendencies and the reasons behind them; Yosse ben Yosse drew from Leviticus, Isaiah 

and from the Psalms more than from any other book in the Bible, and completely ignored other 

books. Knowing what he privileged may disclose something important about his world view and 

philosophy. Measuring the privileged sources and the sources he ignored, may reveal the subtext 

of his piyyutim, especially when analyzed contextually with the thematic content of the songs. 

This has not yet been done.  

This chapter examines translation as a hermeneutic endeavor. It establishes the theoretical 

base upon which the scholarly edifice of this dissertation is founded. A brief discussion of the 

Avodah, the temple cult of Yom Kippur, is presented as the thematic infrastructure of the study. 
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In the effort to mine for meaning ensconced in the text, the chapter reviews the historical context 

of fifth century Byzantine Palestine, thus bracketing the literary analysis and the exploration of 

power relations within a defined historiographic period. The primary methodology chosen for 

this dissertation is Critical Discourse Analysis, given its engagement with texts that were, it is 

argued, written by competing socio-religious groups vying for ascendency and authority at the 

time. Its corollary methodology is an exploration of the ontological uses of language. The 

chapter identifies seven component elements of rabbinic and piyyutic language use, that shaped 

Jewish reality. I do not wish to reiterate Mirsky’s work, but to add another layer and to expand 

our understanding and knowledge of Yosse ben Yosse.  

There are certain things we can say about Yosse ben Yosse with some measure of 

confidence, and there are many more things we have yet to learn. If indeed we adopt a skeptical 

epistemological approach to the body of work before us, we may be able to redress the 

problematic systemic disregard for Yosse ben Yosse among scholars of Jewish liturgy. We will 

not be able to ascertain where Yosse ben Yosse had lived, and whether he belonged to an 

alternative group of Priestly challengers. All we may be able to say, with careful methodology, 

will be but a plausible explanation supported by textual and archaeological evidence. There is no 

smoking gun, no incontrovertible positive proof to be found, only informed speculation about 

historical possibilities about the context in which Yosse ben Yosse wrote his piyyutim.  

There are several questions before us: are the manuscripts in our possession evidence of 

an oral tradition, or were they copies of original written texts? Are the spelling and vocalization 

marks true to the original form, or were they scribal additions? Mirsky collects the known 

piyyutim ascribed to Yosse ben Yosse as well as the ones ascribed to him with a measure of 

doubt. He also offers an exhaustive list of variant versions of the piyyutim, relying on fragments 
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retrieved from the Genizah. He admits there may be others yet to be found, and that a possible 

unknown number of piyyutim have been lost over time.275 Citing several instances of alternative 

manuscripts, Mirsky does not however clarify the precise considerations that led him to 

determine which of the manuscripts is an “original” and which is an “alternative.” Do the 

nuanced differences between the manuscripts change the content and meaning of the piyyutim in 

question? What is the origin of the various versions and what does this variety disclose about 

piyyutic literature in general and about Yosse ben Yosse specifically?  

One of the primary barriers to the study of Yosse ben Yosse has been his arcane Biblical 

Hebrew vocabulary. Even though Swartz and Yahalom offer a partial translation of some of the 

15 known piyyutim, there remains a need to present the full body of work in its English 

translations, to facilitate wider scholarly work. Indeed, even Modern Hebrew speakers tend to 

find it difficult to plumb the linguistic challenge of these piyyutim.  In Appendix A of this 

dissertation, I follow the translation of each piyyut with a summary of the source materials 

interrogated by Yosse ben Yosse. At the end of the full collection, I summarized the statistical 

data, not in order to present a predictive statistical model, but in order to avail future scholars 

with a phenomenological map, a scaffold upon which to construct new investigations.  

Textual analysis of the piyyutim in relation to the biblical sources must explore the 

thematic trajectory of the piyyutim, and the use of language as it intimates these concerns in a 

specific historical context. How did Yosse ben Yosse regard history and time? What was his 

notion of the role of God in history? What were his eschatological, soteriological, and 

apocalyptic ideas, and how do they fit into our understanding of the state of affairs at the time? 

                                                           
275 Mirsky, Yosse ben Yosse Poems, 62. 
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We have, thanks to the labour of Aharon Mirsky, a total of 15 piyyutim that are considered to 

have been written by Yosse ben Yosse. The provenance of three of these piyyutim is, according 

to Mirsky, in dispute. Some of the piyyutim were known to R. Sa’adya Ga’on, others were found 

in the Cairo Genizah. But how do we know that Yosse ben Yosse actually wrote them? On what 

basis have they been ascribed to him? How does one determine the provenance of the disputed 

piyyutim? Why are they disputed in the first place? Are there other piyyutim and is our inventory 

exhaustive? Could there be fragments and manuscripts that have yet to be catalogued and that 

may in fact have been penned by Yosse ben Yosse? For the purposes of this dissertation, I have 

not dived into the Genizah wells and have not sought more Yosse ben Yosse piyyutim that have 

escaped our attention. I have chosen to focus my efforts on the 15 existing piyyutim. I confine 

myself here to the collection of Yosse ben Yosse poetry, published by Aharon Mirsky. I do not 

concern myself with the various versions of the piyyutim for the time being.276  

Mirsky contends that Yosse ben Yosse was an intensely nationalist paytan, and that he 

was concerned with the memory of Jewish sovereignty, with the aspirations for national 

reconstitution and imminent salvation.277 I subscribed to the same view when I wrote my MA 

thesis,278 but have subsequently revised my thinking on the subject. I now think, on the basis of 

my close reading of the liturgical poetry, that Yosse ben Yosse was focused less on a national 

                                                           
276 Mirsky, Yosse ben Yosse Poems, 7-11. Bear in mind that texts have reached us after many centuries of scribal 

transmission, both rabbinic and non-rabbinic, one must treat them with some suspicion. The Yosse ben Yosse liturgy was saved 
from oblivion thanks to the inclusion of several piyyutim in the Jewish prayer book, some piyyutim were mentioned in the 
writings of R. Sa’adia Ga’on, and some were re-discovered thanks to the extraordinary good fortune of the discovery of the 
Cairo Genizah. Errors in transcription and transmission, have resulted in an array of fragmentary versions of the Yosse ben 
Yosse oeuvre, and it is possible that additional fragments still lurk unattributed to the Paytan in the archives of Genizah 
manuscripts yet un-catalogued. Shulamit Elizur studied the stylistic characteristics of Yosse ben Yosse’s works and has found a 
few echoes in subsequent paytanim. See: Shulamit Elizur, "שרידים נוספים של תקיעתות בנוסח יוסי בן יוסי" Tarbitz 5752 (1992): 227-
236. 

277 Mirsky, Yosse ben Yosse Poems, 22. 
278 Esther Mayer, Yosse ben Yosse: The Social Function of Liturgical Poetry in Fifth Century Palestine, (Montreal: Concordia 

University, 2011). 
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revival and more on a re-enactment of temple cultic practices, with an eye to the restoration of 

the priestly authority over Jewish practice in the post-destruction era, and in preparation for the 

rebuilding of the temple in Jerusalem in accordance with Torah law and in line with later 

prophecies,279 especially the prophecies of Isaiah. Was Mirsky speaking from a modern vantage 

point of a Zionist Israeli scholar whose own life expressed this modern political salvation of the 

Jewish Nation in the State of Israel?280  

The Sacrificial Cult 

Modern religious concepts do not easily absorb or ‘get the point’ of the sacrificial cult. 

Sacrifices do not “make sense” to us any longer. We often think of them as “primitive,” lacking 

in sophistication, barbaric, gory, and unintelligent. Israelites in antiquity, like their regional 

neighbours both near and far, sensed in sacrifices a material connection with the deity, affected 

through smoke that wafted to the heavens, carrying with it the prayers, hopes, and sorrows 

directly from the hearts of men and women. Sacrifices gave humans a way of mastering their 

spiritual and material lives. One could actually do something to ensure the continued salubrity of 

the people. One did not have to feel helpless and powerless in the face of the vicissitudes of fate 

and nature. And, most auspiciously, one could do it from God`s own House. There, one could 

foster a personal relationship with God, that could be enacted through the mediation of qualified 

and authorized priests. The Hebrew word קורבן speaks of the root קר"ב, come near, approach, be 

                                                           
279 A traditional taxonomy of prophetic works classifies the books of prophecies into two groups: The early prophets of the 

books Joshua, Judges, Samuel 1&2, Kings 1&2. These contain historic narratives about the events that shaped the national 
configuration of Israel and Judea, as well as a history of the monarchies. Their historic endpoint is the destruction of the First 
Temple in 586BCE. The later prophets are classified as the books of named prophets who spoke about the consequences of 
behavious good and bad. They include the books of Isaiah, Jeremiah, Ezek., Hosea, Joel, Obadiah, Jonah, Micah, Nahum, Hab., 
Zephaniah, Haggai, Zechariah, and Malachi. See: Tosefta Sotah 13:2; Bavli Sotah 48:B; Mishnah Yoma 5:3; Mishnah Sotah 9:15; 
Michael Avioz, “On the Typology of ‘The First Prophets,’” JSIS 8 (2009): 1-7, http://www.biu.ac.il/JS/JSIJ/8-2009/Avioz.pdf.  

280Efraim Shmueli, “The Jerusalem School of Jewish History: A Critical Evaluation,” American Academy for Jewish Research 
53 (1986): 147-178. 
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one with, whereas the ritual act of slaughtering animals brings the people closer to God. In 

English, the word Sacrifice speaks of sacrality, which is the result of this perceived 

rapprochement.281 Mira Balberg’s ground breaking book, Blood for Thought,282 traces the 

evolution of rabbinic thought on the topic of sacrifices before and, more intensively, after the 

destruction of the Second Temple. Even while the temple stood, sacrifice was sporadically 

experienced by most Jews, most of whom resided in places located at considerable distances 

from Jerusalem. Biblical rituals, the symbolic set of actions that “are intrinsically valued and… 

repeated (by) ritual actors trying to behave in keeping with expected character and roles by using 

stylized gestures and words,”283 stand at the fulcrum of rabbinic efforts at solidifying their 

religious and political power amongst Jews. It focused on the drama of sacrificial rituals whose 

communicative character had religious and ontological intent writ into them.284 But it also sought 

to displace the priestly caste as the biblically mandated principal actor in the sacrificial drama, 

and become the “ultimate authorities in interpreting scripture, and in translating scripture into a 

way of life”285 through engagement with the definitive ritual of biblical practices.  

Any ritual must follow carefully scripted words and gestures in ways that honour and 

indeed valorize the original texts.286 Whereas the bible identified the priests as the actors who 

carry out the sacrificial rituals on Yom Kippur,287 the rabbis sought to insert themselves as the 

progenitors of the precise script. The bible mandated sacrifices, but it was the rabbis of Mishnah 

                                                           
281 Jacob Milgrom, Lev.: A Book of Ritual and Ethics- A Continental Commentary, (Minneapolis, MN: Fortress, 2004], 19. 
282 Mira Balberg. Blood for Thought: The Reinvention of Sacrifice in Early Rabbinic Literature, (Oakland, CA: University of 
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283 Frederick B. Bird. “Ritual as Communicative Action,” In Ritual and Ethnic Identity, A Comparative Study of the Social 
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284 Ibid., 23 
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Yoma who unpacked the edict into its components and instructed the priests on the correct 

stylized words and gestures necessary in fulfillment of the biblical instruction. This is central to 

the rabbinic revolution, whereas rituals are ontologically constitutive, they signify the social 

group of which they are part, and they “bring about states of consciousness that are integral to 

and necessary condition for”288 the social group’s sense as a living organism. Jews understood 

the social organism to be a part of God’s creation, so the ritual act of sacrifices was an 

imperative act that assured them of their continued existence through God’s grace. The 

Mishnah’s rabbis carried out nothing short of a revolution as they undertook to be the principal 

mediators of practices that regulate Jewish life.289  

Whereas biblical sacrifice was attended by blood and gore, the revolutionary sacrificial 

ritual transformed into a verbal recitation and exegetical study of the acts which, the rabbis 

insisted, were still efficacious. The Bavli Talmud Tractate Berachot 8A recounts that there were 

13 synagogues in Tiberias, and that the great rabbis each prayed only in their own place of study. 

It is an instructive conflation of prayer and study, that renders them equal in importance and 

efficacy. Moreover, prayer took second place to the study of Torah’s preeminence. The true heir 

to the Avodah of the temple, according to the Talmud, was study.290 The communion now 

flowed directly from the lips of the individual in prayer and in study directly to God’s Grace 

itself through the ritual recitation.291  Worshippers and scholars could henceforth transmute 

payment to God from blood to words, as in: 292 שפתינו פרים ונשלמה without the mediating agency 
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of the priests. The rabbis assured Jewish practitioners that provide self-representation and 

establish a good fit between the scripted texts and the participants:293  

Master of the worlds, You commanded us to bring the continual offering at its set time, and that 

the Kohanim, be at their assigned service, the Levites on their platform, and the Israelites at their 

station. But now, through our sins, the Holy Temple is destroyed, the continual offering is 

discontinued, and we have neither Kohen at his service, nor Levite on his platform, nor Israelite 

at his station. But You said: “Let our lips compensate for the bulls,” therefore may it be Your 

will, Lord, our God and the God of our forefathers, that the prayer of our lips be worthy, 

acceptable, and favourable before You, as if we had brought the continual offering at its set time 

and we had stood at its station. 294  

The new egalitarian sense of connectedness and connection changed Judaism forever 

from a caste-structured society of un-equals, to a meritocratic association before God. The priests 

meanwhile, through texts such as Yosse ben Yosse’s piyyutim, sought to defend their social 

position through the traditional interpretation of the biblical rules of engagement. They defended 

their status no less than expounding their theological convictions.295 Each party put into words its 

perception of the faithful historical reconstruction of the temple cults, arguing for its exclusive 

position in the power structure of Jewish society.  

One of the means through which the rabbis intentionally usurped the biblical role of the 

priestly caste as the conduits of atonement, is through the notion of פיגול (piggul), the ritual 

rejection of sacrificial meat.296 The rabbis instituted a disqualifying factor that rendered 

sacrifices invalid because of improper thought at the time of the slaughter of the offering.297 The 

halachah is based on Exodus 29:33: “And they shall eat those things wherewith atonement was 

                                                           
293 Bird, “Ritual as Communicative Action,” 47. 
294 Scherman, Nosson, The Complete ArtScroll Siddur: Weekday/Sabbath/Festival (ArtScroll Mesorah), ed. Meir Zlotowitz, 

(New York: Mesorah Publication, 2008), 40. 
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296 See: “Rejected Sacrificial Meat (‘Pigul’): Negative Commandment 132.” Last updated 2019. Chabad.org. 
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made, to consecrate and to sanctify them; but a stranger shall not eat thereof, because they are 

holy.” Only priests are allowed to eat from the sacrificial meat. But then the rabbis invoke 

Leviticus 7:18: “And if any of the flesh of the sacrifice of his peace-offerings be at all eaten on 

the third day, it shall not be accepted, neither shall it be imputed unto him that offereth it; it shall 

be an abhorred thing, and the soul that eateth of it shall bear his iniquity.”  The rabbis declare 

the offering invalid as a result of a thought, and one who eats from it after having such a thought 

is punished severely.298 The notion of Piggul is unrelated to the manner in which a sacrifice is 

performed, but hinges on the thoughts that reverberated unspoken, unheard, and inherently 

unknowable, in the mind of the priest who performed the act. 299 The rabbis alone determine 

what the improper thought might be, they police even the inner voices in the priests’ minds, they 

therefore are the sole arbiters of correct conduct in the service of God. In so doing the rabbis 

downplayed the priestly role as inconsequential to the desired spiritual effect of atonement. What 

remained was the Avodah, the procedural rendition of the ritual, performed by anonymous, 

nameless priests who were guided by rabbis who are identified in Mishnah Yoma by name.300 In 

the fourth century already synagogue worship included recitation of the Avodah. The Avodah is 

mentioned in the Talmud (Yoma 36:B).301 

Mystery and myth were and still remain intermingled with reality. All monotheistic 

religions worship an unseen God,302 He, having been intellectualized from mystery and 

                                                           
298 Bavli Tractate Zevachim 28B; Bavli Tractate Nedarim 36; Yerushalmi Tractate Orla 2:9. 
 The Hebrew is a concise encapsulation of the idea. I דין פיגול לא קשור לעצם המעשה אלא לכך שמחשבת המקריב הייתה פגומה 299

found the Hebrew to be a better “fit” with the idea.  
300 Examples: Mishnah Yoma 1:1 Rabbi Yehoudah; Yoma 2:3 Ben Azai, Rabbi Akivaj, Rabbi Yehoshua. 
301 Mirsky, Yosse ben Yosse Poems, 27. 
302 Some tend to think of Christian religious art as an expression of an Imaged God. This is a common fallacy born of a 

misunderstanding of visual piety in Christian devotional practices. The icons, sculptures, and other images of the divine are not 
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not replace Him. “What is more real? The images of Jesus? The historical Jesus? Or the essence of Christ, the idea or spiritual 
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integrated into reality, the ultimate reality of religious faith.303  Rabbinic literature at times 

dwells upon the mystery, as a way to affirm the efficacy of prayer as a conduit of human worship 

of God. The tales of Honi the Circle Maker, or of Nakdimon ben Gurion, who appealed to God’s 

grace and found it effective as a means of changing reality for the better, are examples of 

magical acts performed by God and achieved through the mediating power of prayer.304 These 

tales are a commentary on prayer, on its power, on its merit, on its ability to reach God and 

mitigate chaos in the world. The Avodah is an example of the intermingled ultimate reality with 

human reality, whereas the slaughtered meat becomes sacred through a series of gestures and 

words, that transform it from a daily meal around the hearth, into a sacred entity that is able to 

negotiate the finality of death, to expiate sin and avert its punishment. The Leviathan is a 

colourful example of this intermingling of realities. There exists only one Leviathan. Created on 

the fifth day of creation, it is lord of all marine creatures, possessed of enormous strength,305 and 

clad in magnificent skin from which, at the End of Time, God will erect a shelter for the 

righteous, so they may celebrate a banquet of redemption.306 The Leviathan can be understood307 

as a giant of the sea, the huge whale308 that for the Creator appears as a plaything,309 but 

regardless of its “true” nature, this mythic creature is eschatologically linked to the post-

redemption period, creating a linear super-historic association that transcends time. The mythic 

                                                           
reality that corresponds to the believer’s recognition of the picture and reaffirming utterance? Believers don’t have to choose 
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Leviathan310 thus unifies categories such as the eternal and the fleeting, the monstrous and the 

magnificent, grammatically linked to the dragon, the profane and the holy, and the mythic and 

the earthly, beyond human perceptions of time and space, defying all human conceptions of the 

natural world.  

Unseen, the Leviathan stretches human perspicacity and inspires faith and devotion, 

while igniting poetic and artistic expressions such as Job’s elegy311 that underscore God’s eternal 

might. It stands in an evocative contrast with the fragility of man,312 whereas “… (man) is 

likened to a broken shard, to withering grass, to a wilting flower, to an evanescent shadow, to a 

dissipating cloud, to blowing wind, to billowing sand, and to a fleeting dream.”313 The Leviathan 

is a symbolic elegiac creature that glorifies God’s eternal, supernatural might, His ever renewed 

and eternal creation, and man’s dependence on God’s grace within the harmony of Life. Man 

regards creation, and contemplates the time and space that predate creation, linking the past with 

an exalted future. Both the mythic past and exalted future are beyond human perspicacity. Both 

demand a leap of faith in a limitless God who transcends time, nature, and all attempts at 

categorization: “Who didst establish the earth upon its foundations, that it should not be moved 

for ever and ever” Myths are not factual, as they have to do with things we do not know and yet 
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cannot dismiss.314 Myths narrate a sacred history, of creation, of the Creator that fashioned the 

world, and are therefore held to be true and paradigmatic for all significant human acts.315  

The sacrificial cult in general and of the Yom Kippur rituals that took place in the temple, 

resembles the Leviathan and the Behemoth in its evocative mystery. The mystery here concerns 

not only the improbable zoology of these creatures, but it makes reference to the mysterium 

tremendum of God.316It is a re-enacted myth. It gives shape to the creation mythology and re-

establishes the Creator’s order on earth.317 It is a system that communicates meaning, values, 

what the community is, what it stands for, what it hopes to express. It intrudes upon the daily 

routines of people and calls them to take heed of the ultimate reality that is enmeshed in their 

private and collective lives.318 The sacrificial myth discloses the Jewish perception of the 

ultimate truth concerning cosmic and human origins. It serves to “define the community and its 

relationship to the world… (and) its power comes from the fact that it is remembered and re-

created in the community.”319  

The term “community” is a flexible, multi-valent construct that can be contextual and 

unchanging at the same time: “The term community can simultaneously refer to a group pf 

[people, a social system, a shared geographical space, or certain characteristics, rituals, or 

behaviours that a group of people has in common.”320 Jews throughout their history lived under 

multiple and competing systems of governance, civic and religious, Jewish and foreign, local and 
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national. Rabbinic law gradually became increasingly codified as a super system of governance, 

whereas its precepts were intended to forge an unvaried collective that shared a single system of 

authority – the rabbis’ own.321 Jewish practice could be both variable and flexible. It expressed 

local socio-economic and political variability, but Jews were also united in sacred time through 

ritual and liturgy.322 “…Jews often understood the past typologically, through rituals and 

liturgy,”323 they interpreted contemporary reality through a lens polished by myth and history. 

Their collective memory became the gauge, the template for reality. Local communities attacked 

during the crusades were cast in the same vein as the temple’s destruction. Local communities 

became distinctive, sacralized, through ritual that transgressed local variability in the form of a 

local community; a common thread of ritual and liturgy afforded a sense of constituting a super-

community that encompassed all Jews everywhere and gave them a collective identity by 

following the rabbinic tradition.324 The rabbinic enterprise fashioned a guide for a model society 

of Jews, a non-sectarian, unified society of adherents to the orthopraxy of Judaism, as defined by 

the rabbis.325
 The Yom Kippur liturgy that described the Avodah was fundamental and 

constitutive to the sense of the Jewish super-community. The shared memory of the temple could 

integrate personal, local, and national narratives into a single story of the community of Jews.326 
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The liturgy about the ritual had become ontologically constitutive, precisely as the rabbis of the 

Mishnah had hoped would happen.327  

It is a mysterious choreography. Priestly actions are to be undertaken in precise ways at 

the temple, for the purpose of ordering the relationship between man and God.328 Ritual and 

performance329 lies ensconced in that choreography, rendering transcendent the slaughter of 

animals in the physical realm. The actions and attendant recitations fall like autumnal foliage, 

yearly and forever renewing the cycle of flowering and decay, of sin and mercy. As Jacob 

Milgrom puts it: “Ritual is the poetry of religion that leads to a moment of transcendence … A 

ritual must signify something beyond itself, whose attainment enhances the meaning and value of 

life.”330 The mythic cosmology, re-affirmed through narrative recitation, is at once a 

performance of remembrance and ritual re-actualization of the essential order of the world, and 

of human beings in it. The Avodah, Yom Kippur rituals, is akin to healing rituals, whereas at its 

core rests an exemplary model for all creation, and the return to origins gives the means of 

rebirth. Recounting events makes their power real once again.331  

The priestly chapters of Leviticus (1-16), and the chapters dealing with sanctity (17-27) 

are laden with ethical and moral significance that are enveloped in rituals that often defy 

explication, particularly for a modern observer, such as the purpose of the complex order of 

sacrifices described in chapters 1-7, and the fundamental reason for the death-defying Yom 

Kippur cult led by the High Priest at the temple, as described in Leviticus 16. Death defying 
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because the High Priest enters the Holy of Holies but once a year, in great trepidation. It is a 

forbidden zone, he who enters does so at his peril. Indeed, when the high priest emerges 

therefrom after having completed the complex ritual cleansing by blood, he and the congregation 

as one breathed a sigh of relief: “And he (the High Priest) would make a feast for those close to 

him, for having exited the Holy of Holies in peace.”332 

Sacrifice is not a transaction, a tribute of offering to God made by His subjects, as they 

would give their rulers. The biblical understanding of sacrifice is not of a system of religious 

taxation and tithes, but a ”vector of communication between the offerer and the deity, both of 

whom manifest their presence And agency in the process in different symbolic ways.”333 The 

communicative and mutually constitutive act could, while the temple stood in Jerusalem, have 

been imagined as a vertical axis between the human and the deity that he or she worshipped. 

After the destruction of the temple, and largely though rabbinic manipulation of the concept 

along prophetic lines, the paradigm of sacrifice along a horizontal axis “centered on the 

collective “Israel” and its constitution and formation through accurately performed sacrificial 

procedures.”334 The emphasis we seek to investigate is the formulation of what precisely 

constitutes “accurately performed sacrificial procedures,” especially in the post-destruction era 

of late antiquity. Who decides what is accurate? Will recitation of sanctioned texts, the study 

thereof, and the ritual imagining of the mythic past be as efficacious as the sacrifices of old in 

communicating with God and in constituting Him and the Community?  
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The original, temple-based ritual comprised an offering of meat, some of which is 

reserved for God, and some of which is consumed by the faithful. Consuming the meat creates, 

according to Durkheim, an artificial kinship bond between the worshippers and God, it is a 

communion in flesh that established the kinship bond between them. The efficacy of the sacrifice 

does not only dependent on the shared meal, but on a series of preliminary operations – washing, 

anointing, changing clothes, praying – transform the meat of the slaughtered animal into a 

sacred, holy thing. That holiness is communicated to the faithful, and they too can be ritually 

cleansed by the act.335 Mesopotamian religious rites featured pagan notions of mediating the 

demonic world through ritual and magic, designed to assuage the malevolence of demons and 

gods and in order to ensure their protective care, lest humans be expelled from the canopy of the 

gods’ attentive grace.  Judaic priestly monotheistic theology posits a singular supreme God who 

has no demonic equals. Priestly ritual was conceived as a means of mediating the ill effects of 

human deeds in defiance of God, lest God be expelled from the temple as a result of the 

defilement attendant to human sin. “All that the priests can do is periodically purge the sanctuary 

of its impurities and influence the people to atone for their wrongs.”336 The temple, site of God’s 

Presence, requires priestly intervention in order to remove all the polluting traces of human sin. 

Some rituals required sacrifices as a means of actively imbuing purity,337 but some rituals were 

merely symbolically conceived as vessels that remove impurity.338 The intense preoccupation 

with issues of purity and impurity defined the “in group” of adherents to the complex 
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significations of purity,339 and the “out group” comprising the others who did not adhere to the 

same codes.340 It was a way of life, an orthopraxy, that prevailed among Jews before, during, and 

after the existence of the temple. The codes were body-centric and regulated food, ablutions, 

clothing, and the physicality of the home both its structure and the vessels within.341  

The notions of sanctity and purity were, by biblical edict, the exclusive domain of the 

priestly caste, and they were spatially delineated. Purity could be accrued to a person’s body, 

clothes, and abode,342 whereas this type of purity ensured continued salubrity and Life. Purity of 

the temple was different from personal purity and enacted through ritual. Temple purity also had 

a life-sustaining force, as in the case of the corners of the High Altar that conferred immunity to 

any person who touched them while fleeing from their pursuers, acting as a sanctum 

contagion.343 Temple sanctity varied in intensity from one temple ward to the other, peaking in 

the space of the Holy of Holies where it could even be a lethal force, should an unauthorized 

person breach its sacred space.344  Only the priests were empowered to mediate sanctity and 

purity, and only the High Priest could mediate the ultimate purity conferred upon Israel, only on 

Yom Kippur, and only through the ordered performance of tightly scripted gestures.  

And Aaron shall present the bullock of the sin-offering, which is for himself, and make 

atonement for himself, and for his house. And he shall take the two goats, and set them before the 

Lord at the door of the tent of meeting.  And Aaron shall cast lots upon the two goats: one lot for 

the Lord, and the other lot for Azazel.  And Aaron shall present the goat upon which the lot fell 

for the Lord, and offer him for a sin-offering.  But the goat, on which the lot fell for Azazel, shall 

be set alive before the Lord, to make atonement over him, to send him away for Azazel into the 

wilderness.  And Aaron shall present the bullock of the sin-offering, which is for himself, and 
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shall make atonement for himself, and for his house, and shall kill the bullock of the sin-offering 

which is for himself.345 

Like the mythic Leviathan, who is possessed of enormous destructive power and yet 

whose skin confers sanctity for the righteous, sacrificed flesh, ash, and blood have the power to 

overcome Death and guarantee Life. Ritual pollution is the antithesis of ritual purity, dependent 

on priestly mediation on behalf of Israel. Sin pollutes, righteous obeisance to God’s 

commandment purifies and sanctifies, and only the priests can facilitate the transition from 

pollution to purity, from death to life. “I call heaven and earth to witness against you this day, 

that I have set before thee life and death, the blessing and the curse; therefore, choose life, that 

thou mayest live, thou and thy seed.”346  

Ritual is the alchemy that transforms pollution into purity and the sacrificial cult is the 

agent of transformation as long as it is performed by the priests, at the temple, in the correct 

manner.347 Priestly temple rituals were intended to separate pollution from purity through a 

system of symbolic actions interpreted by the priests, in order to secure God`s presence in His 

temple abode, and vis-à-vis Israel to reject death and choose life. The height of this eternal 

tension between the forces of pollution and purity reach their zenith on Yom Kippur. On that day 

the High Priest and his companion priests ritually remove pollution, accrued through human sin 

on the very walls of the temple, restoring balance in God`s house. On that day the High Priest 

also removes pollution from the very hearts of men and women, bringing about a cathartic 

restoration of sanctity and Life whereas God can reside in His temple and spread His protective 

canopy over the people of Israel.348  

                                                           
345 Lev. 16:6-11. 
346 Deut. 30:19. 
347 Bird, “Ritual as Communicative Action,” 23-52. 
348 Milgrom, Lev.: A Book of Ritual and Ethics- A Continental Commentary, 16. 



82 
 

 

Yom Kippur 

On the tenth day of the seventh month, Tishrei, the people of Israel celebrated the advent 

of the New Year, having commenced the festivities on Rosh Hashanah, the first of the month.  

Rabban Simeon ben Gamaliel says, “Never were more joyous festivals in Israel than the fifteenth 

of Av and the Yom Kippur, for on them the maidens of Jerusalem used to go out dressed in … 

and danced in the vineyards, saying, Young men, look and observe well whom you are about to 

choose [as a spouse]; regard not beauty [alone], but rather look to a virtuous family, for 

‘Gracefulness is deceitful, and beauty is a vain thing, but the woman that feareth the Lord, she is 

worthy of praise’ (Prov. 31:3)… ‘the day of the gladness of (the) heart,’ was that when the 

building of the Temple was completed.” May it soon be rebuilt in our days. Amen!349 

Yom Kippur began its journey as a celebration of Life, and continued evolving toward 

the Yom Kippur we would recognize in the 21st century as a day of fasting, prayer, and rituals 

intended to confirm atonement on individuals and upon the nation entire.350 At the end of the 

Yom Kippur temple rites, the High Priest would emerge from the Holy of Holies in peace, and in 

one piece, and then make a feast for his kinfolk celebrating both Life and atonement that he 

helped usher through the correct execution of the rituals as prescribed in the Torah.351 

In the case of the Yom Kippur Avodah, there are biblical, Mishnaic, Talmudic, 

apocryphal, and Piyyutic texts that seek to describe what really happened at the temple on the 

holiest of days on the Jewish calendar, Yom Kippur. Of course, one must read the literature with 

caution, for each version of the Avodah, each unit of text, was penned by people who sought to 

express and communicate specific religious, social, political, and ontological messages. There 

exists no single incontrovertible Avodah text that describes what took place at the temple. Every 

author has an ideological lens, an axe to grind, something meaningful he or she seeks to convey.  
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Michael Swartz and Yossef Yahalom have amply demonstrated in their seminal book,352 

that the biblical account has over the centuries been expanded and modified, to suit the religious-

political interests of competing religious authorities.353 Swartz identifies the “ongoing tension 

between the Zadokite High Priest and the (presumably Pharisaic) [proto-rabbinic] sages, who, in 

the rabbis’ telling, are essentially in charge of the sacrifice.”354 Swartz reads the Yosse ben 

Yosse Avodot as a literary religious pieces with a certain “aesthetic merit,”355 and he notes that 

Yosse ben Yosse’s High Priest has more volition than Mishnah Yoma appears to describe. Yosse 

ben Yosse, according to Swartz, goes to great length to imbue ‘his’ High Priest with purity, 

virtue, proper pedigreed spiritual bearing. The High Priest in Yosse ben Yosse’s Avodot is 

physically magnificent, stupendously attired, but that he, like the poet, revered the rabbi’s 

understanding of Torah and was learned in rabbinic law.356 Swartz does not, in my opinion, go 

far enough, and Swartz asserts that it “clearly follows the Mishnah.”357 He asserts that Yosse ben 

Yosse valorizes the High Priest, but does not contradict any of the facts (his term) of the 

Mishnah or even their interpretation in the Talmud.358  

The narrative of the Avodah availed the rabbis of a locus in which to establish and defend 

their claims to authority.359 In keeping with the thrust of my dissertation, I contend that the 

ritualized texts of poetry “provide a site where things happen, where power is declared or 
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invoked, where issues of importance in a society are defined and contested.”360 The stories 

people tell, their narrative accounts of the past, do not merely decorate their mental world. They 

help constitute their world, shape their world, and give it meaning. Poets and rabbinic scholars 

alike, undertook to be the keepers of the nation’s collective memory, the social memory. They 

recorded history and myth, they articulated and shared experiences that gave ontological 

contours to the community of the faithful, their identity, and they helped shape that identity over 

time.361  As Niles asserts: “Weak poets imitate. A strong poet appropriates the preexisting 

materials of literary expression and stands against, subverts, or even wrecks them, not in a 

paroxysm of rejection, but so as to fashion these materials into bold new creative shapes.”362 

Yosse ben Yosse, the first named individual to create such an Avodah,363 was a strong poet 

according to this definition. He claimed the same locus to contest rabbinic claims to power, so as 

to re-assert priestly preeminence in the performance and adjudication, even textually, of the 

atonement rituals after the destruction of the Second Temple.364 “Josephus reminds us that 

sacrifice was a tool through which communal relations were formed and political alliances were 

expressed, and that Jews – both as recipients of sacrificial gifts and givers of sacrificial gifts – 

regularly partook in sacrificial exchanges that were constitutive of the social fabric of the ancient 

Mediterranean.”365 

Narrative accounts of the Avodah are therefore laden with political signification and 

meaning. For instance, Esther Rabbah, composed in the fourth century CE, tells the tale of the 
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“argument” between varieties of trees, as to who will bear the body of the evil Hamman who is 

to be hanged for his crimes against the Jews of Persia. The fig, for instance, refuses, because it 

claims that the people of Israel are likened to fig trees,366 as do the grapevine,367 the olive tree,368 

the almond,369 pomegranate,370 apple,371 acacia,372 date palm,373 cedar, and myrtle.374 The deed is 

finally accomplished on the bough of the lowly thorn. It echoes a similar botanical argument 

regarding the wood upon which Jesus would be crucified. He is pinned to a lowly thorn, 

according to the Aggadic midrash.375 In the fourth century there raged a real contest between 

Judaism and the newly distinguished Christianity, so the midrash, by equating Hamman to Jesus, 

paints them both as evil men worthy of scorn. It is a didactic message, born of a political 

agenda.376  

Turning the Avodah into language and symbols as place holders for practices and ideas, 

was the site for religious and political change in late antique Judaism.377 The political agenda that 

animated the Avodah served two aims, one aimed outwardly, the second internally. First, it is a 

Jewish counter-argument to Christian arguments that the new religion superseded Judaism as the 

divinely sanctioned path to God; and secondly, it is a constitutive text that unites the super-

community of Jews. Rather than substituting sacrifices, the rabbis formulated a method of 
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keeping the ritual in place, but transformed the gore for letters, the blood for thought, thereby 

ensuring continuity with temple rituals, for the benefit of Jews and indeed the world entire.378 

The authors of Avodah narratives infused their accounts with religious-political intent, for the 

most convincing voice would carry the day in the diverse biophony of Palestinian late antiquity. 

The persuasive conversation on sacrifices,379 that became nonreciprocal and noninteractive after 

the destruction of the Second Temple, revolved around a political core. The more persuasive the 

discourse, the more political power will be accrued its authors and partisans. Priestly voices and 

rabbinic voices rang in late antique Palestine. The rabbis won the day, but the battle remains 

telling, as it describes and discloses important aspects of the religious diversity in late 

antiquity.380  

The Avodah 

In this dissertation, I survey some of the major extant sources that have reached us 

regarding the Avodah. The Avodah, literally translated as the “work,” or the “worshipful action,” 

is the term for the rituals of atonement that took place on Yom Kippur service in the temple. 

God, in Leviticus 16, commands Moses to instruct Aaron to yearly perform the complex penitent 

ritual Avodah. It is a vital ritual that, through the carefully choreographed actions of the High 

Priest, assures atonement for Israel and elicits God’s grace for the salubrity of the world, and it is 

“a law for all time.”381 After the destruction of the Second Temple, the Avodah transformed from 

a sacrificial cult to a prayerful re-enactment of the High Priest’s ritual. The temple transformed 
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into an ontological marker, as an anchor of Jewish identity.382The original precise choreographed 

ritual became text, whose precise verbal depiction of the Avodah became henceforth the eternal 

key to atonement. 

I examine three primary sources of the Avodah as text: Biblical account of the Avodah, 

Tractate Yoma of the Mishnah,383 and Yosse ben Yosse’s Avodah liturgy. Yosse ben Yosse is 

the earliest known Paytan who probed the constructed memory of the Avodah384 and, as I will 

aim to demonstrate in this dissertation, his uncommon rendition represents an interesting if subtle 

discrepancy between his and the familiar rabbinic narrative. My methodology rests on the 

hypothesis that Yosse ben Yosse’s account differs materially from Mishnah Yoma, indicating a 

socio-political and religious contest between the rabbinic movement and the priestly caste for the 

hearts and minds of Jewish practitioners in fifth century Byzantine Palestine. In this dissertation, 

I confine myself to the original Biblical account, as the foundational text on the Avodah, and 

then move to a comparison of Yosse ben Yosse’s rendition with the rabbinic text of Tractate 

Yoma.385 There are other renditions of the Avodah, which have been neatly summarized as a 

body of Jewish liturgy by Swartz and Yahalom, but in the interest of training a beam of scholarly 

laser on Yosse ben Yosse in this dissertation, I refrain from studying the broad field of Avodah 

narratives in its entirety.  
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The Language Barrier: Translating Yosse ben Yosse 

The piyyutim in our possession are all written in Hebrew. This is not a contestable 

proposition, but we can probe the language aspect for further information. Is it possible to 

extrapolate from his liturgy that Yosse ben Yosse was fluent in Hebrew, understood its biblical 

version, and could craft his liturgy from it with ease. He may or may not have spoken it, but for 

him it is clear that Hebrew was not a “dead language,” at least for religious expression. Of 

course, one can be fluent in a “dead language,” but there is a material linguistic difference 

between “dead” and “living” languages, whereas the synergetic linguistic exchanges within a 

social context, renders the use of language more engaged with the social determinants. Similar 

words can gain and lose signification and meaning over time, because of the constant friction 

with social artefacts, much like pebbles rub against one another on a riverbed, shifting positions 

and meanings constantly. For example, the Hebrew word תולדות, of the root יל"ד, in Modern 

Hebrew means “consequence,” or “result” or impact or influence of one event on another, one 

person or another; whereas in biblical Hebrew תולדות can often mean “history,” or “tradition.”386 

Writing in a “living language,” in one’s native language, affords the writer the myriad of 

meaning-laden faculties that otherwise would be inaccessible.  

The translation of Yosse ben Yosse’s works is annotated and carefully recorded in 

Appendix A of this dissertation. There is a table at the end of each piyyutic translation that 

summarizes the specific sources cited by Yosse ben Yosse. At the end of all the translations there 

is a table that summarizes all the sources of all the piyyutim. The table reproduced387 here as 

Figure 1 below shows the number of times each book of the Hebrew Bible was cited in each 

                                                           
386 Sapir, The secrets of Gen., 24. 
387 Appendix A, pp. 466-467. 
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piyyut. I offer the reader a descriptive summary of Yosse ben Yosse’s cited biblical sources. I 

point only to the evident use of sources, whereas the data does not have any statistical predictive 

characteristics. As the table indicates, Yosse ben Yosse’s verses were drawn from most of the 24 

books of the bible, with the exception of Haggai and Ruth. In Yosse ben Yosse’s liturgy, the 

audience recitations are well established and known as verses, prayers, things the people already 

know and recognize. It feels organic. The sotto voce PR campaign uses different strategies, to the 

same end. Through a deliberate strategy of dynamic inclusion and exclusion of biblical verses, 

Yosse ben Yosse transmits a priestly weltanschauung to his audiences.  

Several scholars, such as Swartz and Yahalom,388 have since translated portions of these 

piyyutim, attending to their research requirements. To the best of my knowledge, no scholar has, 

as yet, offered a complete and annotated translation into English of all the Yosse ben Yosse 

piyyutim. In Appendix A of this dissertation, I redress this lacuna and offer the complete 

annotated translation. The arcane biblical Hebrew vocabulary has created a linguistic barrier to 

the study of Yosse ben Yosse. Indeed, even Modern Hebrew speakers tend to find it difficult to 

plumb the linguistic challenge of these piyyutim. With this dissertation, I aim to redress this 

lacuna. The translated piyyutim are offered to future scholars, on both sides of the 

Hebrew/English divide, in the hope that the texts will excite new investigations into a unique and 

very rare window to Jewish religious culture from late antiquity.   

  

                                                           
388 Swartz and Yahalom, Avodah: An Anthology Of Ancient Poetry For Yom Kippur.  
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 P 1 P 2 P 3 P 4 P 5 P 6 P 7 P 8 P 9 P 10 P 11 P 12 P 13 P 14 P 15 

 
אור 
 עולם

אפתח 
 שפתי

אפתח 
פה 
 ברנן

אז 
לראש 
 תתנו

אכרעה 
 ואברכה

אין לנו 
 כהן גדול

אתן 
 תהילה

אהללה 
 אלוהי

אנוסה 
 לעזרה

אפחד 
 במעשי

אמנם 
 אשמינו

אספר 
 גדולות

אז 
בדעת 
 חקר

אתה 
כוננת 
 עולם

אזכיר 
 גבורות

STANZAS 1 4 11 16 23 44 44 46 46 46 46 46 138 176 243 

                

Genesis 1 - - - 3 - 5 8 5 4 8 30 119 81 126 

Exodus - 1 1 2 - 9 3 20 6 12 4 7 12 46 56 

Leviticus - - - 1 - 13 - - - 1 4 14 27 39 52 

Numbers - - - 1 - 5 2 9 - 5 2 1 6 22 28 

Deuteronomy - - 4 3 1 2 4 4 4 2 8 - 16 13 18 

Joshua - - - - - - - 1 - 1 1 1 4 2 4 

Judges - - - - - - - 5 - - - - 1 2 2 

I Kings - - - - 1 1 1 1 - 3 - 1 1 3 4 

II Kings - - - 2 - - - 2 - - 1 - 1 1 2 

I Samuel - - - 2 2 2 1 - 2 3 1 - 5 3 5 

II Samuel - - 2 - 1 - 1 - 3 - - 1 2 1 3 

Isaiah 1 - 2 2 8 8 26 30 15 10 15 6 30 36 65 

Jeremiah - - 1 5 2 3 4 4 7 8 8 1 10 11 17 

Ezekiel - - - - 1 5 4 3 5 2 3 1 10 10 21 

Hosea - - - 1 1 - - - 2 - 7 - 2 1 4 

Joel - - - - - - 2 1 - - - - 2 2 - 

Amos - - - - - - - 1 - - - - 3 2 5 

Obadiah - - - - - - - 2 - - - - - - - 

Jonah - - - - - - - 1 - - 1 - - 3 1 

Micah - - - 1 - 1 3 - - - 1 - 1 - 1 

Nahum - - - - - - - - - - - 1 - - - 

Habakkuk - - - - 2 - 2 1 3 - 2 - 1 - 3 

Zephaniah - - - - - - 1 - 2 - 1 - 3 1 - 

Haggai - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - 

Zechariah - - 1 - - - - 1 4 - 2 - 1 1 2 

Malachi - - - - - - 2 - - 1 2 - - - 5 

Psalms 1 9 20 9 19 10 42 30 25 15 15 9 47 44 77 

Proverbs - 1 4 1 10 2 7 6 5 - 10 4 20 17 27 

Job - 1 - 4 5 - 5 5 2 2 7 4 10 12 30 

Song of Songs - - 1 - - 10 - 2 11 2 1 - 2 3 2 

Ruth - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - 

Lamentations - - - 1 1 6 - 3 1 - 1 - 2 1 2 

Ecclesiastes - - - - 1 - - - - 2 2 1 - 2 4 

Esther - - - - - - - 3 1 - - - 2 2 3 

Daniel - - 1 - 1 - - 5 7 - 1 - 4 4 6 

Ezra - - 1 - - - - 1 1 - - - 1 - - 

Nehemiah - 1 - 1 1 - 1 - - - - - 3 - 1 

I Chronicles - - - 1 - 2 1 - - 3 1 3 4 1 6 

II Chronicles - 1 - - - 2 2 - - - - - 2 2 2 

Figure 1. Summary of the biblical sources cited in the Yosse ben Yosse Piyyutim389 

  

                                                           
389 The full table presenting all the sources cited in Yosse ben Yosse’s writings can be found in Appendix A, p. 725 
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Every translation is a re-writing endeavour. Most translators are familiar with the 

expression “traduttore, traditore” meaning “translator, traitor” and have their own personal 

experiences with the difficulties in translation. Translation involves much more than simply 

transferring the words into another language. It requires research, thorough understanding of 

both the original and target languages, cultural knowledge, and specific training on the topic one 

is translating. And even then, there are still inherent problems with the language itself that lend 

themselves to numerous interpretations and glaring mistakes. Some phrases are so connected to 

cultural context that it is next to impossible to provide an equivalent translation of the text that 

also bears the same meaning.  

A single word misinterpreted can have ripple effects on the surface of perceived 

reality.390 At times I wrestled with specific words whose Modern Hebrew meaning, in all 

likelihood, no longer reflects the meaning as it was construed in fifth century Palestine. 

Language and meaning change over time, and Modern Hebrew and biblical Hebrew, while close, 

are no longer identical languages. Translating poetry is further complicated, because one strives 

                                                           
390 “Giovanni Virginio Schiaparelli: Italian Astronomer.” January 3, 2018. Encyclopaedia Brittaica. 

https://www.britannica.com/biography/Giovanni-Virginio-Schiaparelli. The 19th century astronomer Giovanni Schiaparelli 
(1835-1910) had identified straight lines traversing the Red Planet. He called them “canali,” Italian for “channels.” American 
astronomer Percival Lowell (1855-1916) whose discoveries earned him a place of honour in the halls of science, translated 
Schiaparelli’s “canali” as “canals,” man-made artificial structures rather than forms that appear in nature as forms cut into rock 
by the flow of water. Lowell, whose scientific credentials were golden, therefore believed that some ancient civilization had 
carved the “canalli” on Mars. See: Paul Chambers, Life on Mars: The Complete Story, (London: Blandford, 1999). Ripple effect: 
Lowell published three scientific books in defense of his theory that Mars had in the past sustained intelligent life forms. Ripple 
effect: the New York Times announced that there is life on the planet Mars. See: David W. Dunlap, “Life on Mars? You Read It 
Here First,” New York Times, October 1, 2015. https://www.nytimes.com/2015/09/30/insider/life-on-mars-you-read-it-here-
first.html.  Ripple effect: countless rivers of ink and celluloid have since been spent on fleshing out those “little green men,” 
until incontrovertible proof of the “canalli” being “channels” was obtained in 1971 by the High Resolution Imaging Science 
Experiment (HiRISE) camera on Mars Reconnaissance Orbiter. See: Alfred McEwen, “Could This Be the Soviet Mars 3 Lander?” 
April 11, 2013, University of Arizona Lunar and Planetary Laboratory, http://uahirise.org/ESP_031036_1345. See also: 
“PhotoJournal: PIA16920: Could This Be the Mars Soviet 3 Lander?” April 11, 2013, Jet Propulsion Laboratory, 
https://photojournal.jpl.nasa.gov/catalog/PIA16920. The existence of canals had been refuted by NASA’s Mariner 4, 6, 7, and 
by the Mariner 9 orbiter. Examination of the images revealed that the “canalli” were neither canals nor channels, but craters on 

the surface of Mars. The “canalli” were an optical illusion that echoed for decades because of poor translation. See: Matthew 
Sharps, “Percival Lowell and the Canals of Mars,” Skeptical Inquirer 42, no. 3 (2018): 41–46. 

http://translation-blog.trustedtranslations.com/tags/translators
http://translation-blog.trustedtranslations.com/tags/traduttore
http://translation-blog.trustedtranslations.com/tags/traditore
http://translation-blog.trustedtranslations.com/tags/translator
http://uahirise.org/ESP_031036_1345
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Mariner_9
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to echo the original cadence, if not the rhymes of the original work, and maintain “poetic sense” 

in the translated and transformed text. The following example illustrates the exegetical aspect of 

translation, whereas the original Hebrew text can have several interpretations. The Genesis 6:16 

verse, for instance, describes the צוהר in which Noah was instructed to build in the Ark: 

. הָּ ִלִשים, ַתֲעשֶּ ִנִים ּושְּ ִתִים שְּ ִשים; ַתחְּ ּה תָּ ִצדָּ ה, בְּ בָּ ַתח ַהתֵּ ה, ּופֶּ לָּ ַמעְּ נָּה ִמלְּ ַכלֶּ ה תְּ ל-ַאמָּ אֶּ ה, וְּ בָּ ה ַלתֵּ  ֹצַהר ַתֲעשֶּ

Translating the word צוהר appears at first glance to indicate that the ark had an opening to 

allow some light into the otherwise enclosed space, but each successive translation imagines the 

opening differently in form, function, and placement. In modern Hebrew,391 the word צוהר means 

a small window, an aperture, a skylight, a wicket, or an opening. In Biblical Hebrew, the word 

indicates a small slanted opening in a building that  allows daylight to enter and that prevents 

rain from entering. Onkelus, the translator-exegetes of the Hebrew Bible [35-120 CE], translated 

the verse into Aramaic,392 interpreted it as “light.”393 

ִאין,    ִליתָּ יִָּנין ּותְּ ִאין ִתנְּ עָּ דֹוִרין ַארְּ י; מְּ ַשּוֵּ ַרּה תְּ ִסטְּ תָּ א,בְּ יבְּ תֵּ ַעּה דְּ ַתרְּ א, וְּ ילָּ עֵּ ִלַנּה ִמלְּ לְּ ַשכְּ א תְּ תָּ ַאמְּ א, ּולְּ תָּ יבְּ תֵּ יד לְּ נֵּיהֹור ַתֲעבֵּ

ִדַנּה בְּ  ַתעְּ

                                                           
391 “Genesis 1,” BibleGateway.com, 

https://www.biblegateway.com/quicksearch/?quicksearch=genesis&amp;qs_version=CJB  
392 “Genesis 1,” BibleGateway.com, 

https://www.biblegateway.com/quicksearch/?quicksearch=genesis&amp;qs_version=CJB 
393 If light indeed it was, then where did it come from? The architectural aspects of the Ark concerned the Sages as well. 

They wondered what light could possibly penetrate the Ark, whereas the sky was heavy with impenetrable clouds for months 
on end. They “resolved” the conundrum with an Aggadic addition of gem stones that were set in the opening in the Ark, thus 
“supplying” illumination to the Ark even in the absence of sunlight or moonlight. See: Babylonian Talmud, Tractate Sanhedrin, 
108:B. 
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There are 49 official English versions of the same verse.394 Some insist that צוהר is a 

window,395 others translate it as an opening, 396some change the optics entirely and call the צוהר a 

roof,397 and yet some translators opt for translating צוהר as light.398 In French, the צוהר is the light 

of day.399 In German400 and in Spanish,401 it is a window. Each different linguistic iteration offers 

different answers, and each solves the architectural quandaries differently, so upon reading the 

different translations, one would imagine each time a different Ark with different apertures that 

had different functions.402 This, in a nutshell, is the work of a translator, the complexity of the 

task further compounded by the poetic, exegetical nature of the Piyyutic texts. After all, Yosse 

ben Yosse wrote with intentionality, consciously and carefully choosing his words, setting them 

in a particular context. It is our duty as scholars of his liturgical poetry to uncover his meaning, 

not to create our own.403  

                                                           
394 See the complete list of English translations (as well as translations in 64 languages). See: “Gen. 6:16 in All English 

Translations,” BibleGateway.com, https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Gen.+6%3A16&version=KJ21 
395 Gen. 6:16: inhe King James Version: “A window shalt thou make to the ark;” the Amplified Bible: “You shall make a 

window for light and ventilation for the ark;” the Young’s Literal Translation: “A window dost thou make for the ark;” the 
Wycliffe Bible: “Thou shalt make a window in the ship.” 

396 Gen. 6:16: the International Children’s Bible: “Make an opening around the top of the boat;” the Expanded Bible: “Make 
an opening around the top of the boat;” the New American Bible (revised edition): “Make an opening for daylight;” the Modern 
English Version: “Make an opening;” the Complete Jewish Bible: “You are to make an opening for daylight in the ark.” 

397 Gen. 6:16: The New International Version: “Make a roof for it;” the Good News Translation: “Make a roof for the boat;” 
the Christian Standard Bible: “You are to make a roof;” the Orthodox Jewish Bible: “A roof shalt thou make to the tevah (ark);” 
the Christian Standard Bible: “You are to make a roof.” 

398 Gen. 6:16: the Darby Translation: “A light shall you make to the ark;” the American Standard Version: “A light shalt thou 
make to the ark.” 

399 Tu donneras du jour à l'arche, que tu réduiras, vers le haut, à la largeur d'une coudée; tu placeras la porte de l'arche sur 
le côté. Tu la composeras d'une charpente inférieure, d'une seconde et d'une troisième. 

400 Ein Fenster sollst du daran machen obenan, eine Elle groß. Die Tür sollst du mitten in seine Seite setzen. Und er soll drei 
Boden haben: einen unten, den andern in der Mitte, den dritten in der Höhe.  

401 Una ventana harás al arca, y la acabarás á un codo de elevación por la parte de arriba: y pondrás la puerta del arca á su 
lado; y le harás piso bajo, segundo y tercero. 

402 Was the צוהר, whatever one imagines it to be given the language in which one learns of it, on the roof or on the wall of 
the Ark? Was it transparent? Was it intended to supply illumination or ventilation? What was the source of the light? 

403 Eric Mechoulan, “What Is the Meaning of Jewish History? A brief history of Jewish history-writing reveals an abundance 
of partial and competing narratives, all too often missing a key ingredient,” August 6, 2018, Mosaic, 
https://mosaicmagazine.com/essay/2018/08/what-is-the-meaning-of-jewish-history/  
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Major literary figures offer cautionary statements for the type of work carried out here: 

“Translation is that which transforms everything so that nothing changes,” said Günter Grass, 

and Robert Frost added that “Poetry is what gets lost in translation.” Umberto Ecco is even 

harsher in his judgment, saying that: “Translation is the art of failure.” Not all literary giants, 

however, are so pessimistic.  Upon embarking on the considerable endeavour of translating 

Yosse ben Yosse’s poetry into English, I drew inspiration from Goethe, who stated that: “"Say 

what we may of the inadequacy of translation, yet the work is and will always be one of the 

weightiest and worthiest undertakings in the general concerns of the world." I cannot reproduce 

the inimitable style of Yosse ben Yosse; I am a crafts person possessed of some skill, while 

Yosse ben Yosse is an uncontested master artist, so I cannot but offer a pale reproduction of his 

genius. Translating is re-writing and one must take care not to allow one’s own voice to 

overpower the original text. My own writing style gives rhythm and nuance to the newly crafted 

English rendition of the piyyutim, which could not otherwise have been reconstituted by 

piecemeal imitation. But my humble task was to be like the author, not to outdo him in any way. 

In rewriting the piyyutim, I listened to Yosse ben Yosse carefully and observed him closely, ever 

mindful of the interpretive pitfalls that can easily ensnare an unwary reader. I tried to keep my 

interpretive translation to a minimum, conceding to the translations of the original sources.  

Mining for Meaning 

The process of deriving meaningful observations from the extant Yosse ben Yosse 

writings is akin to archaeological excavation of layer after layer of hidden meaning. Knowing 

where the Paytan found his inspiration can point us in interesting directions that can offer 

plausible answers to vexing unknowns. Whom did he write for? What ideology did he 

champion? Which religious thought did he advance? What was his agenda? Did he conform to 
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the supposed majority? Was he a maverick voice?  How and why has his work survived? My 

work cannot but offer a preliminary attempt at finding plausible answers to these and many other 

questions. Four layers of textual excavation ensue. 

The first step404 was to find the organizing principle that permits an unbiased presentation 

of the piyyutim. Since there is no information about the date in which each Piyyut was written, I 

could not present the piyyutim in order of their age. Organizing the piyyutim according to their 

topics and subject matter is inherently interpretive, and I wanted to avoid characterizing the 

piyyutim in any way that may influence future readers. I therefore chose a functional rule, 

presenting the piyyutim in ascending order of length. Some of the piyyutim are complete, others 

are fragments of larger pieces, but the extant material is presented here unchanged.  

The second step in the process was to note the formal characteristics of each Piyyut. In 

the introductory page for each piece the reader can find a summary of the number of stanzas, the 

acrostic system, and some notes regarding the main topic and nature of the Piyyut. It is, in effect, 

a short-hand map of the Piyyut in question, as it ushers the reader into the text with some 

appreciation of its contours. The data is not intended to explain the text or interpret it, but to flag 

its relevant literary and structural features and the pertinence thereof.  

The third phased stemmed from my perception that in addition to translating the 

piyyutim, there is a determined scholarly need to note the sources, biblical and other, that Yosse 

ben Yosse appears to have consulted. One cannot ignore the socio-religious and socio-political 

context of fifth century Palestine, the putative reality in which Yosse ben Yosse laboured. 

                                                           
404 I began the translation project as I was writing my MA thesis: “Yosse ben Yosse: The Social Function of Liturgical Poetry 

in Fifth Century Palestine,” Concordia University, 2011. I subsequently translated the entire body of work again, and annotated 
it, as it appears in Appendix A of this dissertation, p. 283.  
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Mirsky presents some annotations in his seminal book, but standing on the shoulders of a giant, I 

scoured the Hebrew Bible, rabbinic literature: the Mishnah, the Palestinian and Babylonian 

Talmuds, Tosefta, and more, the Dead Sea Scrolls, the apocrypha, Josephus, and a variety of 

other sources, seeking evidence for the specific lexical choices the paytan made. Yosse ben 

Yosse was, in the best of Byzantine aesthetic mores, a mosaic artist of words. He painstakingly 

collected a tile here and a stone there, a phrase from here and an allusion from there, a verse 

from here and an epithet from there, and synergistically created something new and meaningful. 

I carefully annotated the source materials upon which Yosse ben Yosse appears to have drawn in 

writing his piyyutim, under the assumption that the source material provides useful clues about 

the weltanschauung that animated the poet.  

The reader will note the multiple footnotes peppered across the English translation of the 

piyyutim, where I cite the apparent and plausible sources that may have inspired Yosse ben 

Yosse. Furthermore, at the end of each translation I offer the reader a table of source materials 

that the paytan appears to have consulted, better to contextualize both the original and the 

English texts. I do not cite exegeses of the original citations, unless the paytan himself appears to 

have incorporated them into his work. The collected phenomenological data point to a 

preponderant reliance on verses from Genesis, Isaiah, Psalms, and in the case of the piyyutim 

that speak of the Avodah, on Mishnah Yoma as well.405 Some piyyutim display a slightly greater 

or lesser reliance on this source or another, but they all display a similar pattern, compared to the 

overall plot of citations. I am as yet unsure what this collected data may or may not suggest and I 

present it here for future consideration by myself and other Yosse ben Yosse scholars. This raw 

                                                           
405 See Appendix B. p. 746, for a complete and thorough exploration of the differences and commonalities between the 

Yosse ben Yosse oeuvre and Mishnah Yoma.  
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data may or may not reveal useful information, but some future erudite mind may see in it that 

which is yet to be explored as the subject for future research. The overall picture that emerges is 

of a rabbinically trained Paytan who was also familiar with non-rabbinic and apocryphal texts. 

The questions are: why does this matter? What is the meaning and religious agenda of the 

specific Piyyut and the body of work itself? 

The fourth and deepest layer in this textual excavation method is the interpretation and 

explanation of the latent meaning enfolded in the Piyyutic verses. Given my own pre-existing 

research interests, I compare the Mishnaic narrative of the Avodah in Tractate Yoma with the 

Yosse ben Yosse narrative as it appears in these piyyutim. Critical discourse analysis that 

evaluates texts from an avowedly politically committed perspective,406 discloses important 

information regarding the interaction of a variety of Byzantine Palestinian Judaic traditions in the 

fifth century.  

All post Biblical, temple ritual narratives describe events that had taken place centuries 

before they were described.407 They rely on second and third hand sources that were “massaged” 

centuries after the destruction, through extrapolation and exegesis that fit particular worldviews 

and promoted particular agents of power in Jewish society. The rabbis of the Mishnah in the 2nd 

and 3rd centuries, the Talmudic scholars in Babylon and Palestine, and Yosse ben Yosse the fifth 

century, responded to their own conceptions of authentic Judaism. Each side hitched its 

                                                           
406 Mills, Discourse, 24, 116-143, citing Norman Fairclough. 
407 There is not, as Michel Foucault states, “a seamless narrative which we can decipher underlying history” [Mills, 

Discourse, 23, citing Michael Foucault.] There is no grand narrative, no seamless account of the past, and indeed there is no 
account that has reached us of the Temple rituals which we can categorically define as a truer depiction of reality. All the 
knowledge we currently have about Yom Kippur Temple rituals is the result of a literal power struggle between the Hebrew 
Bible, the Mishnah, and other competing discourses. In fact, no record has survived of firsthand accounts of Temple rituals. 
Indeed, the earliest account we possess was written by Josephus, an outsider both religiously and culturally, who may or may 
not have witnessed Temple rituals with his own eyes, and account itself is the result of a purposeful redaction of information, 
designed to subvert certain ideologies and privilege others [Cohn, The Memory of the Temple and the Making of the Rabbis, 33, 
endnote 77 on 156]. 
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proverbial wagon to the leaders it deemed authoritative, correct, and binding, producing 

competing discourses in the process.408 The discourse on temple ritual was a vehicle for asserting 

legitimacy and authority over post-destruction Jewish law and ritual practice, with emphasis on 

the prescriptive nature of the various narratives.409 By composing temple ritual narratives, both 

Yosse ben Yosse and the rabbis sought to mold collective Jewish memory, and to assert the 

political-religious authority of their worldview on the people entire.410  

Contemporary scholarly consensus is to regard Piyyut as aesthetically pleasing religious 

poetry and liturgy, as an important evolutionary element in the development of Jewish prayer 

and liturgy, and as a concrete example of the evolution of Hebrew grammar leading to the 

linguistic standardization of Hebrew. The field today is typified primarily with research that 

gazes at the literary form of Piyyut. But in order to alter the trajectory of scholarly discourse, and 

in order to elucidate aspects of Byzantine Judaic thought that have hitherto been marginalized, I 

set the stage for the study by uncovering the layers of meaning ensconced in the piyyutim, and 

by examining their ontologically constitutive and religious, soteriological significance.411 

The destruction of the temple created a vacuum of religious authority, pulling the rug 

from under the practical and theological underpinnings of Jewish life. Urgent reform was 

required of religious practices and religious institutions, to preserve Jewish life through its 

fundamental restructuring. I propose to study Yosse ben Yosse’s liturgical poems using 

Discourse Analysis,412 which involves consideration of the ways in which language enacts social 

and cultural identities: Critical discourse analysis seeks to engage with politics. Critical discourse 

                                                           
408 Cohn, The Memory of the Temple and the Making of the Rabbis, 33. 
409 Ibid., 3. 
410 Ibid., 12. 
411 Goodenough, Jewish Symbols in the Greco-Roman Period. 
412 James Paul Gee, An Introduction to Discourse Analysis: Theory and Method, 4th ed., (New York: Routledge, 2014). 
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analysis deals with (the question) whose “interests” are represented, helped, or harmed, when 

people speak and write.413  The multiplicity of conversations, debates, ideas, and revolutionary 

attempts in the post-destruction era  may be called a Super Discourse,414 as these debates raged 

within society among and between specific social groups, each seeking to transform Jewish life 

and imbue the new with meaning, despite the existential void created by the removal of the 

temple. James Paul Gee calls this “big C Conversation,” a term I find somewhat confusing, 

especially in historiographical terms, because naming one conversation a Big C conversation 

entails judgement with regards to the Small C conversations of which no records have survived. I 

instead termed the multiplicity of conversations, debates, ideas, and revolutionary attempts in the 

post-destruction era Super Discourse in order to describe the web of conversations in society or 

within specific social groups that large numbers of people recognize in terms of what “sides” can 

be taken in such debates and in terms of what sorts of people tend to be on each side.  

In 63 BCE the Romans arrived in Israel, hitherto ruled by the Hasmonean dynasty, and 

quickly became the dominant culture in the Middle East. Roman rule came on the heels of 

Alexander the Great, the Ptolomeic rule, and Selucid Judea, the penultimate force in what we 

now call the Greco-Roman period. Despotic Roman governance weakened Jewish self-rule and 

contributed to ongoing internal divisions that led to sectarianism, whereas a multiplicity of 

groups vied for ascendency. Groups such as the Sadducees, principally the Priestly Caste that 

rejected Oral Law and disputed the concept of the afterlife; Pharisees, the forerunners of the 

Rabbinic class, led by Hillel, Shamai, and Avtalyon, who were alienated from Roman 

government; Essenes, pietists who withdrew to the Judean desert in anticipation of the End 
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Times;  Revolutionary Zealots, a radical group dedicated to the violent destruction of the world 

in anticipation of a messiah;  and Christian Jews, whose gradual development of a New 

Testament eventually parted from Judaism- each claimed to be the true and divinely elected 

religious authority of Jews.415  

Common Judaism emerged out of this sectarian strife, aided by the Pax Romana approach 

to the Pharisee-born Rabbinic Class as the primary legal authority that mediated between Roman 

rulers and the Jewish commonwealth.416 The idea that there existed a common form of Judaism 

that transcended sectarian differences is now widely accepted. Diversity characterized first 

century Judaism, but it flourished under an umbrella of common practices and beliefs.417 

Pharisees, Sadducees, and Essenes, and other special groups,418 shared a common core of 

practices that characterized any Jew qua Jew.419 The term “common Judaism” describes the 

beliefs and practices of the majority of Jews in the Second Temple period, who did not affiliate 

with any sect and did not engage with practices and beliefs of differentiated groups. “(The term) 

common Judaism reflects the lives of the common Jews, those who were often referred to as the 

ammé ha-áretz, as well as ordinary priests, as distinct from “the powerful,” including the chief 

priests as well as the Pharisees, Sadducees, and Essenes.”420 

Scripture was a common ground. It was encountered regularly in synagogues. All Jews 

believed in the God of Israel and accepted the Hebrew Bible as the expression and revelation of 
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God’s will, they observed their ancestral Mosaic law,421 and identified themselves with the 

history of the Jewish people.422 Initially this common Judaism was Torah- and Temple-

centered,423 and despite regional differences that Jews of Roman Palestine had “largely 

internalized some version of the ideology that was centrally constitutive of Judaism.”424 

Common Judaism was the scaffold upon which sectarian Jewish movements hung. There 

flourished a diversity within unity.425It was a system of one God, who had given His singular law 

in the Torah, and who could be served by the one chosen people in the one chosen location – the 

temple.426 The three largest sects- the Pharisees, Sadducees, and Essenes- had an almost official 

status and enjoyed a measure of legitimacy, recognition, and respectability.427 These groups were 

rooted in common Judaism, but they differed in their interpretation of scripture. Consequently, 

these sects held little sway over the lives of the hoi poloi Palestinian Jews,428 even though 

teachers and scribes did their best to persuade Palestinian society of the rightness of their sect’s 

interpretation.429 Each of the diverse systems produced by Jews in ancient times constituted a 

world-view and way of life for a circumscribed social group. While these various Judaic systems 

drew upon common Scripture and referred to the same themes, they sufficiently differed from 

one another to be regarded as essentially distinct social-religious constructions.430 
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Pharisaism turned from a sect among several, into the hegemonic orthodoxy, to the 

Jewish mainstream. Until the destruction of the temple the Priestly Caste remained an elite group 

in Jewish society. After the destruction, priests retained their dynastic social elite status, but were 

gradually displaced by the meritocracy-based Rabbinic class.431 From the multiplicity of Jewish 

forms of life and forms of exegetical relationships to the Torah, there emerged two relatively 

broad representatives of elite groups who claimed religious authority over the people. The 

Rabbinic Class and the Priestly Caste effectively sidelined the smaller sects. As each group 

claimed exclusive power to interpret revealed Law, a power relationship developed between the 

two principal groups.432 As Naftali Cohn states: “Each sub-group… seems to have tied its 

identity to a particular view of correct practice and so must have had its own ritual authorities 

and experts to determine what this practice should be.”433 The issue of identity comprises a 

complex weave of several categories that influence one another and are influenced by external 

factors as well.434 

Relations of power were influenced by discourse and shaped discourse at the same time. 

Foucault’s notion of “discourse”435 as a coherent body of writing, speech, and practices 
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pertaining to a given subject, which has an impact on the ways people think and act, is useful 

here. Discourse became the site of resistance to and the means of negotiating relations through 

the contestation of power. Power relations between rabbinic groups and the priestly caste shaped 

the production, interpretation, and reception of texts, which were enacted within the social 

context and were determined by the social context, contributing to the way the social context 

evolved in late antiquity.436 

Critical Discourse Analysis 

Critical discourse analysis seeks to discover in texts the embedded beliefs and values 

comprising a particular worldview and ideology.437 Both the Mishnah and Yosse ben Yosse’s 

liturgical poetry may be analyzed as a discourse whereas, according to Roger Fowler, “Discourse 

is speech or writing seen from the point of view of the beliefs, values and categories that it 

embodies ... (which) constitute a way of looking at the world, an organization or representation 

of experience ... (whereas) the source of these representations is the communicative context 

within which the discourse is embedded.”438 Governed by their own rules and structures, and 

with their own method of using words that presume authority and authenticity, the two texts seek 

to affect ways of thinking and behaving. Both use language systematically with specific effect on 

the way identity and ideology are encoded, thereby reflecting the power relations that shaped the 

production and reception of these discourses. 

                                                           
436 See: Mills, Discourse, 10. 
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Why does it all matter? Because we are all affected by discourse, as Louis Althusser 

explains in his concept of interpellation: “Individuals are called upon by texts to recognize 

themselves as particular types of individuals,”439 and we as scholars of Jewish history can learn a 

great deal about those individuals of antiquity through the texts they produced, valued, read and 

preserved over time. Commentary, according to Foucault, is a process by which books are kept 

in circulation;440 it is important to preserve the variability of historic Jewish traditions, and 

furthermore, through critical analysis, to keep Yosse ben Yosse’s discourse from fading into the 

margins of contemporary scholarship, because of its inherent epistemological merit. Piyyut in 

general, and Yosse ben Yosse’s oeuvre in particular must, as I maintain in Chapter 4 of this 

dissertation, be part of the discursive structures441 with which Jewish culture thinks about itself 

and with which it formulates ideas about God, reality and history. 

Discourse, explains Michel Foucault, is a device that enables people to bear up against 

events. Discourse is what enables people to face reality, as its primary claim is to be true and 

rational.442 Discourse, in other words, is the “equipment we need in order to confront the 

future”443 by defining the contours of power relations between the producer disseminators of the 

narrative and the consumer recipients thereof. Rabbinic control and mastery over the 

representation of the past is central to the political-religious aims of the rabbis. The voice of the 

master, in other words, is the voice of truth and therefore must be obeyed,444 not just regarding 
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the Yom Kippur traditions, not only as regards daily and festival rituals and worship, but in every 

aspect of religious life of Jewish persons. 

Each discourse examined here makes statements that bear truth claims ratified by 

knowledge,445 and each side in the dialogue claims, this truth to be validated by authority.446 One 

has to try to hear the echoes of the voices that have been effaced through the contestation of 

power, and one cannot accept at face value the dominant message alone,447 because the surface 

of discourse is not the sum-total of statements on a particular situation. Knowledge is the product 

of a process through which truth, power, understanding, and authority are constituted by 

dialogical power relations. Over time, the rabbinic discourse was privileged in terms of its 

presumed authenticity and relation to the truth, while other discourses were subjugated, 

marginalized and excluded.448 Defining the past in effect defines present and future power 

relations.449  

Jewish society in late antiquity was multi-confessional, variable, diverse, and its members 

lived with and by competing, overlapping sources of legal authority.450 Echoes of this 

complexity can be heard through the muffling presence of history and tradition, if one listens 
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attentively to the voices of rabbis and men such as Yosse ben Yosse. Their narratives appear on 

the surface to disclose undifferentiated memory, but upon close examination one can discern the 

differences that arise from competing sources of authority. Piyyutic sources must be used with 

caution of course, but they intimate the diversity of late antiquity, and as such as worthy of our 

scrutiny.  I treat the concept of rabbinic discourse as a whole, not as a differentiated body of 

texts. My approach to the notion of discourse here refers to the overall thrust, the preponderant 

idea that inform the rabbinic body of politically negotiated works. For the purposes of this 

dissertation, I engage only with Mishnah Yoma as the preeminent rabbinic Avodah text. The 

political theory woven between the threads of the Mishnah can be discerned elsewhere in the 

massive body of rabbinic thought. Mishnah Yoma is one of the most accessible of these fabrics, 

and it stands as the obvious counterpoint to Yosse ben Yosse’s piyyutic Avodot.  

Power relations define the strategies of situatedness, and perforce define potential 

disagreement with the reigning discourse as resistance, as negative and subversive anti-

establishment and anti-normative allegations.451 The Mishnah became the central literary 

composition for the rabbis who interpreted it in the two Talmuds. The Tosefta too is a 

supplement to the Mishnah, written as it was by contemporaries, before or right after the 

Mishnah was redacted. Rabbinic texts therefore must be viewed as comprising a single literary 

continuum, rather than a series of independent texts that emerged from a common “soup” of 

sources. They constitute a single textual tradition, a singular fabric of interwoven knowledge, 

that has been redacted, annotated, and studied continuously since antiquity and continue to be 

thus developed to this day. I therefore treat the Mishnah in this paper as the essential core text 
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and compare it to the works of Yosse ben Yosse, occasionally adding supplemental materials 

from the Tosefta and Talmuds.452 The rabbis attempted to reformulate the denominators of 

authority for Jewish society in late antiquity. They changed the vectors of power from a 

hereditary model to a meritocratic model, better to unify the people and instruct them in the ways 

of traditional life. In order to achieve this transfer of power, the rabbis entered into a discursive 

dialogue with the priestly discourse that had hitherto been dominant. Even as the rabbis tried to 

distance their halachic body from Pharisee halacha, as they sought to override the sectarianism of 

antiquity,453 there remained sectarian voices even in the fifth century. Shaye Cohen discusses the 

differentiation between Pharisee, Zaddokite, so called Qumranic, and later on Karaite legal 

bodies of thought.454 My interest rests with rabbinic discourse as it negotiated religious and 

political power vis-à-vis the priestly caste in late antiquity.  

New ways of reading and understanding scripture were developed as law making had to 

adjust to new socio-political and religious realities. Rabbinic discourse in general is thus 

transformed into an ethos, a binding and collectively shared fundamental character or spirit of 

Jewish culture. It undergirds the scaffold of traditional life with a normative set of beliefs, 

customs and practices of individuals within a society. The dominant assumptions of the people 

become inscribed as the character of the community and on its disposition toward time, space, 

and meaning.455 The rabbinic ethos becomes a principle of correct observance and practice of 

Judaic tradition and unifies the people in the process. The rabbis become teachers, and the people 
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become their students, in a mutual affirmation of the power structure that is predicated on the 

acts of writing and reading, of forming normativity and following it.456 Foucault calls this 

interdependence “Technologies of power” whereas the rabbis, in this case, determine the conduct 

of individuals and submit them to certain ends or domination.457 The temple narrative becomes 

the site of meeting between past and present, between the master and the subject, in relation to a 

religious truth.458 

The High Priesthood had always been a hereditary position459 and with enhanced ritual 

status and ecclesiastical authority that translated to political power. The priesthood was granted 

by God exclusively to the Sons of Aharon,460 therefore legitimacy of birth was essential.  Each 

priestly family traced its lineages, and therefore its legitimacy, to Aharon, and to Zadok. When a 

High Priest died, the position was bequeathed to his eldest son, or to his brother if he had no 

sons. It was an appointment for life,461  and it was ushered by a complex ceremony of 

consecration that gave a seal of sacrality to the appointment.462  This tradition came to an end 

during the Hasmonean rule, during which priests were appointed even if they were not related to 

Zadok. In the last years of the Second Temple, as Josephus recounts, the High Priesthood went to 

the highest bidder, often to ignorant men of avarice and pretense.463 The corruption rampant in 

the last years of the temple made the hereditary model of leadership controversial, contributing 

                                                           
456 Ibid., 215. 
457 Ibid., 225. 
458 Ibid., 298. 
459 Lev. 6:15. 
460 Exod. 28:1-2, 29:4-5. 
461 Num. 35:25, 28. 
462 Exod. 28-29; Exod. 29:29; Lev. 7:36; Lev. 8; Num. 3:3; Num. 20:28; Psalm 133:2. 
463 Flavius Josephus, Antiquities of the Jews, (Alberta, Canada: Okitoks Press, 2017), 12, 9:7; An excellent example of a High 

Priest appointed to the post despite his ignorance, in: Flavius Josephus, The Jewish War, (City, ST: Publisher, xxxx), 4, 3:147-156; 
For an enumeration of all the High Priests, from Aaron to the destruction, see: Josephus, Antiquities, 20, 10:1; For an example of 
the priestly power struggles, see: Josephus, The Jewish War, 1, 1:31. 



109 
 

 

to the social and religious unrest that tore Jewish society apart. After the destruction of the 

temple, new models of religious and social leadership were sought, whereas social, political and 

religious authority was gradually transferred to men of learning and sagacity, even if they were 

not scions of the priestly caste. The Mishnah presents the rabbis as legal authorities who teach, 

debate and issue rulings with exclusive agency to determine how all Jews ought to practice 

biblically based traditions and rituals.464 Moreover, they cast the Sanhedrin as the sole body that 

had the right to appoint and consecrate High Priests. Their presumed authority was prescriptive; 

it was not merely an abstraction, as it encoded practice.465 

There is not, as Michel Foucault states, “a seamless narrative with which we can decipher 

underlying history,”466 there is no grand narrative, no seamless account of the past, and indeed 

there is no account that has reached us of the temple rituals that we can categorically define as an 

accurate depiction of reality. The Avodah discourse on temple ritual was a vehicle for asserting 

rabbinic legitimacy and authority over post-destruction Jewish law and ritual practice, with 

emphasis on the prescriptive nature of rabbinic narratives;467 while for Yosse ben Yosse the 

Avodah was a trope that claimed as compelling his call for a return to priestly stewardship of the 

nation, based on such biblical pronouncements as Ezekiel 44:15, 23-24 : “But the priests the 

Levites, the sons of Zadok ... they shall come near to Me to minister unto Me ... And they shall 

teach My people the difference between the holy and the common, and cause them to discern 

between the unclean and the clean. And in a controversy, they shall stand to judge; according to 

Mine ordinances shall they judge it; and they shall keep My laws and My statutes in all My 
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appointed seasons, and they shall hallow My Sabbaths.” Each side, therefore, expressed its 

group sense of self, gave meaning to the present, and argued for the group’s legitimacy and for 

the authenticity of its voice. By composing temple ritual narratives, both Yosse ben Yosse and 

the rabbis sought to mold collective Jewish memory, and to assert the political-religious 

authority of their worldview on the people entire.468 The rabbis’ assertion as stated in Tractate 

Avot, that the chain of tradition stretching from them back to Moses, was a justification of 

authority. Jack Lightstone quotes George Orwell’s maxim that “Who Controls the past … 

controls the future; who controls the present controls the past”469 Competing claims for and to 

power, to legitimacy, authenticity and authority are therefore the backdrop to the variety of 

temple ritual texts, and ought to be considered. 

Super Discourse and Meta Discourses 

Figure 2 below illustrates the political context of the contest for power, leadership, and 

authority, between the rabbinic class and the priestly caste.470 The rabbinic class arose about 200 

years prior to the destruction of the Second Temple, as the most successful learned class of sages 

who engaged with biblical texts exegetically, to formulate specific prescriptive instructions for 

conducting Jewish life. A Pharisee-Sadducean coalition formed in 66 CE, wherein power was 

shared by members of the priestly caste and the Pharisee sages who preceded the rabbinic 

movement.471 The rabbis, generally associated with the Pharisee sect, reached a peak of their 

power around the second century CE, during the Bar Kochba revolt, ebbing during the Byzantine 
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period, only to rise as the definitive religious authority during the Ga’onic period, and remaining 

the uncontested authority to this day. The priestly caste, drawing its mandate from the bible, tried 

to regain its position as the rabbinic class weakened, but its lack of innovation in the face of new 

realities that transformed Jewish life, left it weak. Yosse ben Yosse worked at the cross-point of 

this contest. His liturgy can, I maintain, be read politically, to offer a glimpse of this balance of 

power shift in Jewish religious, social, and political life.  

 

 

Figure 2. The dynamic the dynamic historical contest for religious pre-eminence between the 

rabbinic class and the priestly caste 
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The Super Discourse in Jewish society sought to enact new socially-situated identities 

that would henceforth govern- authoritatively and authentically- the Jewish people’s observance 

of the Torah, and thus to preserve them as a socially and religiously distinct people with roots 

embedded in Antiquity. New ways of thinking, new interactions, new belief systems, even new 

calendars- all had to be established in such a way that guarantied the cloth of Jewish life would 

be regarded a seamless continuation of the old cloth. One had to weave the old into the new, the 

new into the old, to make them seam as one, even as this transformation was fundamentally 

revolutionary. Scholars needed to build new significant and authoritative institutions, credible 

practices, identities, relationships, and political structures that would henceforth afford Jewish 

life a chance of survival despite the atomized condition of the social body of Judaism in exile. 

Language, articles of speech and texts, was used to enact the revolutionary apparatuses. Writers 

and speakers could reach readers and listeners, who would follow their guidance to build what 

was required. New patterns of “being Jewish” were proposed, but they would all come to naught 

for the people would reject them as inauthentic and as anathema to the old ways of “being 

Jewish.”  

The context of this Super Discourse forced the debate to be enacted in written textual 

form, given the physical setting in which communication with the people took place. Direct 

contact with people, the semiotically charged speech complete with eye contact, movements, 

intonation, and other message-laden articles of communication, were challenged by the exilic 

condition, by dislocation, by the absence of physical venues for personal encounters with the 

majority of the people who called themselves Jewish. The written word became a vehicle for 

revolution, an article of tradition-making conversations, and thus facilitated the creation of new 
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conventions, new rules and practices of devotion, new organizational institutions of authority. 472  

It is as though a massive PR campaign was launched by scholars of all stripes and affiliations, to 

win the hearts and minds of a dispersed, weakened nation. New conventions were, per force, 

forged, recombinant with the old conventions, mutations thereof; and old conventions were given 

new meaning, better to weave them into the new cloth of Jewish life. A new social order was 

produced through written texts.  

Religious literature, and specifically religious poetry is often studied as literary 

expressions of mainstream, ideology, supporting mainstream power structures and leadership 

claims. Literary works are used to buttress, to support, to socially validate the power structure 

with the loveliness of verse and rhyme. The methodology proposed here, as it is applied to Yosse 

ben Yosse’s liturgy, suggests that political intrigue and arguments about vocality, identity, 

authenticity, all lurk behind and between the lines. It is indeed possible to read religious poetry in 

the context of the Super Discourse in Judaism over the authority and hierarchical legitimacy in 

the post-destruction era. The Super Discourse contains and frames two or more Meta Discourses, 

in Yosse ben Yosse’s case the rabbinic and the priestly. Contemporary Judaism fully privileges 

the rabbinic Meta Discourse over the priestly Meta Discourse. But the past, as always, is in 

politically charged flux. The historiographic lens alters what we perceive to be an accurate 

representation of reality.  

The “Eye” and the “I” of the Beholder 

Piyyut is an artform. Art does not operate in a vacuum. It is part of reality, which is 

complex, incomplete, contextual, and an interpretive bricolage of fragmented meanings rather 
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than an objective factual record.473 Reality is a construct, an articulation of perceptions that 

depend on the attitudinal prism of the “I of the beholder,” on who is doing the looking, their way 

of seeing things, what they know, and what they believe.474 Reality is, therefore, not monolithic. 

It is subject to influences that can be formative, subtle, extraneous, or internal. What a person 

does is, at some level, an expression of the historical era in which he or she operates, a figuration 

of the values, aesthetic norms, and cultural considerations. Using art as a cultural diagnostic is 

complicated by the fact that art is a multifaceted medium, whose embedded messages often 

depend on the interpretive skills of the recipients. The term “medium” refers to the vehicle that 

carries messages, to the arena in which those messages operate, the socio-political interactions 

that produce the artistic artifact.475 Art can be the medium through and upon which public 

discourse may be conducted, and upon whose scaffold hang meaning and identity.  

The “eye” and “I” of the beholder create meaning, contour a perception of reality, and 

rephrase it as fact. The following, an example drawn from the world of visual art,476 illustrates 

the Marshall McLuhan edict that “the medium is the message.”477 The phrase means that the 

form of a medium embeds itself in any message it would transmit or convey, creating a 

symbiotic relationship by which the medium influences how the message is perceived. The social 

implications of a cultural product are not only illustrated by the surface meaning but are in effect 

embedded in the form in which it is conveyed.  

                                                           
473 Terry Barrett, “Modernism and Postmodernism: An Overview,” in Art Education: Content and Practice in a Postmodern 

Era, ed. J. Hutchens and M. Suggs, (Reston, VA: National Art Education Association, 1997 ), 27.  
474 Michael Brecher, Decisions in Crisis, (Berkeley, CA: University of California Press, 1980), 37-39; Ken Wilber, To See a 

World: Art and the I of the Beholder, (Boston: Shambala, 2000), 9, 243-251. 
475 Marshall McLuhan, Understanding Media: The Extensions of Man, (New York: McGraw-Hill, 1964), 11. 
476 Soloveichik, Meir, “How Rembrandt Understood the Destruction of Jerusalem (and Poussin Didn't): A tale of two 

paintings and one city,” July 12, 2018, Mosaic, https://mosaicmagazine.com/observation/2018/07/how-rembrandt-
understood-the-destruction-of-jerusalem-and-poussin-didnt/ 

477 McLuhan, Understanding Media, 9-13. 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Media_(communication)
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Message
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Begging the reader’s indulgence for what appears to be a detour, I present an example 

from the Western artistic legacy illustrates the visual consequences of reading the same text with 

different vantage points, as a way of referencing the literary differences in the bodies of text 

before us. Two seventeenth-century masters, Nicolas Poussin (1594-1665) and Rembrandt van 

Rijn (1606-1669), painted what are now considered to be world heritage paintings depicting the 

same historical event – the destruction of the temples in Jerusalem. Careful examination of the 

two paintings reveals some dramatic differences that may have escaped notice by a cursory 

viewing. Rembrandt’s temple is the First Temple, sacked by sacked by the Babylonian King 

Nebuchadnezzar, and Poussin’s temple is the Second Temple sacked by the Romans. But the real 

difference between the two paintings is deeper, as they convey diametrically opposite 

weltanschauung regarding Judaism and Jewish people. In Poussin’s painting,478 the temple looks 

like the Greek Parthenon; the main characters in the painting aren’t the Jews but the Romans. 

Poussin’s painting illustrates a Judea destroyed by Roman forces, and a Judaism destroyed, 

supplanted by the Christian Church. Poussin lived in Catholic Rome and was familiar with the 

Arch of Titus: “…with its famous sculpted relief of the Temple’s treasures, the great menorah 

most prominent among them, being carried in triumph through the streets of Rome. Built by 

pagans but revered by Christians, the arch symbolized the destruction not only of Judea but also 

of Judaism, now superseded by the Church … (For Poussin) a Jerusalem without Jews was… the 

perfect gift for …the Church, bespeaking a world in which the light of Jusadism had been 

extinguished … once and for all.”479  

                                                           
478 “Nicolas Poussin: The Destruction and Sack of the Temple of Jerusalem.” The Israel Museum, Jerusalem. 

https://www.imj.org.il/en/collections/199789. 
479 Soloveichik, “How Rembrandt Understood the Destruction of Jerusalem (and Poussin Didn't): A tale of two paintings 

and one city.” 
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Poussin, on the other hand, was a Protestant man who lived in Amsterdam’s Jewish 

quarter. He had experienced Judaism as a living faith, and thus his painting gives us a Judea that 

has been destroyed but a Judaism that remains alive. His painting480 depicts Jerusalem being 

destroyed in the last days of the First Temple; the marauders are the invading troops of the 

Babylonian king Nebuchadnezzar, and that the man in the center of the scene is the most famous 

of all mourners of Jerusalem: the prophet Jeremiah. 

The painting can be seen as portraying not only one man at one moment in time but also 

the Jewish people, centuries later, having undergone the destruction of Jerusalem and of the 

Second Temple by the Roman legions under Titus, and all of the Jews in all of the lands of exile 

throughout the ensuing millennia, mourning the loss of their sacred land, yearning to return, and 

sustained in that hope by the word of God.481 

Rembrandt’s work was informed by his Protestant faith, by his illustrated Bible, and by 

his copy of Josephus Flavius’s book Antiquities of the Jews.482 His aesthetic decisions, affected 

by the different environment in which he lived and worked, were entirely different from 

Poussin’s artistic choices, which were informed by Catholicism and by his residence in Rome, 

where Jews were segregated in ghettos. Poussin experienced Judaism as a dead religion, and his 

painting depicted this perception by removing Jews from the scene. Rembrandt’s experience of 

Judaism as a living religion, and his painting depicted a prophet mourning the destruction of the 

temple but insisted on remaining in Jerusalem. 

                                                           
480 Rembrandt did not give his paintings titles. This particular painting, now known as Jeremiah Lamenting the Destruction 

of Jerusalem, was also created in the 1620s. 
481 Soloveichik, “How Rembrandt Understood the Destruction of Jerusalem (and Poussin Didn't): A tale of two paintings 

and one city.”  
482 Josephus, Antiquities of the Jews, particularly 52:5-11. 

https://www.rijksmuseum.nl/en/collection/SK-A-3276
https://www.rijksmuseum.nl/en/collection/SK-A-3276
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We turn back to the literary works before us. Indeed, it is possible to examine liturgy and 

religious literature in the context of the competing voices that rang and were expressed textually, 

if one is attuned to the distribution of social goods by socially significant actors who enact 

practices and significant identities and social relationships in their texts. Through a systematic 

comparison of Yosse ben Yosse’s work and rabbinic texts one can identify sites of contestation 

of meaning that reveal something of the intricate nature of the multiple religious and ontological 

expressions of Judaism that coexisted in Palestine in the fifth century. Competing claims for and 

to power, to legitimacy, authenticity and authority are therefore the backdrop to the variety of 

temple ritual texts. Both Yosse ben Yosse and the rabbis responded to their own present realities, 

and their writings served socio-political and religious functions in their present. Each side, 

therefore, expressed its group sense of self, gave meaning to the present, and argued for the 

group’s legitimacy and for the authenticity of its voice. My research aims to demonstrate that 

that Yosse should not be assimilated into the discourse of Yoma but rather forms a somewhat 

separate discourse483. Piyyut in general and Yosse ben Yosse’s oeuvre in particular, must, I 

maintain, be part of the discursive structures484 with which Jewish culture thinks about itself and 

with which it formulates ideas about God, reality and history.485 It has thus far revealed that one 

cannot take for granted an ideological, theological, historical or legal parity between rabbinic 

literature and Piyyut. Even as Piyyut is a form of Midrashic exegesis, even as it seeks to inform 

and educate, even as it was penned by men who have received rabbinic training in rabbinic 

                                                           
483 Mills, Discourse, 7, 55, 107-108. One has to try to hear the echoes of the voices that have been effaced through the 

contestation of power, and one cannot accept at face value the dominant message alone, because the surface of discourse is 
not the sum-total of statements on a particular situation. Each discourse examined here makes statements that bear truth 
claims ratified by knowledge, and each side in the dialogue claims, this truth to be validated by authority.  

484 Sarah Mills, (2009). Discourse. (London: Routledge), pp. 43-68. 
485 It was the subject of my MA dissertation: “Yosse ben Yosse: The Social Function of Liturgical Poetry in Fifth Century 

Palestine,” Concordia University, January 2011. 
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academies, or were exposed to rabbinic exegesis or were familiar with the body of rabbinic 

literature, and even as Piyyut, in order to survive, required rabbinic sanction- the two modalities 

stand quite apart and cannot be considered seamlessly related to one another.  

Ontological Uses of Language 

Language was used by sages and paytanim alike, to create seven new elements in the new 

Jewish reality:  

1. significance,  

2. practices, 

3. identities, 

4. relationships, 

5. political power, 

6. connections, and 

7. authority (anchored in antiquity). 

Significance 

The term refers to the things in life that everyone agrees are significant, important, and 

central in Jewish life. Language signaled how to view the significant things, once language had 

rendered them important. The temple, once central to Jewish life, had through its rhythms and 

rituals defined time, and provided a proven, tested and true vehicle that could access the Divine 

on behalf of the people of Israel. In its absence, Jewish society had to decide what, if any, 

institution would henceforth equal in significance, what would be the engine that would drive 

Jewish life into the future. The rabbinic class proposed its own institutions as the arbiters of 

signification. Their reconstructed memory of the past, or its re-imagining, placed them as 

religious authorities even at the heart of the temple, as the arbiters of law even in antiquity: 

Moses received the Law on Sinai and delivered it to Joshua; Joshua in turn handed it down to the 

Elders (not to the seventy Elders of Moses' time but to the later Elders who have ruled Israel, and 

each of them delivered it to his successor); from the Elders it descended to the prophets 

(beginning with Eli and Samuel), and each of them delivered it to his successors until it reached 
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the men of the Great Assembly. The last, named originated three maxims: "Be not hasty in 

judgment; Bring up many disciples; and, Erect safe guards for the Law."486 

The priestly caste, on the other hand, proposed a return to biblical conservatism, a return 

to the old ways that placed priests at the apex of the social-religious hierarchy, pursuant to God’s 

own Word, rather than the establishment of a de-novo class of halachic arbiters. The Priestly 

Caste drew its claim to power from the Pentateuch. They were strict literalists who denied the 

notion of reward and punishment in the afterlife, and who ascribed complete free will to men and 

women, thus rejecting the idea of divine involvement in human affairs. After the Great Revolt, 

some priests distanced themselves from the nascent rabbinic movement, unable to tolerate the 

Hasmonean usurpation of the priesthood in 152 BCE.487 Others joined the Pharisees, and yet 

others became Boethusians in opposition to the Pharisees. After 70 CE, however, the Priestly 

Caste declined because of its inherent inability to adapt strict literalism to the new political and 

social reality of a disempowered and dispersed nation.488 Yosse ben Yosse, however, appears to 

have belonged to the minority who still held that there can be no replacement for “the real thing,” 

and he writes:489 

 

We have no High Priest 

To atone for us 

And how shall we find atonement, to 

Expiate our errors 

                                                           
486 Tractate Avot 1:1 
487 Herr, “The Identity of the Jewish People Before and After the Destruction of the Second Temple: Continuity or 

Change?” 222. 
488 Lawrence H. Schiffman, From Text to Tradition: A History of Second Temple Rabbinic Judaism, (Brooklyn, NY: Ktav, 1991) 

98-119; See also: Miller, Sages and Commoners in Late Antique Eretz Israel; Boyarin, Border Lines: The Partition of Judaeo-
Christianity; Cohn, The Memory of the Temple and the Making of the Rabbis; Levine, The Ancient Synagogue: The First Thousand 
Years; Schwartz, Imperialism and Jewish Society: 200BCE-640CE; Jacob Neusner, Rabbinic Judaism: Structure and System, 
(Minneapolis, MN: Augsburg Fortress, 1995); Catherine Hezser, The Social Structure of the Rabbinic Movement in Roman 
Palestine, (Tubingen, Germany: Mohr Siebeck, 1997). 

489 Appendix A, p. 320 ( אין לנו כהן גדול verses 1-2). 
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We have no Urim and Thumim490 

To inquire for judgment 

And how shall we find a light491 

While the object of our desire is in darkness.  

Practices 

Thinkers had to choreograph new socially recognized and culturally supported 

endeavours that would involve sequencing or combining actions in certain specific and 

meaningful ways.492 What, if anything, could replace the temple cult? What mechanism would 

possibly proffer national and individual absolution from sin and pardon from inequities? What 

would henceforth expiate the transgressions of Israel? New variants of the old practices had to be 

developed, while maintaining the practices of the past as an effective template. Prayer, recitation, 

spoken words would replace animal sacrifices. But whose memory best approximated the temple 

reality? Was it the rabbinic class or the priestly caste, the two most dominant religious and social 

elites?  

Identities  

The temple was no more. more was lost than mere bricks and mortar. The destruction 

caused a collapse of the social order itself, the infrastructure, the scaffold of Jewish life itself. 

Gone was the cadre of priests who, through precise and scripted movements could redress sin. 

Gone was the mediated route to pardon, national and personal. Language was therefore 

                                                           
490 Num. 27:21. 
491 PT, Yoma 7:3 explains the origin of the term Urim and Thumim, based on the root אור. They lit the way for Israel. The 

Piyyut contradicts Mishnah Sotah 9:12 which states that since the passing of the First Prophets the Urim and Thumim were no 
longer needed or in use. Yosse ben Yosse harks back to early times, seeking to re-enact the First Temple sacral judgment, in 
opposition to the rabbis who seek to enact a new form of Judaic legislative system.  

492 Gee, An Introduction to Discourse Analysis, 32. 
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recognized as the mechanism for enacting new leaders, specifying their new roles and 

responsibilities; language also enacted new identities for the people themselves, so as to preserve 

the social cohesion and communal life, as God’s people who live in light of the Torah, with 

personal and communal avenues to the Divine.  

These elements had to consider the recipient design, and to give due consideration for the 

recipients of articles of speech. The position design of these articles would guide the recipients to 

be, to think, to feel, and to behave in specific ways, and thus assume a particular identity that 

would lead to new and different beliefs and actions. Speakers and writers sought to persuade, 

motivate, even manipulate their readers and listeners, to foster a new social and religious 

definition of Jewish life. Utterances had to be constructed so that the relevant, salient messages 

could be actively promoted and clearly apprehended.493  

The texts pertaining to the Avodah had to impress upon the readers and listeners that they 

authentically depict the historical record, that by saying the words the community can re-enact 

the actions in virtual space and enjoy the same benefits. Each textual account had to impress 

upon the community that the account is authoritative and therefore its authors merit the position 

of leadership. The rabbis created and deliberately construed an historic account of the temple that 

attributed to them a central and decisive role in the Yom Kippur rituals, inevitably implying that 

their claim to authority in the post-destruction era is valid. Rabbinic accounts created an 

intellectual lineage back to Moses, claiming ancient roots in order to establish credibility and 

authority. Their religious and political legitimacy instilled in their writings an aura of 

incontestable veracity. As Naftali Cohn asserts494 the Rabbinic account of temple rituals 

                                                           
493 Ibid., 23. 
494 Cohn, The Memory of the Temple and the Making of the Rabbis, 122. 
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facilitated the consolidation of rabbinic power, based on a self-styled legal authority. Even as the 

rabbis imagined themselves as material actors in the temple, they created a past for themselves 

that authorized their claim to power. They created a myth of origin by narrating temple rituals 

none of them had actually witnessed. That account has over the centuries become the 

uncontested “record” of temple rituals.495 By inserting the rabbinic court into the temple ritual, 

the Mishnah imbued the rabbis with authority over the procedure, intruding on the exclusive 

Torah mandated priestly preserve.496 According to Mishnah Yoma, the rabbinic elders 

undermine the priestly power by declaring themselves critical to the proceedings: “Though their 

involvement is ultimately peripheral to the larger ritual performance, their limited role 

establishes and demonstrates that they have authority over the entire ritual.”497 The rabbis 

command the High Priest. The rabbis instruct him, the rabbis supervise and monitor his actions. 

The High Priest therefore is merely an extension of rabbinic power. Indeed, if one considers 

Mishnaic and Talmudic texts as historiographically relevant, one must presume that these 

sources are inflected by hyperbole and by literary flights whose aims conformed to the 

ideological template imposed by political considerations in the post-destruction era.498 “He is 

attended by some elders of the Beth Din, who read to him [out of Lev. xvi.] concerning the 

ceremonial of the day (of Atonement), and say to him: My lord the high-priest, say it aloud, lest 

thou hast forgotten, or not studied this. On the morning of the day preceding the Day of 

Atonement, he is placed at the eastern gate, and bulls, rams, and sheep are passed before him, 

that he should get a knowledge of the service.”.499 And: “The Elders of the Beth Din left him to 

                                                           
495 Ibid., 237-265. 
496 Ibid., 41. 
497 Ibid., 44. 
498 Safrai, The Jewish Community in the Talmudic Period, 17. 
499 Yoma 1:3. 
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the attendance of the Elders of the priesthood, who took him up to the house of Abtinas, made 

him swear, took farewell, and went away. They said: My lord the high-priest, we are delegates of 

the Beth Din, and thou art our delegate and the delegate of the Beth Din; we conjure thee by Him 

who has made His abode in this house, that thou shalt not alter one thing about which we have 

spoken to thee. He took farewell weeping, and they parted weeping.500 

The design of Yoma considers the recipients and the response, in order to buttress 

rabbinical authority. The Mishnah is designed as a record of internal deliberations between and 

among rabbinic elites (Yoma 1:1). It reads like minutes of an executive meeting. There is no 

room for audience participation, deletion, addition, or innovation. The minutes of the meeting 

become immutable Torah themselves, appropriating the ultimate authority and legitimacy for the 

rabbis. Yosse ben Yosse, on the other hand, crafts his liturgy so as to encourage audience 

participation. Whereas priestly temple ritual required an audience, it did not require the 

audience’s active participation beyond witnessing the procedures. Yosse ben Yosse’s poems 

were recited centuries after the destruction of the temple. The memory of the temple had by then 

become a distant memory, enacted through texts by Jewish worshippers in their every diasporic 

community, affirmed by each individual in an act of ontologically critical remembrance. Yosse 

ben Yosse’s account fashioned the role of the audience as one that is writ into the primary text, 

in responsive readings that affirm, reaffirm, and re-reaffirm the biblical quotes. Indeed, the 

audience cannot add or omit any word, nor can they innovate. But the paytan deliberately assigns 

the audience a speaking role, he acknowledges them, he breaks the so called fourthh dimension, 

he involves the audience in the dramatic re-enactment of the Avodah, as in the Piyyut מנם אשמינוא  

                                                           
500 Yoma 1:5. 
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in which he writes in the people’s voice, and adds responsive readings for the audience, 

involving the people at two complementary levels.501 

     

 

  

 

Indeed, our transgressions 

Are too grave to be recounted 

The sorrows of our generation 

Are more numerous than can be spoken of, 502  

 

For we have not hearkened 

Your rebuke,503 as we ought to have understood 

Even as we are enveloped by tortures 

Like a rebellious man,504 we have deliberately done evil.  

 

It is Your manner, our God 

To suspend Your anger 

Against the iniquitous and the just 

And that is Your renown. 

The responsive readings Yosse ben Yosse assigned his audience acknowledges the 

education and the memory stores of the “non-literate” class, putting them on the same plateau as 

himself, and thus implies that the vox populi has merit, that the claim of the priestly caste for 

leadership is rooted in what the community already knows, in the Torah.  He need not construe a 

re-imagined revolutionizing past in order to substantiate a claim to religious authority.  

                                                           
501 Appendix A, p. 424 ( אמנם אשמינו verses 3-4). 
502 Psalm 40:6. 
503 Prov. 17:10. 
504 Ibid. 
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Yosse ben Yosse does not forge a de novo social identity for the priests or for the 

community. His picture of the social stratification is part of the armature of creation itself. His 

poems “spend” time and space on retelling the stories of creation, the biblical recounting of the 

evolution of social stratification in Antiquity, implying that the priestly claim to the proverbial 

throne is nothing short of the fulfillment on earth of God’s design. In Yosse ben Yosse’s liturgy 

identities do not need to be renegotiated or made fluid as a result of the destruction. Social roles 

and social identities are part of the scaffold upon which hangs the totality of God’s created 

world, implying that the Yom Kippur temple cult is fundamental to the salubrity of the universe 

entire. Human proclivity to sin endangers the universe and creation. The only authentic remedy 

must therefore be God’s prescription- priestly mediation on behalf of the people. Priests are part 

of the Big Plan, they are the agents assigned by the Torah to maintain balance, to attain God’s 

grace and His mercy. They were the heart within the throbbing heart, the temple. In the temple’s 

absence, they ought to remain the beating heart of Israel.  

The Mishnah, however, positions itself above the populace, and privileges rabbinic 

knowledge over popular memory. The rabbis, by virtue of their learned wisdom and deep 

knowledge, by dint of their scholarship, imply that they know best, that the complexities of 

Torah and Jewish life require erudition they alone possess. The structural framework and 

configuration of the Mishnah creates social distance between the rabbis and members of the 

community. The Mishnah speaks of different socially significant groups that are at once 

constructed and constituted. It enacts the socially significant rabbinic group as rooted in 

meritocracy and divine wisdom.  

The different social languages are rooted in fundamentally different perceptions of 

human communion with God. Both Yosse ben Yosse as a priestly partisan, and the rabbis, form 



126 
 

 

political speech, drawing on different sources of language to enact political identities. 

Interestingly, the Mishnah uses the vernacular language of its day, a mix of second century 

Hebrew and Aramaic, the spoken language of the people. Archaeological evidence in the form of 

inscriptions that date back to late antiquity in Palestine, shine a light on the linguistic variety and 

variability that prevailed in Palestine among Jews: “Many of them are written in cursive Hebrew 

script, some in Aramaic, others in square script, still others in Paleo-Hebrew … Greek was also 

used.”505 people from all walks of life were familiar with biblical stories, as they heard weekly 

sermons that accompanied Torah readings. Sermons were typically delivered in Aramaic, the 

daily language of Palestinian Jews. Piyyutim of the period cited biblical allusions and used 

biblical figures as “short hand” for embedded political assertions.506 The Mishnah purports to 

record real conversations that had taken place between real people, in the language of real 

people. The rabbis buttress their political claims by saying that they came from among the 

people, they are the people, only more learned, and erudite having received proprietary 

knowledge from Moses at Sinai.  

Yosse ben Yosse, on the other hand, weaves divine utterances into a new cloth that bears 

old designs. His artistic genius is recombinant artistry writ in God’s own words forming a divine 

liturgy. He masterfully cites biblical verses in innovative, meaning-laden ways. The words are 

God’s, the new combinations are the poet’s own. The recruitment of biblical verse communicates 

a political meaning. I maintain that Schwartz and Yahalom’s assessment of Yosse ben Yosse’s 

piyyut as a rabbinic and derivative restatement of Leviticus 16, intended to impress the listeners 

                                                           
505 Jürgen K. Zagenberg, “Archaeology, Papyri, and Inscriptions,” in The Eerdmans Dictionary of Early Judaism, ed. John J. 

Collins and Daniel Harlow, (Grand Rapids, MIJ: Wm. B. Eerdmans, 2010), 219. 
506 Schwartz and Yahalom. Avodah: Anthology of Ancient Ooems for Yom Kippur, 13. 
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with the paytan’s artistry is incomplete. They emphasize the linguistic artistry as one that seeks 

to dazzle, and to overwhelm the senses with the brilliant mosaic of words, that are as colourful 

and evocative as so many floor mosaics that adorned houses of worship and communal halls.507 

They say: “… it is the nature of Piyyut to overwhelm the listener with images from Israel’s 

culture… so the subtleties of the paytan’s handiwork may not have prevented the ancient Jew 

from appreciating this craft.”508 Yosse ben Yosse was embedded in the socio-religious 

community, he imbibed the prevalent aesthetics of his age, and he benefited from the cultural 

exchanges in the Byzantine marketplace.509 As Jodi Magness said: 

In general, there was some interaction between Jews and Christians, as well as Judaism and 

Christianity, in the sense that both religions laid claim to the same tradition and called themselves 

the ‘true Israel,' ... It is not coincidental that the same biblical themes appear in both 

forums…There is clearly some sort of dialogue, broadly speaking… A lot of what we see at 

Huqoq can be understood on the background of the rise of Christianity.510 

For example, the works of fourth century Christian liturgist and hymnographer Ephrem 

the Syrian (306-373 CE), are characterized by use of the acrostic, using biblical verses as 

prooftexts, they are didactic, and mnemonically fashioned to easily be carried across time and 

place.511 Richly ornate mosaics that have survived from this period, such as those discovered by 

Jodi Magness at the Huqoq excavation,512 tell the story of Byzantine art in Jewish Palestine as 

                                                           
507 Huqoq Excavation Project, last modified 2019, http://huqoq.web.unc.edu/. 
508 Ibid.  
509 David Talbot Rice, Art of the Byzantine Era, (London: Thames and Hudson Press, 1997), 18, 31-33; Cyril A. Mango, The 

Art of the Byzantine Empire: 312-1453, (Toronto, Canada: Toronto University Press, 2009), 31-39. 
510 Borschel-Dan, Amanda, “Mind-blowing 1,600-year-old biblical mosaics paint new picture of Galilean life: With its rich 

and vivid finds, Byzantine-period synagogue at Huqoq busts scholars’ earlier notions of a drab Jewish settlement in decline,” 
July 9, 2018, The Times of Israel, https://www.timesofisrael.com/mind-blowing-1600-year-old-biblical-mosaics-paint-new-
picture-of-galilean-life/. 

511 Kathleen E. McVey, Ephrem the Syrian: Hymns, (New York: Paulist Press, 1989), 35-39, 261, 443. 
512 Huqoq Excavation Project, last modified 2019, http://huqoq.web.unc.edu/. See also: results of Google search of the 

term “Huqoq” under “images,” 
https://www.google.ca/search?q=huqoq&tbm=isch&tbo=u&source=univ&sa=X&ved=2ahUKEwik4fPq7ezcAhVLjlkKHa3hA1QQ7
Al6BAgCEA0&biw=1298&bih=847  

https://www.google.ca/search?q=huqoq&tbm=isch&tbo=u&source=univ&sa=X&ved=2ahUKEwik4fPq7ezcAhVLjlkKHa3hA1QQ7Al6BAgCEA0&biw=1298&bih=847
https://www.google.ca/search?q=huqoq&tbm=isch&tbo=u&source=univ&sa=X&ved=2ahUKEwik4fPq7ezcAhVLjlkKHa3hA1QQ7Al6BAgCEA0&biw=1298&bih=847
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narrative based. Biblical themes are given shape in mosaic form,513 verses are illustrated, there is 

a sense of “one-ups-manship” in the extravagant details and colours. “Ancient Jewish art is often 

thought to be aniconic, or lacking images. But these mosaics, colorful and filled with figured 

scenes, attest to a rich visual culture as well as to the dynamism and diversity of Judaism in the 

Late Roman and Byzantine periods.”514 Aside from the visual complexity and rich detail, 

Byzantine art sought to convey meaning, significance. It was essentially expressionist, to borrow 

a modern terminology. Symbols laden with signifiers, coded nuances, imparted deeper meaning 

than was superficially gleaned.515 Yosse ben Yosse’s piyyutic craft is a mosaic of words that 

paints vivid images of creation, of the Jewish journey through history, and particularly of the 

temple. He dazzles. He teaches. He ‘one-ups’ himself with each iteration of the Avodah. His 

mosaic stones are words and biblical verses, laid together to depict new meaningful 

constructions. His piyyutic language stands apart from spoken language, even today. Each of his 

utterances conveys meaning, deeper than the meaning perceived upon a cursory reading. 

Aesthetically speaking, Yosse ben Yosse is a Byzantine artist.516 

Piyyut as decoration is not, I maintain and agree with Münz-Manor,517 the goal of Yosse 

ben Yosse’s craft. His poems are not straight forward recitations. They are politically charged, 

and they differ from the Mishnaic narratives in significant ways. His liturgy does not enact the 

priestly identity in the vernacular language, for priests are not “every-day people.” They are the 

                                                           
513 Meir Ben-Dov and Yoel Rappel, eds., Mosaics of the Holy Land, (Ann Arbor, MI: Michigan University Press, 1987); Steven 

Fine, Art and Judaism in the Greco-Roman World: Toward a Nerw Jewish Archaeology, (New York: Oxford University Press, 
2005), 212. 

514 Borschel-Dan, Amanda, “Mind-blowing 1,600-year-old biblical mosaics paint new picture of Galilean life: With its rich 
and vivid finds, Byzantine-period synagogue at Huqoq busts scholars’ earlier notions of a drab Jewish settlement in decline.” 

515 Rice, Art of the Byzantine Era, 35. 
516 Sandro Sproccati, Guide to Art: A Handy Reference to Artists, Their Works, and Artistic Movements from the Fourteenth 

Century to the Present Day, (Milano, Italy: Arnoldo Mondadori Editore, 2000), 52. 
517 Münz-Manor, “In Praise of the Hasmoneans: Chanukah Beyond Rabbinic Literature.” 
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elect, the chosen ones, since creation. Their authority to lead derives gravitas from Leviticus. His 

narrative, as well as the Mishnah’s, are politically charged discourses that are recognizable to the 

community. The rabbis claim authentic authority because of the Antiquity of their knowledge 

and because of their divinely inspired extrapolations; Yosse ben Yosse, as a spokes-person for 

the priestly caste, disputes the political aspirations of this new social class, and cites the ultimate 

authority’s words as prooftext.  

In the matter of enacting identity of religious leadership, one has to be rooted in the 

glorious past of Israel, but in the matter of the Yom Kippur narrative, one’s memory is the key. 

Of course, language cannot enact and recognize identities on its own. It must be melded with 

other things, in the right way, at the right time. “To enact identities, people have to talk the right 

talk, to walk the right walk, behave as if they believe and value the right things, and wear the 

right things at the right time and the right place. Identity is a performance. Like all performances, 

it will not work unless at least some people recognize what you are and what you are doing in 

your performance… the actors and the audience both need to know who the actors are supposed 

to be, what they are supposed to be doing, and what it all portends.”518 

Both the “actors” in the play and the audience recognize the elevated, divinely mandated 

role of the High Priest on Yom Kippur at the temple. It is the key to right atonement. The 

carefully choreographed “dance” of the High Priest were so designed as to convey political 

relevance and exclusive importance of the priests. Yosse ben Yosse makes it abundantly clear 

that the High Priest knew his lines, that he was able to consult other priests, that he was a learned 

leader. He knew the precise orchestration of words, movements, costume changes and ablutions, 

                                                           
518 Gee, An Introduction to Discourse Analysis, 24. 
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gestures, the placement of bodies in the temple space,519 the props, the tools. He knew his stuff, 

as did his kin priests, and he performed it at the right time and in the right way.520  

 

 

The great ones from the tribe of the chosen521 

Will rejoice when the lot is cast522 

For the commanding man of their household 

To serve Him in turns,523 in accordance with His Commandment 

 

He will be instructed in the art of being a High Priest 

By the elders of the tribe524 

To prepare the daily orders 

And keep the appropriate times for each of the works.  

The Yosse ben Yosse Avodah narratives convey that this choreography was part of the 

social display of beliefs and values, that constitute the priestly meta-discourse. It stands in stark 

opposition to and in conversation with the rabbinic meta-discourse that construes the temple 

rituals as dependent on rabbinic supervision:525  

They provided for him elders from the elders of the [high] court who would read before him the 

order of the service [for Yom Kippur]. They would say to him: My master the High Priest, 

memorize the order of the service; perhaps you forgot or never learned. On the day before Yom 

Kippur in the morning they stood him in the eastern gate of the Temple and passed before him all 

the bulls, rams and lambs [that would be used the next day in the service] so that he would 

recognize and be familiar with the service [of offering each of them]. 

The rabbis recruited a new identity, a new role for their social group. They assert that 

their predecessors, the Sanhedrin, were at the heart of the temple, orchestrating the execution of 

                                                           
519 Ibid., 24-26. 
520 Appendix A, אספר גדולות verses 21-22 
521 A reference to the Priests, after Lev. 21:10. See also DSS 11QT LVII 8. 
522 Prov. 16:33. 
523 Lev. 8:34. See also I Chron. 26:13. 
524 In Tractate Yoma 1:3, the Mishnah claims that the rabbinic sages instructed the High Priest; here the Paytan claims that 

the elders of the tribe, from which the High Priest hails, instructed him.  
525 Mishnah Yoma 1:3. 
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the rituals and thereby ensuring its redemptive efficacy. They in effect claim authority in the 

post-destruction Jewish world on the basis of a re-imagined leadership role.  

Relationships 

The relationships signaled by the priestly partisan Yosse ben Yosse, and those signaled 

by the rabbinic class, differ. Each side strive to be the ultimate authoritative voice in post-

destruction Judaism. This is not a dialogue. Each side claims a position that invalidates and 

excoriates the other side’s claim. It is not a negotiation. The rabbis seek a working relationship 

with the people of Israel, they speak of Halacha, they state the unequivocal voice of authority on 

all the different “how to” of Jewish life. For instance, Yoma 8:1 states: “On Yom Kippur, it is 

forbidden to eat, to drink, to wash, to anoint, and to wear leather shoes and to have sexual 

relations. The King and the bride may wash their faces, and the newly delivered mother may 

wear leather shoes: the words of Rabbi Eliezer; and the sages prohibit this.” 

Yosse ben Yosse is less prescriptive. He emphasizes the relationship between God and 

His people, as mediated by priests. The paytan does not concern himself with the “how to” of 

Yom Kippur; he is solely concerned with the spiritual aspects of the day. Nowhere in his existing 

liturgy would one find reference to what Yoma 8 prescribes.526 But despite the intentional 

exclusion of prescriptive information, Yosse ben Yosse’s works persist in asserting an 

uncontested leadership role for the priests: 

  

                                                           
526 Yoma 8 cannot be regarded as a direct continuation of Yoma 1-7. It is a separate elaboration of Lev. 16:28-30 and is but 

the first of a large Halakhic body of prescriptive rules for Yom Kippur. Yosse ben Yosse is not claiming to legislate Halakhah. His 
account of the Avodah is not legalistic but religio-historic and laden with implied claims to authority and authenticity.  
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I praise527 my God528 

I sing of His glory529 

I speak of His grace530 

I robe531 Him with Majesty 

 

  

Declare532 His greatness with me 

And let us exalt His name together533 

And do not adorn yourselves 

With a crown of Majesty. 

Any claim, other than the priestly claim, is a usurpation, a distortion of God’s blueprint 

for the world. Do not presume to don a crown of majesty over the people of Israel, for this 

contravenes God’s exclusive and absolute majesty over the world entire. Stick to the Pentateuch, 

he effectively tells the rabbis and their supported, do not presume to lead, do not presume to 

replace the Priestly Caste.  

Political Power 

The distribution of social goods is at the heart of critical discourse theory. Social good 

can be defined as anything a person or a group in society strives for, wants, and values, things 

like status, respect, money, influence, and political power.534 The rabbis and the priestly partisans 

all vied for the ultimate prize- the power to lead and to adjudicate Jewish life after the 

                                                           
527 Appendix A, אהללה אלוהי Verse 1. 
528 Psalm 69:31. 
529 Psalm 59:17. 
530 Psalm 96:3. 
531 Exod. 29:5 speaks of the High Priest’s vestments. The  אפודis a unique item of clothing reserved only for the High Priest. 

Here the Paytan turns the object into a future-tense verb אאפדהו. The implication is that God is robed with an אפוד, with the 
High Priest’s vestments; or, alternatively, that the Priestly vestments are worthy of God, thus imbuing the High Priest with a 
measure of God’s glory.  

532 Appendix A, אהללה אלוהי verse 6. 
533 Psalm 34:4. 
534 Gee, An Introduction to Discourse Analysis, 233. 
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destruction of the temple. Language is used to convey a particular perspective on the nature of 

the social goods and their distribution among socially significant actors. “Social goods are 

potentially at stake any time we speak or write in a way that states or implies that something or 

someone is… “good,” or “acceptable (or the opposite), in some fashion (that is) important to 

some group in society or society as a whole. (The) perspective on the distribution of social good 

(may be defined) as politics.”535 

Narratives reveal the underpinning of this perspective, whereas they define who is worthy 

of leadership, who is authoritative, who is the “right” and who is the “wrong” type of leader. 

Social goods are the politics of who gets what in terms of status, power, and acceptance. So, 

when the Mishnah recounts a semi-literate High Priest needed rabbinic instruction at the temple, 

they are in fact telling the community that authentic leadership requires deep knowledge the 

rabbis alone possess. When Yosse ben Yosse describes an independent, erudite High Priest, 

directly and indirectly guided by other priests and not by “outsiders,” he is in fact allocating 

political power to the priestly caste and, at least by implication, treats the rabbis as usurper 

wannabes.  

Connections  

“We use language to render certain things connected or relevant (or not) to other 

things.”536the rabbinic use of the vernacular, and Yosse ben Yosse’s use of biblical language, 

both focus the reader and listener on the importance and relevance of the Yom Kippur temple 

rituals. For the rabbis, the site of the temple was the locus of their power and authority. They 

                                                           
535 Ibid., 35. 
536 Ibid., 35. 
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were there. They orchestrated the proceedings.537 Now, after the destruction, this authority 

continues where it had left off, it continues to be highly relevant. This authority is underscored 

by the, possibly apocryphal,538 tales of rabbinic supervision. Henceforth, prayer and recitation of 

the rabbinic account, the rabbinic inflected memory of the temple, would be the transubstantiated 

stand-in for the real deal. The miraculous effect of the spoken word would render the verbal 

recitation of the Avodah efficaciously exculpatory, just as the real Avodah performed at the 

temple once did. But the spoken word had to be the right spoken word. The words of the 

Mishnah. Exclusively. This was the essential core of the revolution that transformed Jewish life 

and potentially empowered each individual, to affect changes in reality through speech.  

“The pre-classical period of the 4th and 5th centuries, was the golden age of the 

Avodah.”539  Yosse ben Yosse is the only identified paytan who wrote about the Avodah in late 

antiquity. After him there is an odd silence about the Avodah. Qilir did not write about the 

Avodah; Yannai has only one fragmentary Avodah. Only Saadia Gaon revived the genre, 

centuries later and in a new style that departed from the word-play style of Qilir. Subsequent 

paytanim such as Solomon ibn Gabirol, Judah Halevi, Moses ibn Ezra, and Meshullm ben 

Kalonymos continued to write Avodot. In modern times the last paytan to write an Avodah was 

Samuel David Luzzatto, as the sacrificial temple cult came to be regarded as too bloody and too 

un-enlightened for modern Jews to mull.540 Yosse ben Yosse remains, therefore, late antiquity’s 

singularly formative voice other than the Mishnah. He espoused the revolutionary idea just as the 

rabbis did, that prayer and recitations held power, they could transform reality itself. He too 

                                                           
537 Mishnah Yoma 1:5. 
538 Cohn, The Memory of The Temple and The Making of The Rabbis. 
539 Schwartz and Yahalom, Avodah: An Anthology of Ancient poems for Yom Kippur, 19. 
540 Ibid., 19-20. 
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subscribed to the power of human speech to affect changes in reality. He too advocated recitation 

of the Avodah as an effective technique to achieve absolution from sin on Yom Kippur. It was 

the next best thing, given the destruction of the temple. But his narrative differs from the 

Mishnaic narrative. He sticks to the biblical narrative, he adheres to a different memory, a 

different re-imagining of the temple. In his account no rabbis choreographed, no rabbis 

orchestrated. The Avodah was strictly a priestly affair. The High Priest and the lesser priests did 

not require outside assistance or instruction as they performed the complex array of atonement 

rituals. He therefore excludes, even banishes the rabbis from the temple courtyard, in effect 

pulling the rug from under their claim to authoritative leadership in the post-destruction Jewish 

world. 

Authority 

The use of language varieties serves to privilege ideas. Defining the contest between the 

rabbinic class and the priestly caste in terms of power and privilege, allows us to read Yosse ben 

Yosse in a new light. No longer is the liturgy a mere recitation in verse of the Yom Kippur 

temple rituals, no longer is the Rosh Hashanah prayer liturgy a beautification of existing ideas; 

this now is a historical record of linguistic battle between competing elites who vie not only for 

the future of the Jewish people, but redefine its past, in order to cement present interests. Each 

contestant side adopts a unique semiotic system that communicates messages about power and 

status, about relevance and authority. History, like reality, is socially constructed. He who 

controls the past, controls the future. And he who controls the future lays claim to religious, 

social, and political authority in the present time as well. The different languages, the two 

competing varieties of Hebrew dialects, render the Mishnaic vernacular appear less authoritative, 

because of the greater distance it opens between the vernacular and the biblical origins. It stands 
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in contrast with Yosse ben Yosse’s biblically-inflected verses, that claim authority by basing the 

creative text on the original language of the ultimate author- God. Privileging the biblical dialect, 

Yosse ben Yosse in effect signals the different prestige of the actors. Those who “speak bible” 

are regarded as inherently and materially superior to those who speak in the vernacular of the 

day, whose fleeting nature signals the fleeting ideology it attempts to communicate. The choice 

of language is a choice in the value added to semiotic systems of religious texts. Yosse ben 

Yosse’s way of making knowledge-claims about the world, privileges the biblical literalism 

promoted by the priestly caste and its biblically based claim to power.  

Intertextuality, characteristic of Yosse ben Yosse’s liturgy, imbues his texts with implies, 

uncontestable authority. On the other side of the discourse divide, the rabbis’ conversations, 

encoded in the Mishnah, more rarely buttress texts with allusions to specific biblical verses. They 

define their conversations as equal to biblical verses in validity and sanctity:541The rabbis 

enacted a new political-religious identity for themselves, as the bulwark of the Mosaic Law, as 

protectors of the realm, even though the biblical narrative itself intimates no such identity. The 

potential audience of the two narratives interprets them in the context of this sotto-voce political 

currency.  

The wider notion of language as a vehicle for enacting the identity of leadership must 

consider the people, objects, values, times, and places that convey and negotiate contextual elite 

claims. The work of Wieder and Pratt542 on the perception of Native Americans, concerning the 

question of who is a “real Indian,” is useful here. The verbal sparring between the two competing 

                                                           
541 Tractate Avot 1:1. 
542 D. Lawrence Wieder and Steven Pratt, “On Being a Recognizable Indian Among Indians,” in Cultural Communication and 

Intercultural Contact, ed. Donal Carbaugh, (Hillsdale, NJ: Lawrence Erlbaum Associates Inc., 1990), 45-64. 
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agents requires that each participant establish his own Cultural competency in the eyes of the 

other, and especially in the eyes of the people whom they both purport to lead. Both the rabbis 

and the priestly caste, as it is cast in the Yosse ben Yosse narrative, make the claim that they, and 

not the others, are the “real Indians,” the rightful religious authority. It is, I maintain, a political 

act. Being the “real Indians” is a participatory act, whereas “one cannot be a “real Indian” 

unless one appropriately recognizes other “real Indians,” and gets recognized by others as a 

“real Indian.”543 Recognition is consequential, whereas “making visible and recognizable who 

we are and what we are doing, always involves a great deal more than ‘just language.’”544  

Claiming a pivotal role at the temple, claiming the authority to mediate atonement 

through the Yom Kippur ritual, are the sin equa non of legitimate religious authority. Being the 

right kind of “who” (identity) at the right kind of “where” (the temple in this case), performing 

the right kind of “what” (activity), through the right kind of symbols, objects, and tools- confer 

real politically charged status regarding the past, at present, and concerning the future. The 

innovating “technology” of prayer that replaced the blood and gore of the sacrificial cult still 

draws its legitimacy and power from history. The question of the Super Discourse as to who is 

the rightful “carrier” of the ritualized atonement authority, is answered through a conscious 

reconfiguration of history, meant to cement present political claims to leadership.545 The claimed 

agency in the historic context becomes both assay and building block of post-destruction 

leadership in Jewish life. There are no final, indisputable, uncontestable, and definitive 

definitions of who is “real.” The “realness” of protagonists is always settled provisionally and 

                                                           
543 Ibid., 49. 
544 Ibid., 51. 
545 Ibid., 52. 
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continuously, in relation to the audience, as well as in the practice of historically defined 

narratives that frame authority.546  The borders and contours of “history” are in fact limitless. No 

none can definitively describe their limits and shape, and their synergetic effects.  

Meaning is not merely apprehended through grammar. Meaning can be apprehended 

through analysis of the webs of signification drawn from utterances that are socially embedded 

and enacted. They are the products of historical disputes between and among different 

discourses.547 It is important to study each discourse on its own, as it evolved through and over 

time, but it is equally important and significant to study the interactive characteristics of and 

clashes between discourses. The tools of inquiry are, as James Paul Gee says, “thinking devices 

that can guide us to ask certain sorts of questions, when we are studying oral and textual 

language artefacts.548 We ask what social languages are involved. We ask which socially situated 

identities are enacted by these languages. We ask what discourse or discourses are involved, and 

whether and how they interact. We ask what sorts of relationships are involved between the 

discourses, and what conversations are relevant to the understanding of this linguistic sparring. 

Which conversations are relevant to understanding texts, and to what conversations do they 

contribute? We finally ask how intertextuality operates in the text, and what function it has in 

defining the socially constructed webs of significance, power, and authority.549  

The critical discourse analysis analytical tools here outlined could, I argue, be applied to 

other related texts and sorts of data. Critical discourse analysis is based on the analyst’s 

prefiguration of how “language, contexts, and interactions world in general and in the specific 

                                                           
546 Gee, An Introduction to Discourse Analysis, 50. 
547 Ibid., 72-75. 
548 Ibid., 77. 
549 Ibid., 78. 
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context being analyzed… (it concerns) theoretical entit(ies).”550 The validity of one’s analysis 

depends on how transcripts work together with the elements of analysis, to create a plausible 

description of historical social contexts, and of the ideological contests animated by long ago 

actors. Validity is not a denominator that reflects “reality” in a simple way. The use of language 

to interpret the world, renders it socially meaningful, A critical discourse analysis is itself an 

interpretation of the interpretive work that people had in the past made in historical contexts that 

continuously changed. Validity is therefore not a “once and for all” solution to the vexing 

unknowability of history. The critical discourse analysis presented here is, inherently and 

inevitably, open to further dispute, as other analysis, discussions, and challenges to the work.551 

The validity of this particular critical discourse analysis will be tested as it is applied to other 

sorts of data. Of course, “no piece of work can, or should, ask all possible questions, seek all 

possible sources of agreement, cover all the data conceivably related to the data under analysis, 

or seek to deal with every possibly relevant … detail.”552 Having said that, the methodology 

practiced here, on the subject of Yosse ben Yosse’s liturgy, out further to be tested and refined, 

and ultimately applied to other sets of data.  

  

                                                           
550 Ibid., 136. 
551 Ibid., 141. 
552 Ibid., 143. 
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Chapter 3: Structure & Substance – Thematic & Literary Contours 

This chapter deals with the descriptive and thematic characteristics of the extant 

piyyutim, as a necessary step that must precede the comparative exercise with Mishnah Yoma. 

Indeed, any scholar seeking to study the works of Yosse ben Yosse must familiarize him/herself 

with the literary features that constitute this body of work. There are 15 existing piyyutim that 

are generally attributed to Yosse ben Yosse. The body of work consist of 931 stanzas, and 189 

lines of quoted texts, forming 15 piyyutim that have reached us in varying configurations. I 

divided the piyyutim, for the purposes of this study, into five theoretical categories, according to 

the literary characteristics and thematic contents of each Piyyut553. The categories and 

classification considerations presented here are my own. In the course of conducting this survey, 

I have come to debate, and seriously doubt, the attribution of one piyyut to Yosse ben Yosse. My 

arguments are presented here, backed up by examples from the original text.  

The theory of piyyut as a poetic form is based primarily but not exclusively on Mirsky’s 

seminal study of the origins of poetic forms evident in early piyyutim,554 and on Zulai’s 

exhaustive study of piyyutim from the Cairo Genizah.555 Whereas Mirsky divided the piyyutim 

into two groups, based on the assumed provenance of these texts, I divided the piyyutim into five 

categories, depending on their principal thematic thrust. The categories are:  

1. the Fragmentary Piyyutim; 

2. the Rosh Hashanah Piyyutim; 

3. the Yom Kippur Piyyutim; 

4. the Avodah Piyyutim; and 

5. the piyyutim whose attribution to Yosse ben Yosse is in doubt 

                                                           
553 Several Piyyutim can clearly fall into more than one category, as the categories employed here are artificial and 

arbitrary, whereas some are thematic and others morphological. For the purposes of this discussion, the Piyyutim that do fall 
into more than one category, are discussed more than once, as per the parameters of the categories. 

554 Aharon Mirsky, The Origin of Forms of Early Hebrew Poetry [Hebrew], (Jerusalem: Magness 1985). 
555 Zulai, Eretz Israel and its Poetry: Studies in Piyyutim from the Cairo Genizah.  
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The Fragmentary Piyyutim  

Three piyyutim have reached us in clearly fragmentary form. They are truncated, their 

text is incomplete, often arresting a thought mid-sentence. It may be that the Genizah trove holds 

additional fragments that have not yet been identified as works of Yosse ben Yosse, but given 

the state of science today, we can only address the piyyutim that have already been ascribed to 

Yosse ben Yosse by Aaron Mirsky.556 The fragmented piyyutim are: 

 אור עולם557
 אפתח שפתי558

 אז לראש תתנו559

  

                                                           
556 Mirsky, Yosse ben Yosse Poems. 
557 Appendix A, p. 285 
558 Appendix A, p. 228 
559 Appendix A, p. 299 
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 Eternal Light – אור עולם

The Piyyut560 אור עולם has reached us in the most fragmentary state possible, as a single 

stanzaic line:561  

 

Eternal Light562 

Fountain of Life563 

Effulgence drawn from tenebrosity564 

He spoke,565 and it came to be.  

Its singular line begins with the letter א, meaning all the possible permutations of acrostic 

constructions the stanzas for ת-ב  are missing. There is no way to know whether the original 

Piyyut featured a single stanza per letter, or multiple stanzas for each. The fragment conforms 

with the typical acrostic design employed by Yosse ben Yosse, whereas each couplet in the 

Piyyut begins with the letter א, recalling the method of the piyyutim:566  אכרעה ואברכה567, אהללה

 This piyyut also displays no apparent effort at rhyming, although its .אפחד במעשי andאלוהי 568, 

fragmentary nature does not preclude the possibility that the original work was at least partially 

rhymed. The Piyyut fragment appears to be an elegiac introduction to a larger work, and it is not 

known whether it was intended for Rosh Hashanah, Yom Kippur, or as a general doxology.  

                                                           
560 Appendix A, p. 285 
561 Appendix A, p. 286 
562 An epithet for God, after Isa. 60:19. 
563 An epithet for God, after Psalm 35:10. 
564 God created light out of darkness, after Gen. 1:3. 
565 Creation was effected by the Word of God: Gen. 1:3 [light from darkness], Gen. 1:6 [separating the firmament from the 

waters], Gen. 1:9 [dividing land from sea], Gen. 1:11 [plants], Gen. 1:14 [the sun, moon, and stars], Gen. 1:20 [birds and fish], 
Gen. 1:24 [beasts and crawling things], Gen. 1:26 [man and woman], Gen. 1:29 [the Law]. Creation brings the world into being, 
but also affords the world with divine order and purpose.  

566 Appendix A, p. 357 
567 Appendix A, p. 308 
568 Appendix A, p. 404 
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 I Open My Lips– אפתח שפתי 

In the Piyyut 569 אפתח שפתי  the extant acrostic system ends with the letter  ח, meaning 

that the complete array of stanzas for ת-ט  is missing. The existing strophes end with rhymed 

words: תשבחות, תהילות, תורות but within the strophes themselves there is not apparent effort to 

construct rhymed verses. For instance:570  

   

          

I open my lips571 

To Him, who created utterance 

I glorify Him in joyous song572  

With praises unending. 

The embodied elegiac theme is underscored by the construction of opposing verses that 

make reference to the same body part:  אפתח שפתי /  לבורא ניב שפתיים in the first stanza;  גם בפי 

 הלא לשוני ימלל / לנותן מענה לשון  in the opening verses of the second stanza; and נרומם /  למי שם פה

in the third stanza. This play on words suggests that the human body has divine templates writ 

upon it, and that its function is inherently designed to praise God and serve Him, with emphasis 

on the mouth, the tongue, the vocal chords, all organs that facilitate speech. The paytan thus 

binds human expressivity with divine judgment, whereas human vocality can and does influence 

rulings by the divine. Thematically, the Piyyut fragment features a personal appeal for 

                                                           
569 Appendix A, p. 288 
570 Appendix A, p. 289 
571 Job 32:20; Psalm 51:16-17. 
572 2 Chron. 20-22; Psalm 106:47. 
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forgiveness, and may be an introduction to a Piyyut for Yom Kippur, given the last words that 

appear in the fragment:573 

         
We sing hymns (composed) 

For the King,574 in575 my throat, 

He is Gracious and Compassionate576  

And He pardons577 [ … ] 

 In the – In the Early Days You Had Made Us the Head אז לראש תתנו 

The Piyyut 578 אז לראש תתנו has also reached us in fragmentary form, comprising only 

sixteen stanzas. The acrostic system ends abruptly with the letter ע, which suggests that the 

stanzas for the letters ת-פ  may be missing. Like the Piyyut  אפתח שפתי, this Piyyut deals with an 

embodied approach to elegiac versification. The paytan repeats the same foil as in the previous 

Piyyut, whereas each stanza repeats the same word that alludes to a specific body part, making 

allowances for Hebrew’s mellifluous ability to sound the same and mean otherwise. For instance, 

the first stanza reads:579  

 

In the early days580 You had made us the head581 

And we said, somnambulant: Let us return582 

Until the Temple was rent from the mountaintop583 

And we were punished with poisonous waters584 

                                                           
573 Appendix A, p. 299 
574 An epithet for God 
575 Can also be translated as “through.”  
576 Neh. 9:17. 
577 Psalm 65:4. 
578 Appendix A, p. 288 
579 Appendix A, p. 299 
580 The word אז appears as the opening for many biblical songs, such as Song of Sol. 1:6; Psalm 126:2; I Kings 8:12. 
581 Deut. 28:13. 
582 To Egypt, referring to defiant behaviour, which denies the Ten Commandments. Num. 14:4.  
583 Mic. 4:1; Isa. 2:2. 
584 Jer. 8:14. 
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The first instance of the word ראש refers to the human head, but the second line makes 

reference not to the anatomy, but to a turn of phrase meaning ‘to return’.  The third iteration of 

the word ראש refers to the crown, or top, of the mountain, the top of Moriah where the temple 

once stood, and the last instance of the word ראש would more commonly be spelled as  585רוש 

meaning bitter poisonous waters. This wortspielerei displays the virtuosity of the paytan and his 

ability to artfully manipulate the language and the biblical source materials in order to forge 

together new meaning.  

The Rosh Hashanah Piyyutim 

The thematic distribution of the extant piyyutim is quite clear from the context of each 

Piyyut. Four piyyutim deal with Rosh Hashanah:  

 אפתח פה ברנן586

 אהללה אלוהי587

 אנוסה לעזרה588

  אפחד במעשי589

Traditionally, the Rosh Hashanah prayer service is divided into three sections: The first 

order is  מלכויות, which contains verses that praise God and His majesty; the second order is 

 which consists of verses that invoke God’s memory of the binding of Isaac, and His grace ,זכרונות

in remembering Israel’s good deeds; the third order is שופרות, which comprises verses that speak 

of the ram’s horn, the soundtrack of Rosh Hashanah that reminds the congregation of God’s 

                                                           
585 After Deut. 32:32. 
586 Appendix A, p. 292 
587 Appendix A, p. 657 
588 Appendix A, p. 383 
589 Appendix A, p. 404 
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might.590 Yosse ben Yosse was evidently aware of this ancient practice, as we can see in the 

structure and themes of his Rosh Hashanah piyyutim.  

 I Open My Mouth in Prayer – אפתח פה ברנן

The Piyyut  591אפתח פה ברנן appears to be complete. It comprises eleven strophes, each of 

which ends with the word מלך (king), referring to God’s majesty.592  

 

I open my mouth593 in prayerful song, 

I extol Him, who gave us a mouth,594 

My lips are abundant with praise595 

As I glorify the King.596  

The absence of historic proof-texts is dissimilar to the more detailed doxology in the 

Piyyut 597אהללה אלוהי and the other confirmed Rosh Hashanah works that all share a similar 

stylistic and poetically evocative thrust. The Piyyut employs embodied references, albeit not as 

consistently as in אפתח שפתי. The Piyyut may be viewed as a first-person meditation on the glory 

of God, or as a contemplation of the poet’s gift come from God, or as an adoration of God that is 

achieved through the human body that was made in God’s image. The repeated attestation of 

God the King may suggest that the Piyyut was written as part of the Rosh Hashanah order of 

  .hence its inclusion in this group מלכויות, זכרונות, ושופרות

                                                           
590 Ismar Elbogen, Jewish Liturgy: A Comprehensive History, trans. Raymond Scheindlin, (Philadelphia, PA: The Jewish 

Publication Society, 1993). See also: Meir Bar-Ilan, “Changes in the Rosh Hashanah Prayers: Mishnah Rosh Hashanah 4:7,” Sidra 
13, no. 5757 (5757): 25-46.  

591 Appendix A, p. 292 
592 Appendix A, p. 293 
593 Dan. 10:16. 
594 Exod. 4:11. 
595 Psalm 63:6. 
596 Deut. 32:3. 
597 Appendix A, p. 357 
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 I Praise My God – אהללה אלוהי

There is another Piyyut on the same מלכויות     theme: יאהללה אלוה , whose literary form and 

style more closely conform to the confirmed Yosse ben Yosse works. The Piyyut  598אהללה 

 is complete, featuring 46 stanzas, a form that appears most frequently in Yosse ben Yosse’sאלוהי

oeuvre. Its subject is God’s victory over successive historic enemies of Israel through miraculous 

intercession and direct involvement in human history. It is part of the מלכויות order of Rosh 

Hashanah,599 whereas each stanza ends with the word מלוכה (Majesty).600 

 

I praise my God601 

I sing of His glory602 

I speak of His grace603 

I robe604 Him with Majesty 

The Piyyut presents no obvious effort at rhyming, and at the end of the historic review 

there are responsive readings woven into the text. The historic review appears to be a didactic 

lesson about the past, whereas the second half of the Piyyut focuses on a possible future of divine 

historic intercession, which is contingent on Israel’s penitent return unto God. It is interesting to 

note that the verses Yosse ben Yosse chose for the congregation to recite, are even today set to 

                                                           
598 Appendix A, p. 357 
599 Traditionally, the Rosh HaShanah service is divided into three sections: The first order is  מלכויות which contains verses 

that praise God and His majesty; the second order is זכרונות which consists of verses that invoke God’s memory of the binding 
of Isaac, and His grace in remembering Israel’s good deeds; the third order is שופרות which comprises verses that speak of the 
ram’s horn, the soundtrack of Rosh Hashanah that reminds the congregation of God’s might.  

600 Appendix A, p. 358 
601 Psalm 69:31. 
602 Psalm 59:17. 
603 Psalm 96:3. 
604 Exod. 29:5 speaks of the High Priest’s vestments. The אפוד is a unique item of clothing reserved only for the High Priest. 

Here the Paytan turns the object into a future-tense verb אאפדהו. The implication is that God is robed with an אפוד, with the 
High Priest’s vestments; or, alternatively, that the Priestly vestments are worthy of God, thus imbuing the High Priest with a 
measure of God’s glory.  
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music and well known to any synagogue goer, such as Deuteronomy 23:5. This verse marks the 

turning point in the Piyyut, whereas the prior verses speak of past instances of God’s miraculous 

intercession on behalf of the people of Israel, and the verses henceforth speak of hopes for future 

salvific miracles. 

 I Flee for Help –  אנוסה לעזרה 

The Piyyut 605 אנוסה לעזרה is also complete and it too features 46 stanzas. It shares the 

same scaffold as אהללה אלוהי, whereas the responsive reading begins midway through the Piyyut, 

at the end of the review of past events, and at the beginning of a prayerful appeal for the future. 

This Piyyut is part of the שופרות order of Rosh Hashanah, and each strophe ends with the word 

 Even in the absence of rhyming, commonly used in the centuries .(translated as God’s Voice) קול

after Yosse ben Yosse to adorn poetic works, there is an evocative and beautiful aural quality to 

this Piyyut. The paytan peppers the verses with references to noise-making instruments: the 

human voice as in שופר  ; the sound of the606אצפצף לו בקול as in the Psalm 47:6 verse recited by 

the congregation;607 sounds made by animals such as    608והשמיע כארי / וכנחש קול; sounds of 

natural phenomena, like the resonant and overwhelming thunder and lightning at Sinai, described 

in Exodus 19:16. 609 

 

I flee for help610 

And, there, next to me, I find 

God, who stands by me611 

                                                           
605 Appendix A, p. 383 
606 Appendix A, p. 384, end of the second stanza. 
607 See also: Appendix A, p. 396, stanza 34. 
608 Appendix A, p. 390, stanza 20. 
609 See also: Appendix A, p. 400, stanza 45. 
610 Isa. 10:3. 
611 Deut. 4:7. 
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When I call out with my Voice 

The human voice musical instruments, and nature itself, all serve God in adoration and in 

mimetic vocalization of His voice. The paytan suggests that the human voice, when it rises to 

glorify God and to atone for human misdeeds, in other words the שופרות segment of the Rosh 

Hashanah order,612 will prompt a favourable divine response:613קֹול ֱאֹלִהים ַיֲענֶּנּו בְּ הָּ ר, וְּ ַדבֵּ ה יְּ  ֹמשֶּ

 I am in Dread Because of My Deeds – אפחד במעשי 

The Piyyut אפחד במעשי is thematically part of the  זכרונות portion of the Rosh Hashanah 

order614. Each strophe ends with the word זכרון (remembrance):615 

 

I am in dread because of my deeds, 

I am troubled all the time, 

I tremble in fear of the Day of Judgment 

When I come forth for Remembrance.  

It features 45 stanzas that speak of atonement and an appeal for God’s mercy.  The 

enormity of Israel’s sins is proffered as an explication of the catastrophic disaster that has 

befallen the people of Israel with the destruction of the temple and the subsequent exile. Now 

that the temple has been destroyed, the biblical means for atonement in the form of the High 

Priest’s ritualistic intercession on behalf of the people is no longer available.616 The Piyyut is a 

prayer for the restoration of Israel’s past good fortune. Once again, as part of this Rosh Hashanah 

series, the responsive reading begins midway through the Piyyut, at the end of a section on fear 

                                                           
612 The Paytan recites a verse directly from the Rosh Hashanah prayer book: נּו ֶסה, ְליֹום ַחגֵּ ְקעּו ַבֹחֶדׁש ׁשֹוָפר ַבכֵּ  from Psalm ,תִּ

81:4 
613 Exod. 19:19. 
614 Appendix A, p. 404 
615 Appendix A, p. 406 
616 Appendix A, p. 407, stanza 7. 
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of the consequences of sin and the abandonment of God’s edicts, and at the beginning of a 

prayerful appeal for the future. This is the essence of זכרונות : The paytan suggests that if the 

People will again remember God on Rosh Hashanah, if they repent audibly, God will again 

remember with favour His People:  ק חָּ ת-ִיצְּ ם אֶּ הָּ רָּ ת-ַאבְּ ִריתֹו, אֶּ ת-בְּ ֹכר ֱאֹלִהים אֶּ ם; ַוִיזְּ תָּ ת-ַנֲאקָּ ַמע ֱאֹלִהים, אֶּ ַוִישְּ

ת-ַיֲעֹקב617 אֶּ  וְּ

The Yom Kippur Piyyutim 

Yosse ben Yosse is often regarded as the quintessential Paytan of Yom Kippur. His work 

is always analyzed in the context of Yom Kippur and the Avodah,618 whereas the preponderant 

number of extant piyyutim attributed to him deal with the Day of Atonement. There are six 

piyyutim that deal with personal or communal confession of sins, and with personal or 

communal appeals to God for forgiveness. They are:  

 אפתח שפתי619

 אז לראש תתנו620

 אכרעה ואברכה621

 אין לנו כהן גדול622

 אתן תהילה623

 אמנם אשמינו624

                                                           
617 Exod. 2:24. 
618 See in particular: Swartz and Yahalom, Avodah: An Anthology of Ancient Poems for Yom Kippur, 35. 
619 Appendix A, p. 288 
620 Appendix A, p. 299 
621 Appendix A, p. 308 
622 Appendix A, p. 320 
623 Appendix A, p. 338 
624 Appendix A, p. 424 
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 I Open My Lips – אפתח שפתי

The last word of the fragment of אפתח שפתי, suggests a Yom Kippur theme, with a 

personal appeal for absolution.  The verbs in the Piyyut are all spoken in the first person, 

singular, the voice of the “I.” The paytan opens with:625 

 

I open my lips626 

To Him, who created utterance 

I glorify Him in joyous song627   

With praises unending. 

Even as the thematic tone is doxological, the embodied reflexive verbs comprise a 

personal plea to the Creator. The lips, the mouth, the tongue, and the throat all belong to the 

paytan. The appeal is made to the King who imbued the human body with a voice. The last word 

of the Piyyut however, places this Piyyut in the group of Yom Kippur liturgies, whereas God’s 

attribute that concerns the paytan here is that God is the Forgiver, the Atoner, the Merciful 

Exculpator:628  

           

He is Gracious and Compassionate629  

And He pardons630 [ … ] 

                                                           
625 Appendix A, p. 288 
626 Job 32:20; Psalm 51:16-17. 
627 2 Chron. 20-22; Psalm 106:47. 
628 Appendix A, p. 289 
629 Neh. 9:17. 
630 Psalm 65:4. 
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 In the Early Days You Had Made Us the Head – אז לראש תתנו

In contrast, the fragmented Piyyut אז לראש תתנו reads as a communal appeal to the 

Merciful One. The verbs in the Piyyut are spoken in the first person, plural, the voice of the 

“We.” The embodied approach speaks of the collective ear of the nation, the communal faculties 

of humanity as a whole:631  

 

You bestowed us with ears632 

But we had not listened633 

Until the calamity was heard 

And our ears rang.634  

Responsive refrains turn the collective into a single body of confessors. This Piyyut also 

features a recurring riposte: נּו רֵּ נּו יֹוצְּ ַלח לָּ נּו סְּ אנּו צּורֵּ טָּ  possibly indicating that the Piyyut was read חָּ

in gatherings of the community, and that the congregation may have read out loud the repeating 

verses, borrowed from the confessional סליחות prayers in the contemporary Yom Kippur prayer 

book.635 The same responsive verse appears in a Piyyut ה רָּ כְּ זְּ ה אֶּ לֶּ  by the paytan we know only as אֵּ

Yehudah,636 where the refrain  נּו רֵּ נּו יֹוצְּ ַלח לָּ נּו סְּ אנּו צּורֵּ טָּ  appears as a responsive verse. A similar חָּ

device is employed by Yosse ben Yosse in his piyyut 637 גדול כהן לנו אין where the very same 

responsive verse נּו רֵּ נּו יֹוצְּ ַלח לָּ נּו סְּ אנּו צּורֵּ טָּ  serves as the communal refrain. One can assume with חָּ

                                                           
631 Appendix A, p. 299 
632 Psalm 94:9. 
633 Prov. 5:13. 
634 1 Sam. 3:11. 
635 See: Menachem Davis, Machzor for Yom Kippur =: Mahazor Le-Yom Kipur Simhat Yehoshu'a (Artscroll), 114. See also: 

Psalm 86:5. 
636 See: The National Library of Israel, “The Site of Piyyut and Tefilah,” last modified 2018, 

http://web.nli.org.il/sites/NLIS/he/song/Pages/default.aspx. The Paytan is thought to be one of the Paytanim who wrote during 
the Anonymous period in Piyyutic history. Nothing else is known of him. This Piyyut, whose subject is the ten martyrs who died 
while consecrating God’s Name and Glory, is nowadays sung in Ashkenazi congregations at the end of סדר העבודה on Yom 
Kippur; Sephardi communities sing it on Tisha Be’Av.  

637 Appendix A, p. 320. 
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some degree of confidence that this particular verse was well known among Jewish communities 

and that it was highly evocative for the people.  

In late antiquity, there were three types of sites that vied for supremacy with regards to 

the most auspicious and authorized loci for prayer. The home, site of daily activities that are 

guided by and informed by fulfillment of Mitzvot, with the table as a מקדש מעט could have been a 

natural choice for daily prayers; the בית מדרש’ the site where men studied the Torah and Mishnah 

daily, where the prayer texts and their progenitors were on everyone’s lips, could have been 

chosen; and the synagogue, purpose-built for a site in which men and women gathered to give 

praise to God and to be His benevolent intercession in their lives, was also a candidate, whereas 

the socio-religious structure of the community could be reinforced, while immersing each 

member of the congregation in the rituals actively.638 There is evidence to suggest that 

communal gatherings were already gaining popularity before the destruction of the Second 

Temple. Public expressions of piety, particularly occasioned by a perceived need for atonement, 

took place outside the temple, for the benefit of the non-cultic classes.639 Making Torah reading 

more accessible to the masses, while mirroring the Hellenistic custom of reading culturally 

important texts out-loud, transformed public prayer sites into more participatory loci, meaning 

that the “simple person,” unspecialized and possibly unschooled, could take part in the prayers. 

Responsive verses, familiar and recurring, and a gradual democratization of worship640 altered 

the format of worship from a passive, observational exercise, to a more active, participatory 

                                                           
638 Reif, Judaism and Hebrew Prayer: New Perspectives on Jewish Liturgical History, 31.  
639 Ibid., 72-73. 
640 M. Haran, “Priesthood, Temple, Divine Service,” Hebrew Annual Review 7 (1983): 121-135. 
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model, which in the post-destruction era became vital for the preservation of Jewish texts and 

practices.  

Communal service required a theatre of worship, infusing old religious texts with music 

and local inflections of artistry, better to connect the audience with the words. The act of 

removing prayer from the home and structuring it as a communal exercise, in effect fashioned 

communities, created the community, and crafted ontological building blocks of Judaic practices 

for millennia. Indeed, as Joseph A. Levine notes: “…the Hebrew Bible has been transmitted and 

received for centuries primarily through the medium of chant and musical intonation, 

showcasing a living religious musical tradition that originated in the Middle East and is still 

thriving throughout the world over two millennia later.”641 In the fifth century, when Yosse ben 

Yosse is presumed to have lived, the synagogue had already become institutionalized as the 

religious equivalent of the temple as the site of supplication before God, as prophesied by Hosea 

14:3. Acrostics helped congregants and cantors642 remember prayers in the centuries before the 

codification of the prayer book,643 and music became a language of human emotion, expressing 

the inexpressible within a framework of congregational expression.644 In the case of this Piyyut, 

the recurrent refrain is an elegiac petition to God the eternal Creator: נּו רֵּ נּו יֹוצְּ ַלח לָּ נּו סְּ אנּו צּורֵּ טָּ   an – חָּ

ancient all but universal prayer for the atonement of sin. It recurs as a responsive verse in several 

Yosse ben Yosse piyyutim, as we shall see. It is important to note that one cannot with certainty 

determine whether the refrain was originally added by Yosse ben Yosse, or added later, as an 

embellishment by copyists or other enthusiasts.  

                                                           
641 Joseph A. Levine, “Judaism and Music,” in Sacred Sound: Experiencing Music in World Religions, ed. Guy L. Becak, 

(Waterloo, Ontario: Wilfrid Laurier University Press, 2006 ),29. 
642 Fleischer, Hebrew Liturgical Poetry in the Middle Ages, 55. 
643 Reif, Judaism and Hebrew Prayer: New Perspectives on Jewish Liturgical History, 93, 96, 124. 
644 Ibid., 54. 
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 I Bow and Kneel – אכרעה ואברכה

The Piyyut  645אכרעה ואברכה appears to be complete, even though some words appear to 

be missing from the manuscripts uncovered by Mirsky. It comprises 23 stanzas, in a complete 

alphabetic acrostic, whereas each letter of the alphabet heads each canto in the stanzas. For 

instance, the fifth stanza, of the letter ה has four cantos, and each begins with that letter:646  

 

 

He hath placed the firmament647 

And curved it and placed it above 

He created light and broke the abyss to bring forth water648 

He founded649 and submerged650  

God imbued the paytan’s body with a conscious body:651 

 

 

I opened my heart, and You have understood,652 

The pearls653 hidden in the shell of the body, You hath arranged, 

[...] You have examined my innards 

Which You hath arrayed.654  

                                                           
645 Appendix A, p. 308 
646 Appendix A, p. 310 
647 Gen. 1:6. 
648 Prov. 3:20. 
649 A reference to the land, to Earth, after Prov. 3:19. 
650 A reference to the pillars of the earth submerged in the waters, to bear the weight of creation, after PT Tractate 

Chagigah, Folio 12, page 2, which cites Amos 4:13 and Psalm 136:6. 
651 Appendix A, p. 316 
652 The sentence could also be read, in agreement with the rest of the stanza, as: “You have constructed the openings of 

my body.” See: ( .פיוטי יוסי בן יוסי1991אהרון מירסקי .). , p. 244, no. 16. 
653 Could also be understood as פנימיים in reference to the innards of the body. See: .אהרון מירסקי. )1991(. פיוטי יוסי בן יוסי, p. 

244, no. 16. 
654 The verse אתה כוננת is the title for the eponymous Piyyut which recounts the Avodah.  



156 
 

 

The Piyyut has a confessional tone of a single supplicant who, after extolling the virtues 

of the Almighty, laments his own iniquity and seeks mercy from above:655  

 

Hearken my voice 

As I pray to see You656 

The High and Lofty One who is my strength657 

I speak, that I may find relief.658  

This line and similar verses in the Piyyut, suggest a connection to the Yom Kippur group.  

 We Have No High Priest44 – אין לנו כהן גדול

The Piyyut659 אין לנו כהן גדול comprises 44 stanzas that, in a double acrostic system, 

lament the loss of the temple and the nation’s inability to achieve atonement on Yom Kippur 

through the performance of the Avodah by the High Priest. The tenor of the Piyyut is a 

collective, communal lamentation, bemoaning the destruction, weeping for the direct avenue for 

God’s mercy, now forever closed:660 

  

We have no High Priest 

To atone for us 

And how shall we find atonement, to 

Expiate our errors 

The Piyyut posits elements of the priestly Yom Kippur cult as the emblems of perfect 

routes to atonement and creates a dynamic parallel of sins and forgiveness through those cultic 

                                                           
655 Appendix A, p. 316 
656 1 Kings 8:28. 
657 Psalm 138:6; Hab. 3:19. 
658 Job 32:20. 
659 Appendix A, p. 320. 
660 Appendix A, p. 321 
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instruments. The Avodah is a scaffold upon which the entire piyyut hangs. For instance, the 

 were instruments of achieving enlightenment, or ’אור that are derived from the word אורים ותומים

rather an illumination of the darkness of transgression, and the paytan asks: ואיך ייאור לנו, how 

shall we find a light, using a phrase that mirrors the word אור in the first arm of the canto:661  

 

We have no Urim and Thumim662 

To inquire for judgment 

And how shall we find a light663 

While the object of our desire is in darkness.  

The responsive reading that appears at regular intervals (reminiscent of אז לראש תתנו 

discusses above) creates a vigorous, growing urgency in the repetitive, rhythmic performance or 

recitation of the Piyyut, as the responsive readings are unrelenting throughout:  נּו נּו סְּ ַלח לָּ אנּו צּורֵּ טָּ חָּ

נּו רֵּ   יֹוצְּ

There is extensive use of wortspielerei in this Piyyut, such that in addition to the 

mirroring effect of transgression and instruments of cultic atonement, each stanza toys with the 

acrostic letter and verbs. For instance, for the letter ב the paytan chose the verb עב"ד, which 

recalls the Avodah that took place in בית העבודה, the temple, and the paytan asks: איך נעבוד how 

shall we worship God, while a foreign power enslaves us, turning us to עבדים, slaves.  

The neat play on words repeats throughout the Piyyut, without “lapsing” into rhyming, 

while maintaining a distinctive aesthetic of poetic exuberance. The rhyming that does occur is 

                                                           
661 Appendix A, P. 321 
662 Num. 27:21. 
663 PT, Yoma 7:3 explains the origin of the term Urim and Thumim, based on the root אור. They lit the way for Israel. The 

Piyyut contradicts Mishnah Sotah 9:12 which states that since the passing of the First Prophets the Urim and Thumim were no 
longer needed or in use. Yosse ben Yosse harks back to early times, seeking to re-enact the First Temple sacral judgment, in 
opposition to the rabbis who seek to enact a new form of Judaic legislative system.  
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inconsistent, as in all Yosse ben Yosse’s works, befitting the artistic norms of the Anonymous 

Period in which he had labored.664 The Piyyut does not end with a citation of additional verses, 

but with the recurring riposte נּו רֵּ נּו יֹוצְּ ַלח לָּ נּו סְּ אנּו צּורֵּ טָּ  sung by the congregation in communal חָּ

prayer on Yom Kippur.  

 I Give Praise – אתן תהילה

The Piyyut665 אתן תהילה also consists of 44 stanzas, that comprise an elegiac appeal by 

the paytan in person, for forgiveness in a double acrostic system. This is perhaps the most 

archetypic Yosse ben Yosse liturgical poem. It is unrhymed, it is formed of couplets or strophes, 

it features some wortspielerei, albeit inconsistently exercised, and it ends with a Psalm verse. Its 

thrust is to glorify God, to emphasize His essential attribute of Mercy:666 

 

Benevolent in all His deeds,667 

And merciful to all who flee toward Him668 

Righteous in all His ways 

And close to His seekers669 

In addition, it urges the congregation to repent and return unto God so that His judgment, 

on the Day of Judgment, He will find favour with the People:670  

  

                                                           
664 Lieber, Yannai on Gen.: An Invitation to Piyyut, 7; Fleischer, Hebrew Liturgical Poetry in the Middle Ages, 10, 89, 124, 

169. 
665 Appendix A, p. 338 
666 Appendix A, p. 344 
667 Psalm 145:17 
668 The verse is evocative of the Piyyut אנוסה לעזרה. It can also be translated as: “Those who are tested by Him,” after Deut. 

8:2. 
669 Psalm 26:6. 
670 Appendix A, p. 354 
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Merciful and compassionate,671 

Please judge us with kindness, 

Acquit us in judgment 

For we are but dust and ashes672 

 Despite Our Transgressions – אמנם אשמינו

The last of this group, the Piyyut673 אמנם אשמינו comprises 46 stanzas an appears to be 

complete. Its first two stanzas constitute a formal introduction. They then turn into a responsive 

riposte, that repeats regularly at the end of a letter section in the quadruple acrostic. Stanza 1 

appears as the riposte after the letter א section,674  

 

It is Your manner, our God  

To suspend Your anger675 

Against the iniquitous and the just 

And that is Your renown.676 

Stanza 2 appears after the section for the letter 677,ב 

 

For Your sake, our God, 

Act, not for our sake,678 

Look upon us standing before you, 

Inadequate and empty-handed. 

                                                           
671 Exod. 34:6. 
672 Gen. 18:27. 
673 Appendix A, p. 424 
674 Appendix A, p. 426 
675 Exod. 34:6. 
676 Isaa. 48:9. 
677 Ibid. 
678 Psalm 115:1. 
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And then again, the first stanza is read responsively after the ג section, until the end of the 

Piyyut. This dynamic system affords the audience with a participatory role in the prayer, and 

imbues the text, which is written in the first person plural, with a particularly unifying 

congregational air:679  

 

 

Please cast our sins680 

And pardon Your creatures681 

Look at us, bereft of intercessors682 

And treat us with kindness.  

The Piyyut explains human suffering as being the result and byproduct of sin:683  

  

 

For we have not hearkened 

Your rebuke,684 as we ought to have understood 

Even as we are enveloped by tortures 

Like a rebellious man685, we have deliberately done evil.  

The prayerful appeal for forgiveness is communal, on behalf of the entire people, 

stretching beyond the walls of the prayer site. The Piyyut features no rhyming, and it seldom toys 

with words, perhaps because of its oral and public nature. There is less room for puns and word 

games when the Piyyut is recited by the entire congregation. The simple dialectic of sin and 

                                                           
679 Appendix A, p. 444 
680 Mic. 7:19. 
681 Job 14:15. 
682 Isa. 59:16. 
683 Appendix A, p. 446 
684 Prov. 17:10. 
685 Ibid. 
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suffering leaves no room in this Piyyut for the mystery of the Avodah. Prayer replaces the cult, 

in a rare sidelining of the priestly leadership role in achieving national and personal atonement.  

The Avodah Piyyutim 

The piyyutim that deal specifically with the Avodah may be regarded as constituting a 

sub-group of the Yom Kippur liturgy. The detailed account of the Avodah, however, makes this 

group stand out as unique. Previous mentions of aspects of the Avodah,686 or of the High Priest 

at the temple, leave out the gory details. In this group of piyyutim, the paytan delves into the 

High Priest’s every movement in space and time, making these piyyutim long and challenging. 

There are interesting comparisons between this group of piyyutim and the Avodah narrative in 

Tractate Yoma. This will be the subject of Chapter 4 of this dissertation. My focus here is to 

describe the literary characteristics of the piyyutim. There are four piyyutim that, while dealing 

with Yom Kippur like the previous group, take the audience to the inner most rooms of the 

temple, and describe in minute detail the Avodah, the Yom Kippur cultic rituals performed by 

the High Priest. They are:  

 אספר גדולות687

  אז בדעת חקר688

 אתה כוננת689

 אזכיר גבורות690

                                                           
 stands out as a piyyut that alludes to the Avodah but does not delve into its “gory” details. See Appendix אין לנו כהן גדול 686

A, p. 320; אנוסה לעזרה makes oblique references to the “biophony” of the Temple on the Days of Awe. See Appendix A, p. 383; 
 :celebrates the efficacy of the High Priest’s intercession but does not provide details of the   atonement rituals. See אפחד במעשי
Appendix A, p. 404 

687 Appendix A, p. 446 
688 Appendix A, p. 471 
689 Appendix A, p. 529 
690 Appendix A, p. 608 
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 I Speak of Great Works – אספר גדולות

The Piyyut אספר גדולות resembles the typical Yom Kippur Piyyutim structurally. It 

comprises 46 stanzas, written in a double acrostic, and is thus the shortest account of the Avodah 

among the extant Yosse ben Yosse works. The priestly service at the temple on the Day of 

Atonement is tied to creation itself, intimating that the cultic practice is foundational to the 

salubrity of the entire world, indeed vital for creation itself. The story of creation is recounted, 

reaching its apex with the birth of Levi, the progenitor of the priestly caste who is charged with 

maintaining the balance of life through the Avodah:691  

 

The striking and mighty tribes692 

Emerged from his loins 

And from among them rose king693 and prophet694 

And a servant to attend and to serve.695  

The piyyut features no obvious rhyming and, while it is written in “high verse,” does not 

resort of wortspielerei too often. The verses appear to be a narrative that is spoken to the 

congregation, rather than a communal text recited in unison. At the point where the narrative 

reaches the actual account of the Avodah, biblical verses are recited that would have been 

familiar to the congregants as the Bible-based prayers recited by the High Priest on Yom Kippur. 

The piyyut follows Mishnah Yoma quite consistently, with minute deviations, as outlined in 

Chapter 4 of this dissertation.  

                                                           
691 Appendix A, p. 454 
692 A reference to the twelve tribes that hailed from Jacob. 
693 A reference to Moses, after Exod. 18:13. 
694 A reference to Miriam, after Exod. 15:20. 
695 A reference to Aaron, the Priest, after Exod. 38:21. 
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 In the Beginning He Scrutinized – אז בדעת חקר

The Piyyut696 אז בדעת חקר can stand on its own as the subject of research. In the context 

of this dissertation, I have occasion to touch upon its unique characteristics on several occasions, 

intending to highlight its uniqueness and lead the way for future scholarship. A detailed 

comparison with the other Avodah piyyutim yielded results that support the claim that this piyyut 

was not written by Yosse ben Yosse, but by another anonymous paytan, in the style of Yosse ben 

Yosse. This is an interesting corollary to the “Teqi’ata” fragments studied by Shulamit Elizur,697 

who examined fragmentary piyyutim, reviewing their literary form, their use of motifs, and the 

order of citations in the piyyut, drawn from the Torah, Prophets, and Wisdom literature of the 

Hebrew Bible. She concluded that although written in the style of Yosse ben Yosse, they were 

most probably not written by him. One must conclude therefore that the style in question was 

popular, widely known, and not unique to Yosse ben Yosse.698  

I maintain that אז בדעת חקר is an example of such a piyyut. The Piyyut appears to be 

complete, apart from a few missing phrases that have not yet been clearly identified in the 

manuscripts. Interestingly, many of the missing phrases appear contextually to refer to the 

preeminent position of Aaron. For instance, in the second array of acrostics, for the letter כ, the 

phrase that clearly refers to Aaron is incomplete:699 

  

                                                           
696 Appendix A, p. 471 
697 Shulamit Elizur, “Teqi’ata Fragments in the Style of Yosse ben Yosse”[Hebrew], Tarbitz 53, no. 4 (July-August 1984): 547-

558. 
698 Mirsky, Yosse ben Yosse Poems, 49-50.  
699 Appendix A, p. 497 
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As […]700 

A covenant to His consecrated people 

To be His servants701 

To […] 

Aharon Mirsky does not discuss this literary anomaly.702 It does, however, raise some 

interesting questions: Is this evidence of tampering or of the ravages of time? We cannot know, 

of course, but the clues are tantalizing. The main thrust of the Piyyut is the Avodah.  

This Piyyut is the first of the extremely long piyyutim that deal with the Avodah in 

excruciating details. Comprising 138 stanzas, it features a full set of double acrostics from א to ת, 

then it swings back with a full array of double acrostics running backwards from  ת to א, and for 

a third time exhibits an array of double acrostics in the ת-א  direction, culminating with a six-fold 

repetition of the letter ת at the end of the piece. The last canto may be a truncated remain of a 

longer epilogue, but the overall tenor of the Piyyut appears to be intact. The Piyyut ends with the 

High Priest revealing the now white cord that had been crimson prior to the performance of the 

supplication in the Holy of Holies:703  

 

The cord of our hope 

From crimson is now white,  

The loyal emissary 

Responds to those who dispatched him.704  

                                                           
700 The first letter is translated here as the כ that indicates a simile. It could very possibly be a כ that forms the first letter of 

a verb such as כר"ת which would render the first word differently. Since the verse is erased, it is impossible to translate it with 
any measure of confidence.  

701 Deut. 18:5. 
702 Mirsky, Yosse ben Yosse Poems, 231. 
703 Appendix A, p. 525 
704 Mishnah Yoma 6:8. 
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The erstwhile detailed account of the Avodah stands incomplete here, suggesting there 

may have been originally additional stanzas that describe the conclusion of the day’s proceedings 

and the return of the High Priest to his abode. Notwithstanding, the Piyyut is a marvel of poetic 

skill, it is a formidable display of poetic artistry and word-craft. There are several literary and 

narrative inconsistencies that make אז בדעת חקר quite atypical in the context of Yosse ben 

Yosse’s oeuvre, as I discuss below in the section dealing with piyyutim whose provenance is 

doubtful.  

 You Have Created the World – אתה כוננת

The Piyyut705 אתה כוננת stretches across 176 stanzas and appears to have reached us in a 

complete state. The quadruple acrostic (four stanzas each begin with the same letter, in 

alphabetic order) repeats twice. The Piyyut features no rhyming and displays limited 

wortspielerei especially at the end of the Piyyut.  

The narrative structure of the piyyut begins with the creation story, continues with pivotal 

biblical events and heroic personalities, leading to the High Priest’s performance of the world-

saving Avodah at the temple on Yom Kippur. God’s Law is the scaffold of creation, it is implied, 

and the dialectic of transgression leading to suffering hinges upon observance of the Law as well 

as on the correct performance of every detail of the Avodah.  

There are very few cited verses that serve as familiar texts, possibly for responsive 

readings, and their situation within the narrative is carefully chosen. The first appears after the 

tale of the Akkeda, the binding of Isaac, in the first set of ס stanzas, following the word כופר, 

meaning ransom:706 

                                                           
705 Appendix A, p. 529 
706 Appendix A, p. 554 
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You found a ram in his707 stead708 

But the deed was counted as his709 merit, 

On this Day710 we will hear You say: 

I found a ransom in your stead.711 

As it is written in Your Torah: “And Abraham called the name of that place Adonai-

Yireh; as it is said to this day: 'In the mount where the LORD is seen.'”712  

The second reading appears after the letter  צ group, where the narrative reports on the 

special eminent status awarded to the Levites as the conduits, the instruments of salvation 

appointed by God to offer כפרה, atonement:713 

 

  

You found a ram in his714 stead715 

But the deed was counted as his716 merit, 

On this Day717 we will hear You say: 

I found a ransom in your stead.718 

                                                           
707 A reference to Isaac who was bound to be sacrificed in a faith-full offering to God. 
708 Gen. 22:13. 
709 A reference to Isaac. 
710 A reference to the Day of Atonement. 
711 Job 33:24. The word “ransom” is כופר, meaning a covering of something, like the coating of Noah’s ark, after Gen. 6:14. 

It thus means a ransom, or a payment in the stead of a person. The root כפר is transformed into the name for the Day of 
Atonement, יום הכפורים in which God covers up the sins of Israel who repent, and Israel through prayer and fasting “pay” the 
ransom for their sins and are thus saved from God’s wrath.  

712 Gen. 22:14. 
713 Appendix A, p. 554 
714 A reference to Isaac who was bound to be sacrificed in a faith-full offering to God. 
715 Gen. 22:13. 
716 A reference to Isaac. 
717 A reference to the Day of Atonement. 
718 Job 33:24. The word “ransom” is כופר, meaning a covering of something, like the coating of Noah’s ark, after Gen. 6:14. 

It thus means a ransom, or a payment in the stead of a person. The root כפר is transformed into the name for the Day of 
Atonement, יום הכפורים in which God covers up the sins of Israel who repent, and Israel through prayer and fasting “pay” the 
ransom for their sins and are thus saved from God’s wrath.  
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As it is written in Your Torah: “And Abraham called the name of that place Adonai-

Yireh; as it is said to this day: 'In the mount where the LORD is seen.”719 Thereafter, the extra-

Piyyutic readings are the cited verses of the High Priest’s prayer that the Bible recounts were 

spoken as part of the Avodah service, especially at the כפורת, the covering of the Holy Ark. It is 

the essential nature of Yom Kippur itself, that is echoed in the literary form and structure of this 

Piyyut:720 

 

Give us a sign 

Those who dispatched him721 say 

How shall we know 

That the sin has been atoned.  

Through the device of strategic insertion of responsive readings, or at the very least of 

familiar verses, that hinge on the root כפ"ר, a root that has to do with covering up a physical 

object, or the symbolic covering up of transgressions leading to forgiveness of sin. The Avodah 

narrative appears to follow quite closely the narrative order of Mishnah Yoma, as charted in 

Chapter 4 of this dissertation.  

 I am Reminded of the Great Deeds of God – אזכיר גבורות

The last of the Avodah Piyyutim is אזכיר גבורות, a mammoth 243 stanza piece.722 It 

features a ten-fold acrostic system, whereas each letter crowns the first line of ten consecutive 

stanzas. The piyyut ends with 22 repetitions of the last letter of the alphabet, the letter ת, 

mirroring the total number of letters in the alphabet and thus intimating wholeness. It is the 

                                                           
719 Gen. 22:14. 
720 Appendix A, p. 526 
721 The High Priest is the People’s emissary.  
722 Appendix A, p. 608 
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longest work attributed to Yosse ben Yosse, and it, like most, does not employ rhyming and 

seldom indulges in wortspielerei. In the piyyut אמנם אשמינו, which involves responsive readings 

and therefore suggests a popular piyyut that was meant to be sung by the congregations, there 

appear a few instances of rhyming:723  

 

 
 

 

 

    Responsive reading     

 

 
 

In this instance the rhymes are incidental to the subject of the piyyut, they are not 

intentional poetic decorations, the phrases are meant to educate rather than dazzle the reader. It is 

a veritable tour de force of an accomplished wordsmith and Torah scholar. There are ten 

instances where stanzas appear to have been added to the original text by later scribes.724 Mirsky 

made note of scribal additions and “improvements” that intended to “correct” rhythmic 

irregularities. For example, in אנוסה לעזרה line 29 in a late manuscript reads:  שוש ישיש / לבי בקרבי

בשמעי דודי דופק / על פתחי קול / . In this version the third verse is long and twice inflected. In another 

earlier version the same line reads: שוש ישיש / לבי בשמעי / דודי דופק / על פתחי קול. Here the word 

 is missing, but the verse reads more fluidly and resembles the usual cadence of Yosse ben בקרבי

Yosse’s writings. Mirsky concluded that the additional word in the later version was drawn from 

                                                           
723 Appendix A, p. 440 
724 Mirsky, Yosse ben Yosse Poems, 52. 
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biblical sources725 in order to render the line more “splendid.”726 The unusual verses, which even 

confounded Mirsky, feature atypical rhyming and orthography.727 The narrative proffers a review 

of creation, and of central figures from Adam to Jacob, who imbued meaning and purpose into 

creation:728 

 

He created Man in His image729 

And shaped730 him in His form 

So that both in the mists of the firmament and on the earth 

The fearful731 glory of Him will be made manifest.  

The story leads to the pivotal elevation of the priestly caste to serve as God’s envoys and 

emissaries for atonement, to preserve creation through the Avodah:732 

 

The third son733 was chosen especially734 

To see the countenance of the King735 

To sing and to serve736 

And enter the King’s holy Chambers.  

The indispensable role of the High Priest in ensuring life itself, in underscored by the 

incredibly detailed account of every gesture and utterance made by the High Priest at the temple 

on Yom Kippur. Indeed, even as the Piyyut follows quite closely the order of Mishnah Yoma, it 

adds nuanced and evocative descriptions (as outlined in Chapter 3), that imbue the account with 

                                                           
725 Inter alia: Jer. 23:9, Psalms 39:4. 
726 Mirsky, Yosse ben Yosse Poems, 52. 
727 Ibid., 135, footnote 49; 160, footnote 180. 
728 Appendix A, p. 625 
729 Gen. 1:26. 
730 Ezek. 4:1. 
731 Ben Sira 17:3. 
732 Appendix A, p. 655 
733 A reference to Levi, after Gen. 29:34. 
734 A reference to Aaron and his priestly scions who were chosen to serve God at the Temple, after Lev. 21. 
735 Num. 8:5-26. 
736 1 Chron. 6:16-32. 
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a feeling of “being there” and a sense of witnessing the Avodah in person. The extra-Piyyutic 

verses that intersperse the liturgy recall the biblical verses spoken by the High Priest during the 

Avodah. Indeed, the last strophe is a citation from Psalm 144:15 is integrated seamlessly into the 

structure of the Piyyut, asserting the seamless connection of the Piyyut with scripture, in the 

spirit of  737אלו ואלו דברי אלוהים חיים 

The paytan thus appears to insinuate that creation and the Avodah are essentially linked 

to the salubrity of the world, that God’s Law is the underpinning of existence and the primary 

causal link to suffering lies in abrogating this Law, and finally that scripture as well as the cultic 

Avodah are materially linked to the words of this Piyyut, constituting a seamless fabric, a whole. 

The Piyyutim with Attribution to Yosse Ben Yosse that is in Doubt 

Yosse ben Yosse laboured during what we now call “the anonymous period,” during 

which paytanim did not sign their name to their works, nor did they include their name in the 

acrostic structure of their poems, both customs that developed from the era of Yannai onwards. 

Some piyyutim attributed to Yosse ben Yosse were specifically ascribed to him by copyists who 

wrote his name at the top of the manuscript, others are mentioned in subsequent anthologies and 

writings, some were erroneously ascribed to Rabbi Yossef ibn Abitour.738 Mirsky maintains that 

there are three such piyyutim:  

 אפתח פה ברנן739

 אכרעה ואברכה740

 אז בדעת חקר741

                                                           
737 BT, Tractate Eruvin, Folio 13 B. 
738 Mirsky, Yosse ben Yosse Poems, 82. 
739 Appendix A, p. 292 
740 Appendix A, p. 308 
741 Appendix A, p. 471 
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 I Open My Mouth in Prayer – אפתח פה ברנן  

Mirsky includes 742פתח פה ברנן in this group, but I disagree with his assessment and do 

not consider this Piyyut an oddity. Mirsky points out that, unlike most Yosse ben Yosse works, 

this Piyyut does not portray God’s engagement in human history, or historic instances that reveal 

God’s plan for humanity,743 which began at creation and will conclude at the end of time.  

Stylistic similarities, however, between אפתח פה ברנן and אפתח שפתי suggest a common hand, for 

instance: In אפתח פה ברנן the paytan writes:744  

 

I open my mouth745 in prayerful song, 

I extol Him, who gave us a mouth,746 

My lips are abundant with praise747 

As I glorify the King.748  

And in the Piyyut אפתח שפתי he writes:749  

                      

I open my lips750 

To Him, who created utterance 

Mirsky notes that biblical references woven into confirmed Yosse ben Yosse piyyutim 

follow a distinctive pattern that appears to confirm a common poetic writer.751 Moreover, the 

                                                           
742 Appendix A, p. 292 
743 Mirsky, Yosse ben Yosse Poems, 56. 
744 Appendix A, p. 293 
745 Dan. 10:16. 
746 Exod. 4:11. 
747 Psalm 63:6 
748 Deut. 32:3. 
749 Appendix A, p. 289 
750 Job 32:20; Psalm 51:16-17. 
751 Mirsky, Yosse ben Yosse Poems, 84. 
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Piyyut אהללה אלוהי features a similar thrust to אפתח פה ברנן the lack of rhyming is consistent with 

other confirmed works by the paytan, the embodied elegiac wortspielerei, and the recitation of 

verses appending stanzas evokes other works as well. The orthographic resemblance of full 

vowel markings )ניקוד מלא(, typical of Yosse ben Yosse’s style may be attributable to the scribal 

methods of the time but may suggest Yosse ben Yosse’s hand. Lastly, the sources cited in this 

Piyyut are not dissimilar to other piyyutim. I therefore maintain that אפתח פה ברנן is probably a 

Yosse ben Yosse Piyyut, and I do not include it in this group. Since there are so few piyyutim, 

we cannot know whether the Piyyut אפתח פה ברנן is part of a separate group of piyyutim, or 

whether it is indeed the work of a capable imitator of Yosse ben Yosse.  

The Piyyut does not feature polished rhyming, it proffers some wortspielerei, which 

emphasize the embodied elegy, and it displays a definite resemblance of style. A recitation of 

verse appends the Piyyut, in the same manner that most Yosse ben Yosse piyyutim are 

constructed.  

There are orthographic similarities between this Piyyut and others, but those may be 

attributable to scribal norms and methods. Even though it is a tenuous assumption that similar 

word choices attest to a shared pen, and that stylistic similarities confirm the provenance of 

poems, and even though it is impossible to attribute this Piyyut with absolute certainty to Yosse 

ben Yosse, I tend to argue that this is indeed a Yosse ben Yosse original. I therefore conclude 

that there are only two piyyutim that cannot be attributed to Yosse ben Yosse. I cannot determine 

who did write them, but on the basis of research I maintain they were not penned by Yosse ben 

Yosse. They are:  
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 אכרעה ואברכה752

 אז בדעת חקר753

  I Bow and Kneel – אכרעה ואברכה

The Piyyut 754אכרעה ואברכה is problematic, for several reasons. I contend that it was not 

written by Yosse ben Yosse. The first oddity appears in the eighteenth stanza, of the letter ק, 

whereas it is the only stanza that employs a first person, plural form in the entire Piyyut.755  

  

 

He bestowed us with voices756 

He who strives for Him will be strengthened by God 

The nearness to God is enfolded within us757 

Our Lord is mighty.758  

All other cantos speak in the first person, singular voice. This stanza appears to have been 

cobbled into the Piyyut at a later date by a different pen. We are unable to determine the 

authenticity and originality of the stanza in this case.  

The second, perhaps most pronounced oddity of this Piyyut, is that it features pronounced 

rhyming and rhythmic cadence that stand in contrast with the other piyyutim attributed to Yosse 

ben Yosse. Mirsky expresses doubt as to the provenance of אכרעה ואברכה noting that even as the 

manuscript of this Piyyut bears a notation that ascribes the verses to Yosse ben Yosse,759 the 

                                                           
752 Appendix A, p. 308 
753 Appendix A, p. 471 
754 Appendix A, p. 308 
755 Appendix A, p. 315 
756 The sentence can also be read as: He will respond with mercy to our supplicating voices,” after Deut. 2:23. 
757 Psalm 73:28 
758 Psalm 8:2 
759 Mirsky, Yosse ben Yosse Poems, 86. 
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attribution to Yosse ben Yosse may be in doubt. Mirsky explains that the stanzas here are 

divided into four cantos, as per usual in the Yosse ben Yosse oeuvre, but while other piyyutim 

cleave the stanza into two, this Piyyut cleaves each stanza into four parts. Moreover, the 

pronounced rhyming is characteristic of later Piyyutic styles, mostly employed by Qilir.760 

Mirsky included this Piyyut in his compendium of Yosse ben Yosse’s works, but he does not 

fully explain his reasons. I have found two piyyutim that are confirmed to be Yosse ben Yosse’s, 

in which the verb צר"ח appears. This word is rare, appearing once in the Bible in Zephaniah 1:14  

ּבֹור ם גִּ ר ְמֹאד קֹול יֹום ְיהָוה, ַמר ֹצֵרַח שָׁ  ָקרֹוב יֹום-ְיהָוה ַהָגדֹול, ָקרֹוב ּוַמהֵּ

It is mentioned in אכרעה ואברכה in the ninth stanza:761  

 

I howl to the Dear One 

To revive my soul Selah762  

The rare word appears again in the twelfth stanza of 763 :אז לראש תתנו 

 

We did not bend our will764 

To Him, who hath created all 

Until we howled in agony 

For our enemies distressed us so gravely. 765 

  

                                                           
760 Fleischer, Hebrew Liturgical Poetry in the Middle Ages, 154. 
761 Appendix A, p. 313 
762 Hab. 3:9. 
763 Appendix A, p. 304 
764 Jer. 10:16. 
765 Psalm 129:1 
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And it appears in the twenty fourth stanza of 766:אנוסה לעזרה 

 

To God, who is my saviour, 

From within the iron teeth767 I implored, 

As my legs sank in thick mire,768 

I shouted with my Voice.  

The rarity of the verb צר"ח in the Bible and its prevalence in Yosse ben Yosse’s writings 

may indicate that either it was employed in אכרעה ואברכה by this specific articulate pen, or that 

whoever sought to emulate his artistry copied the expression from Yosse ben Yosse’s other 

works. We may never know. The הפעיל form of the verb appears in Isaiah 42:13, where the 

prophet says: “The LORD will go forth as a mighty man, He will stir up jealousy like a man of 

war; He will cry, yea, He will shout aloud, He will prove Himself mighty against His enemies.” 

The Hebrew verb relating to this shout is: -ה; יָּ ִריַע, ַאף-ַיְצִריחַ --ַעל אָּ מֹות יִָּעיר ִקנְּ חָּ ִאיש ִמלְּ א, כְּ "ה' ַכִגבֹור יֵּצֵּ

ר" ַגבָּ יו, ִיתְּ בָּ  and it attributes the shouting to God. The verb therefore has, in its original form, a ֹאיְּ

warring connotation. It does not convey a sense of supplication by a human agent. The 

employment of this rare verb in an attempt to convey its biblical opposite, is untypical for Yosse 

ben Yosse.  

This odd Piyyut further features creative treatments of verbs, unusual for Yosse ben 

Yosse. The verb להנאות appears to be stylistically related to later paytanim,769 to later poetic 

fashions, and stands quite apart from Yosse ben Yosse’s more faithful rendition of Biblical 

                                                           
766 Appendix A, p. 383 
767 A reference to Rome, after Dan. 7:7. 
768 Hab. 2:6. 
769 Qilir: see Fleischer, Hebrew Liturgical Poetry in the Middle Ages, 126. 
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verses. One such paytan was Qilir,770 who in the interest of rhyme and form, “manipulates” 

standard Hebrew verbs and forces them into unusual 771.בניינים For instance:772  

     

The acrostic system employed by Qilir is far more sophisticated than Yosse ben Yosse’s 

system. Yosse ben Yosse’s acrostic method uses the first letter of the first word in a given line as 

the “anchor” for the sequential system; Qilir’s acrostic in the above citation manipulates verbs 

such as אקיץ (I shall awaken) and adds an א before the standard form of the verb making it read 

 and so forth. The following stanza אאבין, אאלם, similarly treating the entire stanza with ,אאקיץ 

centers on the second letter of the verb, now a ב denoting the next letter in the order of the 

alphabet, and the second stanza of the piece. In the seventh stanza the canto reads:773  

  

                                                           
770 Ibid., 125-126. 
 אאבך, אאטמה, אאלם, אאבין, אאקיץ 771
772 Fleischer, Hebrew Liturgical Poetry in the Middle Ages, 126 
773 Appendix A, p. 311 
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In remembrance of His wonders774 

His gift775 [given] in order to adorn776 

The manipulation of the verb להנאות is atypical for pre-Qilirian piyyutim. I am therefore 

unable to disregard my reservations as to the attribution of this Piyyut to Yosse ben Yosse. Even 

though the Piyyut features a singular rare verb צר"ח that Yosse ben Yosse was “fond” of, and 

despite the obvious literary oddity of the Piyyut, I include it here as a Yosse ben Yosse piece. 

Mirsky bound this piyyut with the other known Yosse ben Yosse piyyutim, on the strength of a 

single inscription on the manuscript of this Piyyut, but I strongly suspect it is not a Yosse ben 

Yosse original.  

 In the Beginning He Scrutinized – אז בדעת חקר

The Piyyut777 אז בדעת חקר has, in my opinion, been attributed to the paytan in error. 

Careful comparison between this Piyyut and the confirmed Yosse ben Yosse liturgies, has led me 

to conclude that it is implausible that this Piyyut was in fact written by Yosse ben Yosse. The 

Piyyut consists of 138 stanzas, and is structured around a double acrostic system from the letter 

-in a double acrostic; and features a six א  to ת it then reverses direction from ;ת to the letter א 

fold repetition of the letter ת at the end of the Piyyut. There may have been additional verses at 

the end of the Piyyut. The narrative ends with the High Priest telling his congregation about the 

red cord that had miraculously turned white in the Holy of Holies:778  

  

                                                           
774 Psalm 105:5; Psalm 77:12. 
775 Gen. 30:20. 
776 The people of Israel. 
777 Appendix A, p. 471 
778 Appendix A, p. 526 
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The cord of our hope 

From crimson is now white,  

The loyal emissary 

Responds to those who dispatched him.779  

In several other piyyutim the paytan concludes the Avodah with the joyous celebrations 

that followed the return of the High Priest to his abode, at the conclusion of the Day of 

Atonement. It is conceivable that these lines may have been lost. This Piyyut stands out among 

all the other works in Mirsky’s compendium, for being the most polished and the most rhymed. 

It also features more pronounced and more frequent use of wortspielerei. Moreover, the 

orthography here stands out as less polished and less consistent than in any other Yosse ben 

Yosse works. The letter “Yod” is liberally sprinkled even where it does not serve a function of 

 as in stanza 103:780 ניקוד מלא

 

He hastens to the Itton Gate 

Which is north of the Altar 

And his Deputy and the Head of the Household781 

Are one this side and on that side782 

This tendency appears in virtually every line of the Piyyut, for the sounds of “Chirik” and 

the sounds of “Tzereh” alike, and at times for no aural reason at all.783 In stanza 111, for 

instance, the orthography appears to be untypical, whereas the word  כלי  appears 17 times in 

                                                           
779 Mishnah Yoma 6:8. 
780 Appendix A, p. 514 
781 Mishnah Yoma 3:9. 
782 Meaning “on either side of the High Priest.” The orthography used here  מיפו ומיפו is unusual, whereas the letter Yod is 

superfluous and the word has to end not with a Vav but with the letter Hey. Similar orthography [although without the 
excessive Yod] appears in Ezek. 40:34. It is the only iteration of this phrase in the Yosse ben Yosse oeuvre.  

783 The orthography used here  מיפו ומיפו is unusual, whereas the letter Yod is superfluous and the word has to end not 
with a Vav but with the letter Hey. Similar orthography [although without the excessive Yod] appears in Ezek. 40:34. It is the 
only iteration of this phrase in the Yosse ben Yosse oeuvre. 
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Yosse ben Yosse’s works, always as כלי and never except here as כילי [read KEYLI]. Similarly, 

in the last line of this Stanza, the author writes רוביד [read ROVEYD] instead of the typical רובד 

[read ROVED]. Another example of the creative orthography is found in Stanza 4:784
 

 

He is alone an unparalleled 

Master of two multitudes785 

King of His Hosts786 

Master of His Dominion.787 

The word ריבותיים denotes two measures of ריבוא, a word that denotes 10,000, or a 

synonym for multitude. In Ezra 2:64 the prophet counts the multitude of returnees from the 

Babylonian exile, and in Nehemiah 7:66 the prophet counts the multitude of priests who returned 

to Jerusalem, thus making two ריבוא, or here, in the creative orthography of this Paytan, the 

singular wortspiele:  ריבותיים denoting two distinct multitudes who return from exile to rebuild 

the temple. In several instances the paytan toys with words, as in stanza 29, where he uses the 

Deuteronomy 28 :8 verse and turns the word אסם, granary, into a verb: איסמו. This is rather 

unusual for Yosse ben Yosse. Another instance of creative word games appears in stanza 104:788  

  

                                                           
784 Appendix A, p. 473 
785 The word ריבותיים denotes two measures of ריבוא, a word that denotes 10,000, or a multitude. In Ezra 2:64 the prophet 

counts the multitude of returnees from the Babylonian exile, and in Neh. 7:66 the prophet counts the multitude of priests who 
returned to Jerusalem, thus making two ריבוא, or in a creative and singular wortspiele:  ריבותיים denoting two distinct multitudes 
who return from exile to rebuild the Temple.  

786 Isa. 47:4. 
787 Job 25:2. 
788 Appendix A, p. 514 
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Golden lots789 

He finds in a vessel 

Prepared to snag 

The People’s he-goats.790  

The author uses the word חלש [read as CHELESH] to denote the lots. It is the only such 

use in the Yosse ben Yosse oeuvre. It does not appear in the Hebrew Bible. The Mishnah refers 

to them as גורלות as does Yosse ben Yosse in אזכיר גבורות Stanza 195. In stanza 125 he again 

uses a unique expression:791  

 

TIn the manner of the slaughter792 that what he had performed inside 

He performs outside 

And he does the same with the blood of the he-goat 

And then he mixes them together at the end793 

Whereas the word קצב [Ketzev], referring to the act of slaughter but in fact using a noun 

that depicts musical rhythm. This is the only instance of this noun’s use in the entire 

compendium. Similarly, in stanza 128, the paytan uses the word לחומם, meaning “their flesh,” 

after Zephaniah 1:17. It is the only instance in the entire oeuvre that this rare word makes an 

appearance.  

In stanza 132 the phrase תאר ליפנים appears, meaning “he turned.” Aside from its Yod-

rich spelling, it too is singular, whereas the verb תאר does not appear elsewhere in Yosse ben 

                                                           
789 The author uses the word חלש [read as CHELESH] to denote the lots. It is the only such use in the Yosse ben Yosse 

oeuvre. It does not appear in the Hebrew Bible. The Mishnah refers to them as גורלות as does Yosse ben Yosse in אזכיר גבורות 
stanza 195.  

790 Mishnah Yoma 3:9. 
791 Appendix A, p.524 
792 The word קצב [read KETSEV] appears only once in the entire Yosse ben Yosse oeuvre, here. I read it in reference to the 

verb that denoted slaughter, rather than the more modern, contemporary reading of the verb as a reference to rhythm.  
793 Mishnah Yoma 5:4. The phrase here is בעקב literally “at the heel,” meaning “at the end,” after Gen. 25:25; Gen. 27:36. 
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Yosse’s work. Mirsky cites Joshua 15:9 where the word תאר is translated as “drawn” (drawing of 

an outline),794 but this does not fit the context of the Stanza or the Mishnaic narrative, which is 

why I disagree with Mirsky on this point. It appears to me that the word תאר as it is written here 

is based on the word תר [read TAR], which is translated as “walked, moved, ambled” with an 

added aleph, as in Stanza 123, where one encounters interesting orthography, quite unlike any 

orthographic characteristics of Yosse ben Yosse’s writings. In the Piyyut אזכיר גבורות , Stanza 

216, and in Mishnah Yoma 5:3, the stand is called כן [read as KAN]. The word כאן [also read as 

KAN]as it appears in אז בדעת חקר, stanza 123:795  

 

He walks over and places it on a Stand796 

And he slaughters the People’s he-goat 

And he returns and does with it 

As he has done with the blood of the bullock797 

The word ought to be translated as “here” because of the additional aleph. Such 

orthography appears in Nehemiah 13:16 where the word דג [fish] appears as דאג with the extra 

aleph. And then in stanza 124 the paytan reverts to the standard spelling 798:כן 

  

                                                           
794 Mirsky, Yosse ben Yosse Poems, 238, footnote 137. 
795 Appendix A, p. 520 
796 The interesting orthography becomes problematic here. In the Piyyut  אזכיר גבורות stanza 216 and in Mishnah Yoma 5:3 

the stand is called כן [read as KAN]. The word כאן [also read as KAN]as it appears here ought to be translated as “here” because 
of the additional aleph. Such orthography appears in Neh. 13:16 where the word דג [fish] appears as דאג with the extra aleph.  

797 Mishnah Yoma 5:4. 
798 Appendix A, p. 521 
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He walks over and places it on a Stand799 

And replaces800 it with the blood of the bullock 

And he exits and stands801 

Before the Ornamental Curtain.802  

This sloppy orthography cannot be found in any confirmed Yosse ben Yosse piyyutim. In 

stanza 33, the paytan “plays” with the sounds of words here:   פתן [serpent], פותה [guileless 

woman], פתי [thoughtless man], a style that became more fashionable in subsequent Piyyutic 

genres, and is atypical of Yosse ben Yosse’s writings:803 

  

He laid a serpent trap804 

At the feet of the guileless woman805 

And she lured806 to thoughtless807 error808 

Together they were burdened809 

In stanza 34 he does similarly with the root יצר first to denote the evil inclination of man 

and then to denote the Creator ,[yetzer] יצר יוצר    [Yotzer]. The creative wortspielerei has at times 

more significance than being a stylistic choice. In stanza 54, for instance, referring to 

Abraham:810,811  

  

                                                           
799 Here the Paytan uses the more common orthography, spelling the word for Stand as כן [read KAN].  
800 The yod-rich orthography is noted. 
801 The Mishnaic Hebrew form of the verb is noted.  
802 Mishnah Yoma 5:4. 
803 Appendix A, p. 484 
804 Gen. 3:1. 
805 Prov. 9:13. 
806 Job 31:9; Job 31:26. 
807 Prov. 14:15. 
808 The Paytan “plays” with the sounds of words here:  פתן [serpent], פותה [guileless woman], פתי [thoughtless man] 
809 Referring to the burden of God’s rebuke and punishment of Adam, Eve, and the Serpent, after Psalm 140:12; Gen. 3:14-

19. 
810 Psalm 107:41; Psalm 148:13; Psalm 73:12; Prov. 18:10; Deut. 2:36. 
811 Appendix A, p. 494 
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Forged in a trial of fire812 

And persecuted in war813 

God told him: Go forth, for your sake,814  

And He forever exalted815 him.816 

The paytan writes סיגבו using non-standard orthography [with the letter Samech], whereas 

the standard spelling is  שיגבו [with the letter Sin]. The root is often associated with God. Thus 

the paytan ties Abraham’s elevated status to his abiding faith in God. In stanza 63, referring to 

Moses, Aaron and Miriam,817 he replaces the standard שריגים with an unusual סריגים, creating 

new meaning. The original word means branches. The word as it appears means woven or 

knitted cloth. Some verses in the Piyyut are copied, almost verbatim from the Piyyut  אזכיר

  the penultimate stanza reads:818 אז בדעת חקר In .גבורות

 

Give us a sign819 

They say in his ears 

How shall we know 

That our transgressions have been forgiven?820  

  

                                                           
812 Referring to Abraham who was thrust into the crucible fire by Nimrod, after Gen. Rabba 38:13. 
813 Gen. 14:14-15. 
814 Gen. 12:1. 
815 Psalm 107:41; Psalm 148:13; Psalm 73:12; Prov. 18:10; Deut. 2:36. The Paytan writes סיגבו using non-standard 

orthography [with the letter Samech], whereas the standard spelling is  שיגבו [with the letter Sin]. The root is often associated 
with God. Thus, the Paytan ties Abraham’s elevated status to his abiding faith in God.  

816 Gen. 12:2-3. 
817 After Gen. Rabba 88:5; Gen. 40:10; Joel 1:7. 
818 Appendix A, p. 526[The punctuation addition of a question mark is an obvious late addition. The modern question mark 

was only invented in the 16th century].   
819 Exod. 7:9.  
820 This is an almost verbatim copy of the אזכיר גבורות text in stanza 239.  
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And in אזכיר גבורות, stanza 239 reads:821  

 

Give us a sign822 

They call in his ears,  

So we know how 

The sins are forgiven.  

Note the additional “Yods” sprinkled in the text of אז בדעת חקר as an example of the 

above observation. In stanza 121, the orthographic oddity of this Piyyut is once again noted 

whereas the paytan writes הממריס instead of הממרס, adding a Yod. The same occurs in the 

following lines with the word הגיש, which becomes היגיש, and the word נתייצב, which becomes 

 .התייצב is written in Mishnaic Hebrew, rather than the Biblical form of נתייצב The verb .ניתייצב

In the Yosse ben Yosse Avodah liturgies, there is a fundamental departure from the 

description of the Avodah in Mishnah Yoma. Yosse ben Yosse excludes Rabbinic presence from 

the Azarah on Yom Kippur, whereas Yoma 1:3 insists the Rabbis were not only present at the 

Azarah, but that they were the veritable authority and the High Priest deferred to the Rabbis at all 

times. אז בדעת חקר is the first instance in which the liturgy appears to conform fully with Mishnah 

Yoma and does not assert full priestly authority over the proceedings.823 In the above-mentioned 

stanza 29, the paytan virtually cites Genesis Rabba 16:6 and Tractate Avot 4:26 without 

alteration. This too is unusual for Yosse ben Yosse, who normally adheres most closely to the 

Biblical texts and seldom cites Mishnahs. Figure 3 below displays the summary of non-Biblical 

rabbinic sources in Yosse ben Yosse’s works.  The sparsity of rabbinic sources is instructive and 

speaks of a unique voice. Most scholars conceive of piyyut as a restatement of Midrash or 

                                                           
821 Appendix A, p. 721 
822 Exod. 7:9. 
823 Stanza 73; stanza 77; stanza 84.  
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Agada,824 but as Mirsky suggests and my research confirms, Yosse ben Yosse does not echo 

rabbinic thought. He may occasionally use it, but just like his rhyming technique, the references 

to rabbinic sources is incidental to the subject at hand.  

 

  
אור 
 עולם

אפתח 
 שפתי

אפתח 
פה 
 ברנן

אז 
לראש 
 תתנו

אכרעה 
 ואברכה

אין 
לנו 
כהן 
 גדול

אתן 
 תהילה

אהללה 
 אלוהי

אנוסה 
 לעזרה

אפחד 
 במעשי

אמנם 
 אשמינו

אספר 
 גדולות

אז 
בדעת 

 חקר

אתה 
 כוננת

אזכיר 
 גבורות

Genesis  
Rabba 

0 0 0 0 1.18 0.77    0 0.50 0.62 0 0.63 2.17 1.47 1.13 3.10 

Exodus  
Rabba 

0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0.50 0 0 0 0 0 0.28 0.19 

Leviticus  
Rabba 

0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0.62 0 0 0 0 0 0.38 

Esther  
Rabba 

0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0.14 0.09 

Song of  
Songs 
Rabba 

0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0.62 1.60 0 0 0 0 0 

Ecclesiastes 
Rabba 

0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0.09 

Tosefta/ 
Mechilta 

0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0.50 0.62 0 0 0 0.16 0.43 0.94 

Sifre 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0.65 0 
 

0.38 

Mishnah 0 0 0 0 0 1.54 0 0 0.62 0 
 

1.26 25.00 15.52 14.61 11.10 

P. Talmud 0 0 0 0 1.18 0.77 0 0 0 0.80 0.63 0.54 
 

0.82 3.69 1.51 

B. Talmud 0 0 0 0 0 0.77 0 0 0 0 0 0 
 

0.65 1.13 2.07 

*Numbers represent the percent ratio of a given rabbinic source in a given piyyut 

Figure 3. Non-biblical rabbinic sources in Yosse ben Yosse's piyyutim. 

 

 

In stanza 84 the paytan here goes even further, and commands the High Priest to be 

humble, to lower his gaze אל יגביה לב and to be diffident in submission to the Rabbis. Moreover, 

the paytan spends three full stanzas iterating and reiterating the stupidity of the High Priest, 

                                                           
824 Mirsky, Yosse ben Yosse Poems, 16, 25. 
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calling him צפון משכל [obscured from wisdom], בער [an unschooled fool], and לא למד לקח [a man 

who is bereft of Torah learning]. All other Yosse ben Yosse piyyutim in the Avodah genre 

describe a learned High Priest who laments the possibility that others may regard him as a 825,פתי 

a simpleton, even as he is fully versed and literate. The exaggerated depiction of the High Priest 

as uncouth serves to underscore the wisdom and authority of the Rabbis, something that Yosse 

ben Yosse normally shies from. Thus, in stanza 90, for instance:826 

 

The chiefs827 witnessed 

The pushing and breaking of limbs 

And so they828 prepared a lottery 

To decide who will clear the ashes form the altar. 

The paytan refers to the rabbinic elders of the Beth Din as אבירים, after Mishnah Yoma 

2:2 and after I Samuel 21:8. This is another departure from the usual Yosse ben Yosse narrative 

that minimizes, excludes and negates rabbinic presence at the temple elsewhere, but follows the 

Mishnah closely in this particular Piyyut. 

In the Mishnah Yoma 1:7 account, and in every Yosse ben Yosse Piyyut, the High Priest 

is kept awake by novice priests. Here, the author recounts Levites, the singers at the temple after 

I Chron. 6:17, are in charge of keeping the High Priest awake:829 

  

                                                           
825 In כי הורשע כפתי :אזכיר גבורות"”; in  :פן יהתל"“אספר גדולות"; and in  כי נחשב כפתי.” :אתה כוננת" In all those instances, the 

High Priest is potentially defined in error as a simpleton from the outside. In this Piyyut the stupidity of the High Priest is 
asserted as fact, as an incontrovertible reality, not as an opinion.  

826 Appendix A, p. 508  
827 Referring to the elders of the Beth Din, the rabbis, after Mishnah Yoma 2:2 and after 1 Sam. 21:8  This is another 

departure from the usual Yosse ben Yosse narrative which minimizes, excludes and negates rabbinic presence at the Temple 
elsewhere, but follows the Mishnah closely in this particular Piyyut.  

828 The rabbinic sages. 
829 Appendix A, p. 508 
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Should slumber overtake him 

And if he wishes to doze 

With the snapping of fingers 

Singers830 waken him 

In stanzas 94 and 98, the narrative describes the fine cloth of the High Priest’s vestments. 

The Mishnah calls this fine linen בוץ [Boutz],831 and Yosse ben Yosse in all his other piyyutim 

calls the fabric  שש [Shesh].832 In this Piyyut, for the first and only time, the paytan remains 

silent about the type of fabric entirely. Indeed, in all other Avodah works, Yosse ben Yosse takes 

great pain to describe every detail of the High Priest’s vestments, linking each element to 

specific piacular attributes. In אז בדעת חקר, however, as in stanza 130, the paytan uses 

uncharacteristic short-hand narration regarding the ablutions and vestments.  

In stanza 101 the paytan employs the expression זיו פניו, meaning: his glowing and 

beautiful countenance. The word  זיו  is an Aramaic word that appears but once in the Bible, in I 

Kings 6:37 to denote the name of the seventh month. It appears four times in Targum Onkelus, 

the Aramaic translation of the Bible, but never in any of the other Yosse ben Yosse piyyutim, 

which, as has been noted, are conspicuously devoid of foreign words and are written in Hebrew. 

In the same stanza 101, the High Priest is said to have placed both his hands upon the bullock’s 

head:833  

  

                                                           
830 In the Mishnah Yoma 1:7 account, and in every Yosse ben Yosse Piyyut, the High Priest is kept awake by novice priests. 

Here, the author recounts Levites, the Singers at the Temple after 1 Chron. 6:17, are in charge of keeping the High Priest awake.  
831 Yoma 3:6. 
832 See  אזכיר גבורות stanza 190 
833 Appendix A, p. 516 
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The glow of his face834 is beautiful for the People  

He approaches his bullock 

And puts his two hands835 

Solemnly upon the bullock 

Mishnah Yoma 3:8 and Mishnah Menachot 9:8 claim the High Priest placed two hands 

on the bullock, based on Leviticus 16:21. The paytan, however, claims in אזכיר גבורות  [Stanza 

193] that the High Priest place one hand on the bullock. Here the paytan adopts the Mishnaic 

account unchanged. In stanza 116 the paytan introduces a new element to the usual Yosse ben 

Yosse narrative:836  

 

He enters the Sanctuary 

And enters the space between the Ornamental Curtains837 

And he enters from the side838  and reaches to touch 

The northern wall.  

Mishnah Yoma 5:1 debates whether there was a single ornamental curtain or two, but 

concludes that there were two. The paytan only mentions one in  אזכיר גבורות]  stanza 207, 

                                                           
834 The Paytan uses the words זיו פניו to denote the High Priest’s beautiful countenance. The word  זיו  is an Aramaic word, 

which appears but once in the Bible, in I Kings 6:37 to denote the name of the seventh month. It appears four times in Targum 
Onkelos, the Aramaic translation of the Bible, but never in any of the other Yosse ben Yosse Piyyutim which, as has been noted, 
are conspicuously devoid of foreign words and are written in Hebrew.  

835 Mishnah Yoma 3:8 and Mishnah Menachot 9:8 claim the High Priest placed two hands on the bullock, based on Lev. 
16:21. The Paytan claims in אזכיר גבורות  [stanza 193] that the High Priest place one hand on the bullock. Here the Paytan adopts 
the Mishnaic account unchanged.  

836 Appendix A, p. 518 
837 Mishnah Yoma 5:1 debates whether there was a single Ornamental Curtain or two, but concludes that there were two. 

The Paytan only mentions one ( [אזכיר גבורות  stanza 207, footnote 685, for example), but here the author harmonizes his 
narrative with the Mishnah. This is the only instance in the entire Yosse ben Yosse oeuvre that the Paytan mentions two 
Ornamental Curtains. In all the other Piyyutim he consistently mentions only a single Ornamental Curtain.  

838 Mishnah Yoma 5:1 recounts that the High Priest walked between the two Ornamental Curtains going north, then he 
turned south and walked to his left along the Ornamental Curtain to the Ark. Here the Paytan says that the High Priest came 
from “the side,” which refers to the right side, after the Aramaic Targum for Deut. 31:26. In Psalm 89:13 the right side is equal 
to the north. This is a convoluted way of referring to the north, but it works, although in other piyyutim Yosse ben Yosse does 
not rely on Aramaic Targum and bases his narrative on the Bible.   
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footnote 685 for example], but here the author harmonizes his narrative with the Mishnah. This 

is the only instance in the entire Yosse ben Yosse oeuvre that the paytan mentions two 

Ornamental Curtains. In all the other piyyutim, he consistently mentions only a single 

Ornamental Curtain.  

Further accentuating the oddness of אז בדעת חקר, consider the movement of the High 

Priest during the performance of the Avodah in the Holy of Holies. Mishnah Yoma 5:1 recounts 

that the High Priest walked between the two Ornamental Curtains going north, then he turned 

south and walked to his left along the Ornamental Curtain to the Ark. Here the paytan says that 

the High Priest came from “the side,” which refers to the right side, after the Aramaic Targum 

for Deuteronomy 31:26 In Psalm 89:13 the right side is equal to the north. This is a convoluted 

way of referring to the north, but it works, although in other piyyutim Yosse ben Yosse does not 

rely on Aramaic Targum and bases his narrative on the Bible.   

At times, this Piyyut asserts de novo additions to the Mishnaic narrative and to the usual 

Yosse ben Yosse texts. In stanza 106:839  

 

Joy and happiness840 

Are granted to the generation  

As the right hand raises 

The lot of the People’s he-goats.841  

                                                           
839 Appendix A, p. 514 
840 Isa. 60:15. 
841 This stanza appears to be de novo, whereas the Mishnah does not recount this, and Yosse ben Yosse follows the 

Mishnaic narrative and also makes no mention of the delight cited here.  
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Nowhere is such delight mentioned, but in אז בדעת חקר and it is not clear where the 

paytan drew his information from. Similarly, in stanza 129 the paytan adds to the Biblical and to 

the Mishnaic narrative:842  

 

He sends the he-goat  

To the edge of the desert843 

And he reviews the order of the Day844 

From the written text, by heart845 

The High Priest, according to all known accounts, reads from a written text. But in  אז

 by heart, from an unwritten text. It is not clear ,על פה the High Priest adds a recitation  בדעת חקר

where the paytan draws this information. It relates awkwardly with the statements regarding the 

High Priest’s lack of erudition in stanza 86.  

This carelessness is atypical for Yosse ben Yosse for whom every phrase and every word 

are carefully drawn into a priestly discourse of great subtlety and mastery. Similarly, the paytan 

of אז בדעת חקר refers to the Cover of the Ark in a unique expression that I have not encountered 

elsewhere:  מיצחה, forehead 846 

  

                                                           
842 Appendix A, p. 523 
843 Mishnah Yoma 6:5. 
844 Mishnah Yoma 7:1. 
845 The High Priest reads Scripture from the written text. In this particular Piyyut the Paytan adds the  על פהrecitation. It is 

not clear where he draws information from, but it may be related to the beginning of the Piyyut where the Paytan discusses the 
lack of erudition of the High Priest in stanza 86, footnote 282. 

846 Appendix A, p. 521 
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Once upward at its forehead847 

And seven times downward on its face848 

Counting the sprinkles 

As he whips849 the blood with his finger.  

The phrasing here repeats the poetic reference to the Ark Cover as a human face. 

Mishnah Yoma 5:3 only mentions that the blood was sprinkled downward, as does Yosse ben 

Yosse in his accounts, but here the phrase is למטה בפניה, a singular such poetic expression in the 

Yosse ben Yosse oeuvre. The order of the sprinkling of blood is mentioned in Leviticus 16:14, 

and in Mishnah Yoma 5:3 The phrasing in this Stanza is unique and appears only in this Piyyut, 

referring to the top of the Ark Cover as מיצחה meaning “her forehead,” with the odd extra Yod 

added. 

In terms of the form and content of this piyyut, I find sufficient evidence to assert that the 

provenance of the piyyut called  אז בדעת חקר ought to be further investigated. As things stand, I 

doubt it was penned by Yosse ben Yosse. The literary observations, coupled with the annotated 

translation of all the works attributed to Yosse ben Yosse, lead me to study the narrative itself, in 

comparison with Mishnah Yoma. In Chapter 4, I outline the similarities and differences between 

the Mishnah and Yosse ben Yosse’s Avodah works and draw conclusions regarding the veiled 

power struggle ensconced in the discourse.  

  

                                                           
847 The order of the sprinkling of blood is mentioned in Lev. 16:14, and in Mishnah Yoma 5:3. The phrasing in this stanza is 

unique and appears only in this Piyyut, referring to the top of the Ark Cover as מיצחה meaning “her forehead” (with the 
customary extra yod).  

848 The phrasing here repeats the poetic reference to the Ark Cover as a human face. Mishnah Yoma 5:3 only mentions 
that the blood was sprinkled downward, as does Yosse ben Yosse in his accounts, but here the phrase is למטה בפניה, a singular 
such poetic expression in the Yosse ben Yosse oeuvre.  

849 Mishnah Yoma 5:3. 
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Chapter 4: Two Narratives – Mishnah Yoma & Yosse Ben Yosse’s Avodah  

Introduction 

The literary products of any historical era reflect the topics of discussion, the issues that 

concerned the people of that time, the prevailing debates that reverberated among the various 

groups at the time, and even the mode of expression and linguistic preferences and idiosyncrasies 

that echoed in conversation. Piyyut was written in late antiquity by men who were religiously 

privileged, in both their education and in their social status. Their poetry was a creative act that 

produced order, reaffirmed an existing order, or contested it seeking to substitute it for 

another.850 It also reflects some of the extant power relations that defined an era. Power in the 

religious-historical context was not wholly in the hands of one person who could wield it upon 

his subjects unhindered. As Foucault explains: “(Power) is a machine in which everyone is 

caught, those who exercise power just as much as those over whom it is exercised ... Power is not 

identified with an individual who possesses ... it by right of birth; it becomes a machinery that no 

one owns.”851 Piyyut is one such historiographically relevant literary product.  

This chapter presents the results of my comparative study of Yosse ben Yosse’s Avodot, 

with Mishnah Yoma 1-7. Its first part clarifies the nature and purpose of the sacrificial cult, 

forming the scaffold upon which hangs the comparative endeavour. Stating the precise 

parameters of the study, as well as the exact terminology that animated the research is, I think a 

crucial tool, if one is to extract historiographically useful information from texts that were 

written in late antiquity. There follows a brief reminder of the Yom Kippur theology that lies 

                                                           
850 Bauman Zygmunt, Culture as Praxis, (London: Routledge, 1973), 115. 
851 Michel Foucault, Power/Knowledge: Selected Interviews and Other Writings, 1972-1977, (New York: Random House, 

1977), 156. 
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behind the pomp and circumstance, hidden amongst the details of the performance of the ritual in 

the temple. The chapter then unfurls the highlights of the characteristics of the two narratives 

under study, citing examples and summarizing the findings that are presented in their 

unprocessed form in Appendix B of this dissertation.  

Historical events are not subject to proof in the same manner as a mathematical equation, 

a logical proposition, or a scientific experiment that can be reproduced in a laboratory. Rather, 

historical “proof” normally emerges through the cumulative accretion of reliable witnesses or 

attestations. Those attestations may take the form of textual or literary similarities, of two or 

more texts sharing a similar structural presentation that overall fits best in the period under 

consideration. They may also take the form of details that, in their totality and singularity, 

provide persuasive attestation of their own. Together, the two forms combine in an account that 

suggests authentic and reliable witness to the period under consideration. 

The historic records that have reached us from the fifth century of the Common Era are 

sparse, both in written and in archaeological remains. Piyyut thus becomes even more crucial to 

a student of Jewish history and of religious history in general, as a source of valuable 

historiographic material. It is not an ideal source of such information, given centuries of 

redaction, reproduction, and editing that have altered the original text in more or less meaningful 

ways, but it is a record that deserves our attention nonetheless.852 A careful student of history can 

glean relevant data about the period in question, study the ways texts have been modified, and 

learn much from this investigation about the historic processes that shaped Judaic expression 

over time.  

                                                           
852 Mirsky, Yosse ben Yosse Poems, 86. 
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Two Narratives 

Leviticus 16 describes the Yom Kippur temple rituals that were attended by priests and 

lay people, all trembling in awe before God. The High Priest presided over the rituals, known as 

the Avodah, roughly translated as the “work,” or “worshipful action.” A formal, complex and 

highly choreographed ceremony, the Avodah, if correctly performed, yearly ensured the salubrity 

of the world.853 After the destruction of the temple, new models of religious rituals were 

fashioned, in order to maintain the relationship between God and Israel. In order to achieve this, 

the rabbis devised new ways of reading and understanding scripture, adjusting to the new socio-

political and religious realities. Prayer and recitation of the Avodah became the surrogate Day of 

Atonement ritual, and saying the words came to replace the blood and gore of yore. But, as 

Naftali Cohn clarifies in the second chapter of his book, “The Memory of the Temple and the 

Making of the Rabbis,”854 in the act of telling the past lay a re-invention whose raison d’être was 

firmly rooted in the power relations of the present. The rabbis composed the Avodah texts 

aiming to affirm their own leadership role. They expanded on the biblical narrative, inserting 

rabbinic presence at the temple, adding gestures and details regarding speech and actions, as well 

as spatial and choreographic information absent from Leviticus but asserted as historically 

accurate. Asserting the past became a strategy for affirming rabbinic leadership claims. 

A mere thirty biblical verses upon which the fate of the world rests, and rituals that were 

witnessed by few and recorded only as hearsay, make fertile ground for exegetical elaboration. 

The Leviticus account leaves open questions as to the precise manner of every action it 

mandates. The type of animals to be sacrificed, the nature and array of priestly vestments, the 

                                                           
853 Lev. 16:29-33. 
854 Cohn, The Memory of the Temple and the Making of the Rabbis, 39-56. 
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precise spatiality of the High Priest and the sacred vessels, the composition and manner of 

offering of the incense, the place wherein ablutions are to be performed, the manner of casting 

lots on the he-goats, and more. Rabbinic sages of the Mishnah, even as they lacked direct eye-

witness accounts of the Avodah, labouring as they did some 200 years after the destruction of the 

temple, sought to fill gaps in the narrative and paint a more vivid picture of the Yom Kippur 

events. The rabbis debated in minute detail the order of events, the scene in a verisimilitude that 

promoted and created memory.855  

As Yosef Hayim Yerushalmi explains, the recording of history as a collection of 

verifiable evidence, is “by no means the principal medium through which the collective memory 

of the Jewish people has been addressed or aroused.”856 Historical time intermingles with mythic 

time, is imbued with meaning through repetition of rituals, as previously discussed here, and 

through recitation and re-enactment of myth. Jewish historiography is a “bulwark against the 

inexorable erosion of memory engendered by the passage of time.”857 Jewish memory is the 

meaning-laden aspect of historical writing. Evoking the historical past is mediated by the 

religious imperative to remember: “Remember the days of old, consider the years of ages 

past.”858 It is not an injunction to remember the details of past times, but to selectively recount 

only that which took place and is meaningful and worthy of recollection.859 The assay for that 

which is worthy of remembering is its relationship to God as the lord of history, and to the bible 

as the sacred and organically whole narrative that embraces all time. The rabbis used the 

chronicles of Jewish history and played with it “as though with an accordion, expanding and 

                                                           
855 Ibid., 23. 
856 Yerushalmi, Zakhor: Jewish History and Jewish Memory, 5. 
857 Ibid., 8. 
858 Deut. 32:7. 
859 Yerushalmi, Zakhor: Jewish History and Jewish Memory, 10. 
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collapsing it at will.”860 Rabbinic literature cannot therefore be considered history, rather “they 

were engrossed in an ongoing exploration of the meaning of history bequeathed to them, striving 

to interpret it in living terms for their own and later generations.”861 History has a purpose, it has 

discernable patterns, and both are subservient to the relevance accrued to them by the rabbis. The 

fundamental link to history is, through the metaphysics of selective memory, a mediated, agenda 

driven body of memory.862 

All temple ritual discourses rely on second and third hand sources that were composed 

centuries after the destruction,863 through extrapolation and exegesis that fit particular 

worldviews and promoted particular agents of power in Jewish society.864 The rabbis of the 

Mishnah in the second and third centuries, and Yosse ben Yosse in the fourth/fifth century, 

responded to their own conceptions of authentic Judaism. Each side hitched its proverbial wagon 

to the leaders it deemed authoritative, correct, and binding, producing competing discourses in 

the process.865 History is not a chronological record of reality, but an interpretative version of 

events, written with intent. Legal documents, sacred documents and foreign texts, all provide 

prooftexts that speak of the past. Texts offer an intellectual record of a social intellectual 

environment with particular characteristics. Readers over time have accepted certain texts as part 

                                                           
860 Ibid., 17. 
861 Ibid., 18. 
862 Ibid., 26. 
863 There are many Avodah texts and they vary between the various Judaic traditions of Ashkenaz, Sefarad, Yemen, and 

Italy for example. The earliest version was recited in French communities in the early Middle Ages. See: Adin Steinzaltz, The 
Siddur and Prayer. It was based on the Yosse ben Yosse Piyyut אתה כוננת [Mirsky, Yosse ben Yosse Poems, 172-199] which was 
brought over from the Galilee to French shores with the exiles. 

864 In my understanding, Josephus (The Jewish War, Book 5: 184-237) mostly describes the appearance of the Temple, and 
has very little information pertaining to the details of ritual performance. It appears from the text that Josephus may have seen 
the Temple, may have seen the priestly garments, and may have witnessed several religious rituals. As for the Yom Kippur 
ritual, I interpret the relative silence as indicative of Josephus being an outsider, not a member of the inner core of priests who 
were in actual attendance at the Temple on the Day of Atonement. His account of the ritual is limited and intimates a second-
hand knowledge rather than eyewitness account. 

865 Cohn, The Memory of the Temple and the Making of the Rabbis, 33. 



197 
 

 

of their social background, for these books are deemed to have been written about them, for 

them, to be read and studied by them with the purpose of learning important ontological and 

historical information about the Jewish ethos. Texts reflect the time in which they were penned, 

they tend to cohere events and ideology through a rationalizing discourse. The rabbis were 

indifferent to historiography.866 They did not describe historical events as they occurred, but as 

they wished those events to be interpreted in their own time and in the future. They took license 

to re-present biblical stories and to synchronize the present with those stories, making history 

subservient to their didactic agenda.867  

This tendency is ongoing even in the 12st century and is in evidence in Israeli school 

books that deal with the festival Chanukah. Israel supports two parallel education networks, one 

secular and one religious. Interestingly, secular school books teach pupils about the unlikely 

military conquest by the Hasmonean few against the Greek armies, whereas the religious school 

books emphasize the miraculous pot of oil that remained despite all efforts to eradicate the 

sacred liquid. Its oil was used to light the temple candelabra, the Menorah, and usher a period of 

Jewish independence. Religious educational authorities do not necessarily wish to embolden the 

magical over the factual, but they bow to parents who do want to teach their children a history 

that is intermingled with a nationally constitutive myth.868 Rachel Haverlock’s essay is 

instructive on the matter of exegetical use of biblical texts, intended to bolster a political claim. 

She describes the ontologically loaded interplay between the biblical Joshua and Ben-Gurion’s 

understanding of the Zionist enterprise in the mid-twentieth century. Ben-Gurion utilized myths 

                                                           
866 Gafni, “Concepts of Periodization and Causality in Talmudic Literature,” 23. 
867 Ibid., 34. 
868 Gil Slovick, “The Miracle of the Oil Jug Has Disappeared From History Books.” December 18, 2017. YNet News. 

https://www.ynet.co.il/articles/0,7340,L-5058533,00.html. 
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of conquest and national unity to transform the social reality and the very boundaries of the 

nascent State of Israel. “… the first generations of Zionists sought to build a new, secular Jewish 

national identity. And with this new identity came a new Zionist view of Jewish history… 

Ancient sages and medieval martyrs were brushed aside and denigrated, their heroic place taken 

by modern-day pioneers and kibbutzniks.”869 Israeli Jews created a national collective 

understanding of the memory woven into their history, forging identity politics that animated the 

Zionist enterprise.870 “Water, war, and national myth were all on the mind of David Ben-Gurion 

when he convened his study group on Joshua in 1958… (which was) held on Friday mornings at 

the prime minister’s residence… Tinged by recent memory, the exegesis expressed in the study 

sessions… brings a decidedly military framework to bear on the biblical book.”871 

The two narratives that concern me here are Mishnah Yoma’s account of the Avodah,872 

and Yosse ben Yosse’s Piyyutic renditions873 of the Yom Kippur atonement rituals enacted at the 

temple. Yosse ben Yosse’s existing oeuvre comprises three Avodot that can be confidently 

attributed to him, and one whose provenance is in doubt. A detailed comparison of the Yosse ben 

Yosse Avodah narrative with rabbinic Avodah narratives, specifically in Mishnah Yoma would, I 

maintain, yield important observations that are germane to this discussion. The following is a 

comparison between Mishnah Yoma and the piyyutim whose subject is the Avodah that Mirsky 

                                                           
869 Mechoulan, “What is the Meaning of Jewish History? A Brief History of Jewish History-Writing Reveals an Abundance of 

Partial and Competing Narratives.  
870 Rachel Haverlock, “Rallying All of Israel: David Ben Gurion and the Book of Joshua,” in History, Memory, and Jewish 

Identity, ed. Ira Robinson, Naftali, Cohn and Lorenzo DiTommaso, (Brighton, MA: Academic Studies Press, 2016), 336. 
871 Ibid., 327; Benny Morris, 1948: A History of the First Arab-Israeli War, (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 2008), 

221. 
872 Please note that Mishnah Yoma 7:5 and the entire Chapter 8 are missing from this comparison, because the Paytan makes 

no reference to these legalistic texts. Unlike the rabbis of the Mishnah, Yosse ben Yosse focuses entirely on the Avodah and 
excludes all references to the lay people’s duties on Yom Kippur.  

 אז בדעת חקר ,אתה כוננת  ,אספר גדולות  ,אזכיר גבורות  873
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attributes to Yosse ben Yosse.874 Even as I contest the provenance of אז בדעת חקר, I include it in 

my analysis, to further illustrate the piyyut’s oddity vis-à-vis the rest of the oeuvre.  

I treat the three Yosse ben Yosse Avodot as a singular body of text that is to be compared 

and contrasted Mishnah Yoma. I do so with caution. Yosse ben Yosse’s three Avodot are three 

iterations of the same theme. There are certain similarities between the piyyutim, and one can 

discern several differences. Even as each Avodah conveys the same narrative thread, each also 

features distinctive characteristics that set it apart from the other Avodot. There is an observable 

escalation of detail from  875אספר גדולות through 876אתה כוננת to877 אזכיר גבורות.  I state this with 

caution, because this escalation is perceived only through the arbitrary descriptive taxonomy that 

classifies the piyyutim according to their length. With each iteration, the narrative emerges with 

ever greater permutations of its elements. We move from the simple, reportage-style narrative of 

ת-א stanzas, with a double 46) אספר גדולות  acrostic, to the increasing complexity of אתה כוננת, 

with its 176 stanzas and a quadruple ת-א  acrostic times two, culminating with the most complex 

and longest of the Yosse ben Yosse Avodot- אזכיר גבורות with its astonishing 243 stanzas and a 

ten-fold ת-א  acrostic plus a single acrostic at its end. This is characteristic of the creation 

narrative as well as the Avodah narrative in each piyyut.  

 The Avodot all hang on a similar thematic scaffold. Creation is the base upon which 

stands the biblical story of the Jewish family tree. The genealogical review culminates with the 

true aim and crowning achievement of creation - the sanctification of the priestly caste as the 

                                                           
874 Please note that some citations of Piyyutim refer to the text in Appendix A of this dissertation and some to the original 

Aharon Mirsky text. My apologies to the reader.  
875 Appendix A, p. 446 
876 Appendix A, p. 529 
877 Appendix A, p. 608 
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communication facilitators between humans and God, on the vertical axis. Each creation segment 

of the Avodot ends with the three arch-priests: Moses, Aharon, and Miriam, leading to the tribe 

of Levi, and from there to the priestly caste as a whole. From the genealogical discussion the 

paytan draws legitimacy and authority for the Avodah. He frames the Avodah as a divine service 

that is rooted in creation, and therefore the performers of the Avodah as God’s hand-made 

material on earth. He thus clothes the High Priest with sacrality that cannot be usurped, 

compared, or denied. 

The most salient and important distinction between the Avodot is the tone of each piyyut 

vis-à-vis God in the creation narrative. אספר גדולות and כיר גבורותאז  both refer to God in the third 

person. He created. He decided. He assigned. In אספר גדולות: 

 

He has strengthened the thin veil of firmament,878 turning it into His throne879 

And He has fashioned the world as his foot-rest 

He uncovered the light for use during the day 

And he has secreted the darkness as eventide for the festive ball.880  

  

                                                           
878 Isa. 40:22. 
879 Isa. 66:1. 
880 The word  ,נשף depicting the evening, with an insinuation that evening is a social gathering time of the day, appears in 

several stances in the Bible, as follows: Jer. 13:16; Job 7:4; Job 24:15. In other biblical sources, the root נשפ  usually pertains to 
issuing a puff of wind in anger. My understanding is that the chosen root here implies a divinely mandated darkness, often 
initiated in anger, as light is reserved for the worthy.  
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And in אזכיר גבורות:  

 

He arranged881 upon the waters 

The pillars of the world882 

And girded her883 loins 

With void884 and storm885 

If we regard the sacrificial cult as a communication device that facilitates communion 

between God and His flock, and if we accept the premise that the piyyutic narrative stands in 

place of the sacrifice and affects the same efficacious purposes, then this becomes a paramount 

gauge.886 In these two piyyutim the paytan becomes one with his audience as they discuss God 

on the horizontal axis, amongst themselves, as equals. But in אתה כוננת God is spoken of in the 

second person. The direction of communication, indeed its very nature is altered. You created. 

You decided. You assigned:  

 

You have trammeled the firmament887 

And therein concealed888 half the waters889 

And from their crop890 

Clouds becloud 

                                                           
881 The root ברר signifies a choosing.  אהרון מירסקי )1991(. פיוטי יוסי בן יוסי. ירושלים: מוסד ביאליק  p. 129, footnote 13 maintains 

that the root ברר in this case refers to a strengthening. In the Hebrew Bible the root is more often construed in the sense of 
choosing, selecting the best object from among a variety of others. See: Ezek. 20:38; Eccles. 9:1; 1 Chron. 16:41. I chose to 
translate the word בירר as “arranged” which implies a choosing of form and function, and complies with the Biblical meaning 
more closely.  

882 Psalm 49:2. In Chagigah Tractate 12, Folio B, the Midrash on Prov. 8:31, the world is described as resting upon pillars 
that are anchored in the waters of the sea.  

883 The earth. 
884 After Gen. 1:1. 
885 In a Braita for Chagigah tractate 12:1 the earth is described as being girded by a green belt of tempestuous chaos which 

emanates physical and spiritual darkness. It is a strengthening device for the world, according to the Sages.  
886 Balberg, Blood for Thought: The Reinvention of Sacrifice in Early Rabbinic Literature, 22-23. 
887 Gen. 1:7. 
888 The Paytan uses the verb כמס which pertains to hiding, secreting, sequestering, and concealing something, after Deut. 

32:34. 
889 Gen. Rabba 4:4. 
890 Braita Tractate Ta’anit, Folio 10:A; Psalm 104:13. 
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The communication axis is now vertical, as the paytan serves as the conduit of the 

congregation’s collective yearnings. The paytan is also one with the congregation, but now he is 

their leader. He represents them to God, as he does not speak in one voice as the congregants. 

The creation narrative in all three Avodot sets the tone of communication and its directionality.  

Within the creation narrative the paytan is consistent in drawing the images with a similar 

pen. For example, with regards to the creation of the first man and the first woman, the paytan in 

all three Avodot relies on the Genesis 2:16-25 in which the first man is made to slumber, as God 

causes the first woman to emerge from his rib, rather than on Genesis 1:27 in which God creates 

man and woman as one:  “And the LORD God caused a deep sleep to fall upon the man, and he 

slept; and He took one of his ribs, and closed up the place with flesh instead thereof.”891 Thus is 

 :Yosse ben Yosse draws directly from the verse and writes אספר גדולות

 

He cleaved a help meet for him892  

She is drawn from him, she is not foreign 

A slithering reptile seduced her 

And she laid a snare at the feet of the innocent fawn.893 

And in אתה כוננת he writes:  

 

A hasty sleep894 

You sweetened upon him 

And You cleaved895 his rib 

And from it You fashioned flesh.  

                                                           
891 Gen. 2:21. 
892 Gen. 2:24. 
893 The word עופר, meaning fawn, shares a root with עפר, meaning soil, in reference to the creation of Man from the soil of 

the earth. See: Gen. Rabbah 14:7. 
894 Gen. 2:21. 
895 The Paytan uses the root אצל which refers to a removal of something in order to imbue it with spiritual qualities and 

grant it to another, after Num. 11:17; Num. 11:25; Gen. 26:36. 
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And in a more “romantic” style in אזכיר גבורות:  

 

He made him896 fall asleep897 

And while he reveled in his slumber 

He lifted a bone from his body898 

And fashioned a young maiden899 

The consistence of sources creates a unified body of work and attests to the plausible 

attribution of the piyyutim to a single person, Yosse ben Yosse in this case. This consistency is 

evident in the piyyutic structure that leads from creation to the establishment of the priests as 

God’s emissaries before Him. In all the Avodot, as I had indicated, the structure of the narrative 

renders paramount the creation of the priestly caste by God, as a bulwark against chaos. It is their 

Avodah, their rituals at the temple, that preserve the munificent bounty of God’s creation in 

order. The ancestral Levites are the culmination of the creation narrative. Thus, in אספר גדולות 

the paytan ends the creation narrative at:  

 

The striking and mighty tribes900 

Emerged from his loins 

And from among them rose king901 and prophet902 

And a servant to attend and to serve903.  

                                                           
896 A reference to Adam. 
897 Gen. 2:21. 
898 Gen. 2:21-22. 
899 The root עלמ implies a mystery, after Lev. 4:13; Num. 5:13; Job 28:21; Eccles. 12:14. The word עלמה refers to 

youthfulness, and is translates as "young maiden," after Isa. 7:14; Gen. 24:23; Prov. 30:19. The Paytan insinuates something 
about the mystery and miraculous creation of Eve as a young woman wrought from Adam`s flesh.  

900 A reference to the twelve tribes that hailed from Jacob. 
901 A reference to Moses, after Exod. 18:13. 
902 A reference to Miriam, after Exod. 15:20. 
903 A reference to Aaron, the Priest, after Exod. 38:21. 
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In אתה כוננת the narrative is less telegraphic and spans several stanzas (64-72) but it caps 

the creation story as a prelude to the truly consequential appointment of the Levites and Priests 

as God’s servants upon His earth:  

 

The ornamental Diadem of priesthood904 

You endowed to the one who sanctifies905 You 

And he bequeathed it 

To his sons after him 

In אזכיר גבורות the paytan asserts that the elevation of the priests is an eternal law before 

God.  

 

To fill their hands906 

For seven days. 

And he made it907 a Law 

For all generations eternally, 

The Avodah narrative follows a similar structural aspect, as we move from the reportage 

style in אספר גדולות to the complexity and detail in אזכיר גבורות. It is a unifying element, if one 

accepts the descriptive taxonomy here. But there are differences between the Avodot that are 

merely structural. Indeed, the tone changes between the Avodot, but crucially the detail that 

Yosse ben Yosse adds or detracts is instructive. In אתה כוננת the paytan devotes enormous 

attention to the High Priest’s vestments, and the ritual rationale that made them so efficacious in 

                                                           
904 Zech. 6:11; Lev. 8:9. 
905 A reference to Aaron the High Priest, after Psalm 106:16. 
906 Meaning: to be occupied, after Lev. 8:33. 
907 A reference to the Avodah of Yom Kippur, the Day of Atonement, and the exclusive priestly cultic duties in the Temple, 

as divinely mandated, after Lev. 8:34. 
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the Yom Kippur atonement ritual. Each element is imbued with spiritual importance, thus in 

Stanzas 106-107908 he writes:  

 

And on his epaulettes 

Two onyx stones909 

Upon which are names of the Tribes 

In the number of their Standards.910  

 

Their names are legible 

Even as their letters are bisected911 

Engraved with a diamond lathe912  

But fashioned at the moment of creation913 

The Avodah is consistently conceived as the mechanism through which creation is 

guaranteed salubrity and continued existence. The High Priest is God’s chosen servant who is 

charged with the rituals that preserve creation. And the Avodah is the ultimate and singularly 

effective ritual that causes creation to prosper under God. The paytan repeats this theme in  אזכיר

 Yosse be Yosse אספר גדולות but devotes considerably fewer lines to the vestments. In ,גבורות

skips to the Avodah without hovering over the matter of the vestments’ role in the ritual. The 

High Priest removes his own apparel and wears the sacred vestments. C’est tout.  

We must proceed with caution in drawing conclusions from the observed patterns of 

similarity and variability among and between the piyyutim. The Avodot are not dated, and we 

cannot therefore determine the order of their composition. Neither can we discern the audience 

                                                           
908 Appendix A, p. 576 
909 Exod. 28:12. 
910 Exod. 28:9-10. 
911 Palestinian Talmud Tractate Sottah 7:4 
912 The Paytan uses the word שמיר which evokes the sin of Judea, after Jer. 17:1. 
913 Mishnah Avot 5:6 
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for which each Avodah was intended, we cannot establish the reasons behind the different 

iterations. What we can and must do, is describe the differences without commenting on the 

paytan’s decision making process. I therefore, for the purposes of this study, regard the three 

Avodot as a single body of text, even as I note the different emphases and structures that 

characterize each piyyut.  

The Yosse ben Yosse oeuvre, dealing with Yom Kippur rituals at the temple in Jerusalem 

may be read as an ideological dialogue914 with Yoma Tractate of the Mishnah, whereas each 

discourse represents a distinctive voice in the context of Jewish society in late antiquity.915 Both 

texts were enacted within a specific social context and contributed to the dynamic ways in which 

that social context evolved. They are dialogical as groups of utterances that may have been 

crafted partly in response to one another, or at the very least in response to the ideologies and 

worldviews that animate the other group of utterances. Both texts contain evidence of underlying 

strategies of inclusion and exclusion that belie the political and religious framing of discourse 

and the interpretation thereof, whereas “discourses structure both our sense of reality and our 

notion of our own identity.”916 A comparison between Tractate Yoma and Yosse ben Yosse 

piyyutim, as a site of contestation of meaning, reveals something of the intricate nature of the 

multiple religious and ontological expressions of Judaism that coexisted in Palestine in late 

antiquity. “Though there is no specific available evidence, it is likely that there was diversity ... 

in the ways that different Judaeans (Israelites) in various locations throughout Syria Palaestina 

                                                           
914 Mills, Discourse, 11 (citing Michel Pecheux). 
915 Mills, Discourse, 10 (citing Diane Macdonnell). 
916 Mills, Discourse, 13. 
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(sic) embraced Roman culture and mixed this embrace with adherence to traditional cultural and 

ritual practices.”917 

The variety and variability of Jewish groups within the complex environment of Palestine 

in late antiquity produced competing ideologies and reflected tensions within Jewish society.918 

Some Jews assimilated Greek cultural affectations and philosophies, others resisted 

accommodation.919 There were non-Jewish groups as well, such as the Samaritans920 and the 

pagan Romans and Greeks, and the proto-Christian Jews; there were, according to Josephus, 

sects of Pharisees and Sadducees and Essenes,921 rabbis, non-rabbis, and those who were semi-

rabbinic to one degree or another; there was a reclusive group in Qumran, and in all probability 

other groups as well whose voice has not reached us because of the vicissitudes of time.922 These 

multiple groups spoke a variety of languages, primarily Greek, Aramaic and Hebrew, but there 

were other dialects, tongues and idiosyncratic vernacular languages being spoken and heard. 

People lived in cities and towns and in rural communities, people farmed or laboured in small 

industries, come were learned, others not, some adopted Roman culture to various degrees,923 

others remains true to their traditions, some rebelled against the foreign occupation, while others 

accepted it and adapted to its demands.924 Each group had its own ritual specialists who advised 

                                                           
917 Cohn, The Memory of the Temple and the Making of the Rabbis, 30. 
918 Mechoulan, “What is the Meaning of Jewish History? A Brief History of Jewish History-Writing Reveals an Abundance of 

Partial and Competing Narratives.”  
919 1 Maccabees, 11. 
920 Reinhard Plummer, “Samaritan Synagogues and Jewish Synagogues: Similarities and Differences,” in Jews, Christians, 

and Polytheists in the Ancient Synagogue: Cultural Interaction During the Greco-Roman Period, ed. Steven Fine, (New York: 
Routledge, 1999),118-160. 

921 Josephus, Antiquity of the Jews, 13:171-173. Rabbinic literature refers to Pharisees and Sadducees. See: James 
VanderKam, “Judaism in the Land of Israel,” in The Eerdmans Dictionary of Early Judaism, ed. John Collins and Daniel Harlow, 
(Grand Rapids, MI: William B. Eerdmans Publishing Company, 2010), 65. 

922 Josephus, Antiquity of the Jews, 13:171-173. Rabbinic literature refers to Pharisees and Sadducees. See: VanderKam, 
“Judaism in the Land of Israel,” 65. 

923 Tessa Rajak, “The Synagogue Within the Greco-Roman City.” In Jews, Christians, and Polytheists in the Ancient 
Synagogue: Cultural Interaction During the Greco-Roman Period, ed. Steven Fine, (New York: Routledge, 1997), 161-173. 

924 VanderKam, “Judaism in the Land of Israel,” 67. 
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group members on the correct practice of ritual and who served as arbiters of tradition and 

memory.925 

Rabbinic texts portray themselves as carriers of the proper meaning of older texts, 

thereby organizing knowledge and crafting harmony. The ideological convergence between 

different rabbinic texts provides the tools for interpreting new information and, in the process, 

reshapes social memory. Together, these processes create a textual whole that becomes 

paradigmatic for the group, serving as lenses through which to gaze upon and understand events 

over time.926 The community is organized along ideological lines, and comes to venerate specific 

figures (Moses, Abraham, David, Rabbi Akiva), specific events (the exodus, the temple, 

monarchy, messianic hope), and specific values (purity, learning, Torah observance, exclusivity 

of chosen-ness), under the leadership of the group – in this case the rabbis – that crafted the 

textual intellectual history with political and religious intent. Rabbinic literature became the 

ontologically constitutive and dominant discourse,927 whereas the Yosse ben Yosse liturgy and 

other non-rabbinic traditions as well, became marginalized, along with the worldview they 

encode. 

The Mishnah recounts the imagined Avodah, painting a realistic picture, complete with 

speeches, and finger snapping, toe tapping scenes. It interjects animated rabbinic arguments over 

details of the past, lending the narrative an air of verisimilitude.928 The added “texture” seems to 

suggest that the events took place year after year precisely as described in the Mishnah. For 

                                                           
925 Ibid., 32. 
926 Ibid., 271-272. 
927 The Tosefta supplements the Mishnaic narrative, offering commentary, additional substance, packaged in a somewhat 

less controlled compendium than the Mishnah. The Talmud, drawing on additional traditions, develops Mishnaic narratives by 
adding haggadic materials and biblical expositions. See: H.L. Strack and Gunter Stemberger, Introduction to The Talmud And 
Midrash, ed. and trans. Markus Bockmuehl, (Minneapolis, MN: Fortress Press, 1992), 152, 157, 166. 

928 Cohn, The Memory of the Temple and the Making of the Rabbis, 58. 
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example, Mishnah Yoma 1:5 describes the High Priest who, following rabbinic instruction in the 

details of the Avodah, retires in tears even as the rabbis take leave of him in tears. The Mishnah 

does not explain the reason for this lachrymose goodbye. Tosefta Yoma therefore 1:7 asks, 

rhetorically, why the high Priest cried and why the rabbis did as well? It identifies a gap in the 

Mishnah text and aims to fill it with further creative elaboration and story-telling that imbues the 

new text with verisimilitude. It sounds as if it really happened thus. The Tosefta Yoma says: 

Why did he [the High Priest] retire in tears, because they [the rabbis] had to adjure him, and why 

did they have to adjure him because [of a past event that took place] of a Boethusite929 who erred 

in the offering of incense and did not heed rabbinic instruction, thereby nullifying the ritual and 

excoriating its redemptive function. Adding vignettes and case precedents, Tosefta accepts the 

Mishnah as true and continues the project of unpacking this truth to its smallest detail, once 

again reasserting rabbinic authority and the authenticity of their narrative. The Tosefta 

underscores the claims of the Mishnah by adding “colour” and texture to the narrative, and by 

not changing the essential nature of the Avodah. 

The Paytan Yosse ben Yosse generally adopts the rabbinic account of the Avodah, but a 

judicious comparison of his works with rabbinic texts, reveals important differences that point to 

different traditions and political interests. Mirsky contends that Yosse ben Yosse wrote his 

piyyutim informed mostly by the Palestinian Talmud (Yerushalmi) and on Tannaitic texts.930 For 

example, in אתה כוננת the paytan, in the 74th stanza, relates the sanctification procedure of the 

High Priest prior to the commencement of the Avodah. This is not unusual, whereas the 

                                                           
929 Boethus was one of the High Priests who was beloved by the people, but whose interpretation of Jewish tradition 

contradicted rabbinic views. He came to be regarded as the epitome of error by the rabbis. See: Josephus, The Jewish War, 
5:13.1. 

930 Mirsky, Yosse ben Yosse Poems, 90. 
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purifying rituals are narrated in all the Avodot. Here, however, the paytan appears to draw his 

information directly from the Palestinian Talmud, Tractate Yoma 1:1, by subjecting the High 

Priest to purification with the waters of the scorned woman931 that were made ritually pure by the 

ashes of the red heifer. The blood, a “ritual detergent,”932 is the agent of sanctification. In no 

other Avodah does the paytan refer to the purification and sanctification of the High Priest in 

terms of the power of blood to sanctify both the temple and the High Priest. The paytan thus 

equates the sanctity of the High Priest with the sanctity of the temple.  

 

They sanctify him and sanitize him933 

With the cleansing water934 of the heifer-ash935  

As a reward for936 the cleansing by blood 

And the anointing oil.  

Yosse ben Yosse’s account, expressed in his multiple Avodot is, I maintain, 

representative of a parallel priestly history. His story differs significantly from the Mishnaic 

story. Yosse ben Yosse lived at least 100 years after the Mishnah was sealed, and at most 200 

years thereafter, but neither system of texts offers a firsthand account of temple rituals.937 The 

differences between them, therefore, speak to the cultural diversity in Byzantine Palestine, to 

                                                           
931 Num. 19:1-13; Num. 31:23. 
932 Lev. 16:16; Marc Zvi Brettler, How to Read the Jewish Bible, (New York: Oxford University Press, 2005), 79-80. 
933 Lev. 8:30. 
934 The water of sprinkling, after Num. 19:1-13; Num. 31:23.  
935 Palestinian Talmud  Tractate Yoma, Folio 1, 1:1. 
936 The reward of the High Priest is a measure-for-measure, equal to his service at the Temple during which he sanctified 

elements of the Temple with the blood as a “ritual detergent” [Brettler, How to read the Jewish Bible, 79-80, regarding the 
rituals of Lev. 16:16]. 

937 Mirsky, Yosse ben Yosse Poems, 32. Mirsky states that Yosse ben Yosse based several of his rabbinic traditions on the 
Palestinian Talmud [Yerushalmi], and rarely referred to the Babylonian Talmud [Bavli]. For instance, when the High Priest 
confesses his offences upon the head of his bullock on Yom Kippur, the Paytan describes the “heavy hand” he places on the 
animal, meaning he did so with what we call a heavy heart, with thoughtful contemplation and seriousness. He drew this tradition 
from the PT [or a shared source] in Yerushalmi Hagigah, Ch. 2 Halakhah 2. Another example refers to the selection of the High 
Priest, which Yosse ben Yosse claims was done by casting lots among the worthy priestly candidates. This is a tradition found only 
in Tosefta Kippurim 1:6. 
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different religious-political agendas, and to authorial reliance on different earlier sources and 

their distinctive worldviews. “The surviving evidence (of Jewish texts from antiquity) exhibits a 

richness and diversity in Judaism… so great that some have resorted to the neologism 

“Judaisms” to express it.”938 The diversity, typical of Second Temple Jewish society, and of all 

Jewish environments thereafter, can be glimpsed through this comparison. Jews of all stripes and 

colours, maintained an attachment to the idea of the temple through the re-formulated Avodah 

narrative. They all thought it was a fundamental, foundational, and crucial pillar of the Jewish 

relationship with God, and they all sought ways to portray the performative aspects of the ritual 

because of its redemptive raison d’être. 

There emerge, from the comparison of the two narratives, two opposing images of the 

High Priest. The Mishnah paints a picture of a heuristic High Priest, whose behavior must be 

carefully and constantly monitored by the wiser and more expertr rabbis; Yosse ben Yosse’s 

High Priest conducts the ceremonies in a slow, deliberate, and informed manner, and thus his 

agency and thoughtfulness are never in doubt.  

Scholars of Jewish writings939 have come to think of the Mishnah as a historically 

authentic voice, and often tend to regard Piyyut as an embellishment, a fanciful and creative 

divergence that bears little historical authenticity. As explained in Chapter 1, my claim in this 

dissertation is that norms of shared culture can and ought to be contested. National culture, and 

the discourses it embodies, is the result and product of a struggle between competing groups, one 

cannot claim that the power of one group privileges the content of its claims. One cannot claim 

                                                           
938 VanderKam, “Judaism in the Land of Israel,” 73. 
939 See for instance, the discussion by: Stephen Reif, “From Manuscript Codex to Printed Volume: A Novel Liturgical 

Transition?” in Liturgy in the Life of the Synagogue: Studies in the History of Jewish Prayer, ed. R. Langer and S. Fine, (Winona 
Lake, IN: Eisenbrauns, 2005).  
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that because the Mishnaic discourse “won the day,” it more accurately reflects a true depiction of 

what actually took place on Yom Kippur in the temple, and that just because Yosse ben Yosse 

has lost the power struggle with the now dominant discourse, his version of events, which 

emphasizes priestly dominance rather than rabbinic dominance over the Avodah, is inherently 

wrong. I proposed, therefore, to study Tractate Yoma and Yosse ben Yosse as equally valid 

discourses that could be compared, contrasted, and analyzed in tandem. Critical discourse 

analysis that evaluates texts from an avowedly politically committed perspective,940 may disclose 

important information regarding the interaction of a variety of Palestinian Judaic traditions in 

late antiquity. 

Both Yosse ben Yosse and the rabbis responded to their own present realities, and their 

writings served socio-political and religious functions in their present. The rabbinic discourse on 

temple ritual was a vehicle for asserting rabbinic legitimacy and authority over post-destruction 

Jewish law and ritual practice, with emphasis on the prescriptive nature of rabbinic narratives; in 

Yosse ben Yosse’s narrative, the temple discourse takes on a reactionary zest, militating for a 

return to the old, biblically based model of religious leadership. The Mishnah asserted rabbinic 

leadership, and Yosse ben Yosse appears to have advocated a return to priestly leadership as the 

right legal and ritual experts. 

There is scant historical evidence that the people in Roman Palestine knew of the clash of 

titans happening in their back yards. Priest and rabbis vied for leadership, both claiming an 

authentic understanding of the Torah, and asserting a continuous and unbroken line of authority 

extending well into the biblical past. Each side developed its own discourse on the nature of 

                                                           
940 Mills, Discourse, 24, 116-143 (citing Norman Fairclough). 
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things, on the way God’s world works, and on the most accurate and dependable means of 

communication with the divine. Each discourse sought exclusivity, diminishing the stature of 

competing claimants and militating for the unbridled right to lead and educate the people. The 

competition lasted centuries, whereas historic events influenced the dialogue, making the success 

of once side mean the failure of the other, as there was no room for more than one authoritative 

voice. This competition determined which voices would remain audible, and which would be 

erased from the Jewish “airwaves,” thereby shaping the agents of social transformation in Jewish 

society henceforth. In time, the rabbi’s discourse won the day and the priestly discourse 

gradually sank, defeated. Echoes of the priestly narrative have reached us, if only faintly, 

preserved in the Dead Sea Scrolls, in the books of Josephus, and in some Piyyutic literature. 

Through his work, the paytan sought to transform the temple-centered worship that had hitherto 

dominated Judaic practice into the post-destruction variant of observance that emphasized prayer 

rather than sacrificial rites.941 

Findings 

I conducted a systematic comparison of the 40 Mishnayot that speak of the Avodah in 

Tractate Yoma,942 with the 3 confirmed Yosse ben-Yosse Avodah Piyyutim, and one piyyut 

ascribed to Yosse ben Yosse, whose provenance I doubt, as explained in Chapter 3 of this 

dissertation.943 The two narratives, I maintain, reflect the power relations that shaped the 

                                                           
941 Mills, Discourse, 43-68 (citing Foucault). 
942 I compared every detail of Tractate Yoma 1-7 with the four Avodah works penned by Yosse ben Yosse. I did not investigate 

Yoma 8 because this is a strictly legalistic text which pertains not to the High Priest’s rituals on Yom Kippur, but to the practice by 
lay people in observance of the Day of Atonement. 

943 I considered the four Piyyutim as does Mirsky, meaning that I ignored my own reservations regarding the provenance of 
 and treated it as if it were written by Yosse ben Yosse. I think comparing it along with the other confirmed Avodot אז בדעת חקר
of Yosse ben Yosse, further accentuates the oddity of אז בדעת חקר. The four Avodot in question are: אספר גדולות [Mirsky, Yosse 
ben Yosse Poems, 203];אתה כוננת [Mirsky, Yosse ben Yosse Poems, 178] אז בדעת חקר ]Mirsky, Yosse ben Yosse Poems, 222], 
 Only 15 liturgical poems (piyyutim) penned by Yosse ben Yosse have .[Mirsky, Yosse ben Yosse Poems, 127]  אזכיר גבורות

survived form antiquity. They represent the Paytan’s preoccupation with the priestly caste, its cultic practices on Yom Kippur, 
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production and reception of these accounts. Both lay claim to the accuracy of their particular 

memory of the past, and imply eye-witness veracity, casting themselves as authentic and 

therefore authoritative.944 I studied Tractate Yoma and Yosse ben Yosse as equally valid 

discourses that could be compared, contrasted and analyzed. I present the dialogue in my 

dissertation, not by way of advocating for one worldview or another, but as an historian training 

my ear to hear the medley of whispers that have survived over the chasm of time and space, and 

that have reached us encased in a variety of literary forms.  

The detailed comparison of every line in the Mishnah against its parallel in Yosse ben 

Yosse’s liturgy945 revealed some interesting and illuminating differences – some of them quite 

subtle – that merit further investigation. Bearing in mind that texts have reached us after many 

centuries of scribal transmission, both rabbinic946 and non-rabbinic, one must treat them with 

some suspicion. Even as we recognize errors of transcription and the incomplete nature of 

manuscripts that attenuate our conclusions, we can point to trends, tendencies, and social 

                                                           
and with an eschatological future in which the priests would once again lead Israel. The fifth century CE Palestinian Paytan 
reflected in his writings the social and political concerns of his generation. Of the 15 known piyyutim 9 deal with the role of God 
in history, 9 lament the loss of the priesthood, 4 retell the details of the Avodah, 7 make a causal link between sin and the 
destruction, and 8 advocate repentance as a restorative mechanism (regarding the relationship of the people and God) to be 
mediated by the priestly caste. See: Mirsky, Yosse ben Yosse Poems. 

944 Cohn, The Memory of the Temple and the Making of the Rabbis, 27. 
945 The Yosse ben Yosse liturgy was saved from oblivion thanks to the inclusion of several Piyyutim in the Jewish prayer 

book, some Piyyutim were mentioned in the writings of R. Sa’adia Ga’on, and some were re-discovered thanks to the 
extraordinary good fortune of the discovery of the Cairo Genizah. Errors in transcription and transmission, have resulted in an 
array of fragmentary versions of the Yosse ben Yosse oeuvre, and it is possible that additional fragments still lurk unattributed 
to the Paytan in the archives of Genizah manuscripts yet un-catalogued. See: Mirsky, Yosse ben Yosse Poems, 7-11. 

946 The Mishnah, Tosefta, and the Palestinian Talmud (Yerushalmi) are especially prone to errors of transmission [Strack 
and Stemberger, Introduction to the Talmud and Midrash, 172-181]. There are no complete or uniform versions of these texts, 
because of scribal errors, neglect, the scarcity of original manuscripts, and because this is what happens to texts over millennia. 
They become adulterated, some of them are deliberately “harmonized” with later texts, and some even suffer the bruising 
effects of scribal flights of creativity. And as the Babylonian Talmud gained absolute pride of place on the Jewish learners’ 
bookshelf, the Mishnah and its attendant texts, as well as the “incomplete” Palestinian Talmud, all became corrupted to one 
degree or another. As Eugene Ulrich explains: “For the most part… scribes assiduously recited or recopied… traditions as 
accurately as they could, but occasionally there were creative minds that sought to revise and expands the texts with insights 
addressing new situations and making the works meaningful to the current generation” [Eugene Ulrich, “The Jewish Scriptures: 
Texts, Versions, Canons,” in The Eerdmans Dictionary of Early Judaism, ed. John Collins and Daniel Harlow, (Grand Rapids, MI: 
William B. Eerdmans Publishing Company, 2010), 99]. 
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currents, and begin to reconstruct some of the diversity of Judaisms that thrived in late antiquity. 

I believe those are valid and important observation to make about a period of Jewish history we 

know so little about.947 

The detailed comparison of Mishnah Yoma and the four Yosse ben Yosse piyyutim on 

the Avodah, allowed me to note the differences between the two narratives, and to shed light on 

commonalities and correlations between the two texts.948 The underlying similarity between the 

two text systems is important to note. Both Mishnah Yoma and Yosse ben Yosse’s rendition of 

the Avodah appear to expand on Leviticus, adhere to the basic outline of the Avodah. In his 

treatment of Yoma 5:6, for example, Yosse ben Yosse mirrors the Mishnah almost exactly. A 

shared exegetical tradition runs through both narratives, and a shared memory of the temple 

rituals appears to be a common denominator, even as the poet at times diverges subtly from the 

rabbinic text. Yosse ben Yosse, aware of the Mishnah, drew upon it as well as on other sources 

and traditions. Most of the Avodah is an elaboration on the biblical account of the Yom Kippur 

sacrifices. The sages elaborated a detailed story that served to emphasize their own preeminent 

role in the temple. Mishnah Yoma 1:3 for example says:  

The Elders of the Temple Court are the ones who instruct the High Priest and review with him the 

details of the Avodah. 

The concern is that the High Priest may have forgotten the halakha, or that he did not even know 

it at all.  

On the eve of Yom Kippur, the elders instruct the High Priest to stand at the Eastern Gate of the 

Temple courtyard, and they show him the animals he will sacrifice so he will better know the 

animals and the order of the Avodah.  

                                                           
947 The rabbinic texts remain an important source for the legal, social and intellectual history of Byzantine Palestinian 

Jewish life in Byzantine Palestine, a period we know so little about because of the paucity of historiographically sound (by 
today’s standards) sources of information. See: Tropper, “The state of Mishnah studies,” 104. 

948 Tropper, “The state of Mishnah studies,” 102. 
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Yosse ben Yosse recounts a similar elaboration of the story. He either read or heard a 

different source that corroborated the Mishnaic account, or he had access and was well versed in 

the Mishnaic story. His Avodah piyyutim are multiple accounts of the Avodah, each with a 

different accent, probably intended to dazzle audiences by innovating yearly on the same theme. 

But his story differs from the Mishnaic narrative, in telling ways. In אזכיר גבורות: the instructors 

are the 949 מחכימי פתי the learned ones.950  

 

Teachers951 of the guileless952 

Are partnered953 with him 

To review with him and to teach him 

In the Laws of the Tenth Day.954 

Here, there is no mention of the rabbinic court [Sanhedrin] at all. Indeed, the animals to 

be sacrificed are brought to the High Priest by unnamed individuals, who compliment the High 

Priest and encourage him:955  

  

How substantial 

Is your Avodah, they say,956  

Be strong and brave 

As all these are for your work to be done.  

Yosse ben Yosse uses a very interesting word in אזכיר גבורות. The word פתי appears in the 

bible (as in Psalms 19:8) but is never used at all in the Mishnah. Interestingly, the word appears 

                                                           
949 Mirsky, Yosse ben Yosse Poems, 150, line 132. 
950 Appendix A, p. 669 
951 Mishnah Yoma 1:3. 
952 Psalm 19:8 
953 The paytan uses the root עמת which refers to associates, co-workers, partners, or assistants.  
954 An epithet for Yom Kippur. 
955 Appendix A, p. 670 
956 Babylonian Talmud, Tractate Yoma 18:1. 
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five times in the Dead Sea Scrolls.957 In Fragment 8:I verse 7 of the 4Q-266 so called Damascus 

Document scroll, the text reads (original orthography):  ושוגה וכה עינים לבלתי  פתיומשוגע אל יבו וכול

 Translated into English the sentence further clarifies the baggage that is loaded upon the .ראות

shoulder of the word פתי. “And no stupid or deranged (person) should enter, and anyone feeble 

minded and insane, those with eye too weak to see.”958 In other words, employing the word פתי 

makes clear that the sage elders of the tribe, referred to as teachers of the guileless959 who could 

even teach a פתי, an unworthy, stupid, blind, and even insane person, instruct the High Priest on 

the Avodah’s procedures, lest he imperil creation itself. This is not intended to cast aspersions on 

the High Priest’s perspicacity, but to extol the qualifications of the teachers. The rest of the 

piyyut explains that the High Priest is chosen by God to serve, he is inherently worthy and 

meritorious, but the ritual requires a “refresher course” that the priestly elders of the tribe can 

provide. 

 Later on, in reference to the events described ion Yomah 1:6, he again uses the word. 

This may hint at a tantalizing possibility of contact between Yosse ben Yosse and the Qumranic 

literature, a subject that merits further research. The attitude of the instructors in the first Piyyut 

is collegial, non-confrontational, even friendly. It assumes a certain social equality, rather than 

the Mishnaic tendency to portray the High Priest as a subject of the rabbis, as lesser in learning 

and therefore in stature. He is in Yosse ben Yosse a primus inter pares, not a student of a wiser 

group or a subjugated individual before their greater power.960  

                                                           
957 CD XIII, 6; CD XV, 15;  1QSa I, 19 I; 4Q177, 9,7 V; 4Q266 8:7 XVIII  See:  Martin G. Abegg, James E. Bowley, and Edward 

M. Cook, The Dead Sea Scrolls Concordance, Vol. 1, The Non-Biblical Texts from Qumran, (Leiden, Netherlands: Brill, 2003). 
958 Garcia-Martinez and Tigchelaar, eds., The Dead Sea Scrolls: Study Edition, 592-593. 
959 Psalm 19:8. 
960 See the technical terms for leaders in the Qumran community, as derived from the Scrolls, in: L. H. Schiffman and J. C. 

VanderKam, Encyclopaedia of the Dead Sea Scrolls, Vol. 1, (New York: Oxford University Press, 2000), 134-135. 
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In  אספר גדולות: the High Priest studies the Avodah on his own. He needs no outside 

instruction at all.961 Moreover, he confesses at the eve of the fast. In the second Piyyut the Paytan 

goes even further and removes all external instruction. Now the High Priest is sage enough, 

learned and able to review the Avodah without help. He is empowered and validated as the 

leader. In  אתה כוננת  : the High Priest receives instruction from 962,קציני מזימה “Presiding963 men 

of knowledge,”964 who instruct are 965 כשבת אחים גם יחד “like brethren who dwell together in 

unit.”966 In the Avodah that I believe is not an original Yosse ben Yosse piyyut but one written in 

his style, אז בדעת חקר: the elders instruct the High priest, they stay with him, and review and 

recite the details of דיני עשור, the laws of the Tenth Day.967 The legalistic aspect of the Yom 

Kippur instruction of the High Priest is absent in all the other Avodot by Yosse ben Yosse. The 

inclusion intimates a greater affinity with the legalism of rabbinic thought. Mirsky describes the 

 as “those who are great in wisdom,”968 given his rabbinic reading of the text, and קציני מזימה

assumes that the instructors are rabbinic, in line with the Mishnah narrative. The paytan calls the 

instructors “elders.” This may be read rabbinically as a reference to the Sanhedrin, or it may be 

read as a reference to a priestly group. The specific reading of the word זקנים is definitely 

                                                           
961 Mirsky, Yosse ben Yosse Poems, 206, line 24. 
962 Ibid., 188, line 77. 
963 Mishnah Yoma 1:3 recounts that the men who instructed the High Priest were the elders of the Beit Din, or Sanhedrin. 

The Paytan does not insinuate any rabbinic presence into the Temple, or as part of the Yom Kippur Ritual. He maintains that 
priestly specialists oversaw the preparation of the High Priest. He uses the word קצין, which can be translated as 
“superintendents” or “overseers” who preside over a complex set of actions, at times military, but in this context, the Yom 
Kippur temple rites, after Prov. 25:15; Prov. 6:7. 

964 Mishnah Yoma 1:3 appears to suggest that the High Priest was potentially unschooled in the order of the Avodah, and 
that he was taught by the rabbis. The Paytan inserts the word “wisdom” to suggest that the priests knew well the order of the 
Avodah and did not require non-priestly instruction. The Paytan uses the word מזימה which can be understood as a conspiracy 
by Modern Hebrew speakers, but in Biblical Hebrew suggests wisdom, after Prov. 1:4.  

965 Mirsky, Yosse ben Yosse Poems, 188, line 77, drawing from Psalm 133:1. 
966 Psalm 133:1. 
967 Mirsky, Yosse ben Yosse Poems, 188, line 78. 
968 Mirsky, Yosse ben Yosse Poems, 188. 
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influenced by the eyes of the beholder, by the hermeneutic lens one chooses to employ, 

depending on one’s ideological position.  

This apparent intentional use of non-Mishnaic words may point to one or two of the 

following possibilities: a literary choice, that aims to innovate and thus beautify the poetic piece; 

a preference for biblical words that pull the reader away from the Mishnah and toward a more 

“authentic” reading, from the biblical source that is the primary and most respected source by all; 

or an ideological affinity with the Zaddokite members of the Qumran community. Interestingly, 

in the Damascus Document,969 it is said: “The Priests and Levites and the sons of Zaddok who 

maintained the service of my temple etc.” (Ezekiel 44:15) … The sons of Zaddok are the chosen 

of Israel, men of renown who stand to serve at the end of days.” In the Hebrew, the reference is 

clearer, as the priests are התורה ... לעשות כפירוש בחירי ישראל, קרואי השם . They are the right and true 

interpreters of the Torah. In 4Q266, Frg. 5 it is said: מדרש התורה  בני צדוק הכהנים הנה המה ...

 It is the priests who are the last interpreters of the Torah, the only ones who האחרון... לכל ישראל

are empowered to teach the Torah to the people entire, sans rabbinic input. In 4Q267 frag. 2 the 

community writes: God remembered the covenant with the forefathers and raised from Aaron 

men of knowledge. The segment explains that the priestly wise men are the “diggers of the well 

of Torah,” those who are able to draw from Torah the waters of wisdom and sagacity, which in 

turn allows them to instruct the people. Is Yosse ben Yosse in agreement with the Yaḥad’s 

interpretive ideology?  

Yosse ben Yosse was a trained scholar, who was certainly aware of the Talmud, 

especially the Palestinian Talmud.970 He did not distance himself entirely from rabbinic tradition, 

                                                           
969 CD-A, Col. IV. 
970 Mirsky, Yosse ben Yosse Poems, 28. 
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but incorporated the narrative, with additions, into his own. An excellent example regards Yoma 

3:9-11, where the Avodah takes a more dramatic turn, following the Leviticus script: 

The High Priest walks over to the eastern wing of the Courtyard, and positions himself north of 

the altar, opposite the gateway. He is flanked by his deputy on the right, and the head of his 

Clan971 on his left. Two he-goats awaited the High Priest, and where they stood there was also a 

box containing two gold–coated boxwood lots, the gold covering of which was donated by 

[Yehoshua] Ben Gamla who is herein praised. People who contributed to the sumptuous vessels 

and décor of the temple are remembered as praiseworthy.972 People who are remembered with 

scorn are those who refused to share their learning and ritual specialization.973 

The Mishnah carefully inserts “real life” information about the appearance and 

provenance of the lots, continuing the effort toward literary verisimilitude intended to legitimate 

rabbinic authority. The Mishnah “positions” the High Priest spatially, at a specific point within 

the sacred space. Orienting people within the temple space makes the site meaningful and 

legitimates the social hierarchy constructed by the rabbis.974 The idealized constructed space of 

the temple in effect makes a claim on what contemporary social reality ought to be like. The 

rabbis assert their memory and telling of the sacred space as a contestation of power vis-à-vis 

other groups vying for authenticity and authority.975 Ritual action sanctifies the imagined space, 

and in turn draws the intellectual and religiously binding boundaries of the people. The 

interjection of an alternative rabbinic opinion lends the narrative an air of truth, the flavour of 

variability over time, and overall militates for rabbinic authority.  

                                                           
971 The term “order” refers to the priestly משמרות, the administrative division of Temple priests. The priestly workforce 

was divided into 24 Families, each responsible for the Temple rituals for the duration of one week, during which they were 
entitled to the meat of offerings. Every order was divided into six family groups, or clans, each accorded service on a different 
weekday. The watch switched on the Sabbath, as the outgoing Order and incoming Order shared the day’s sacrifices.  See: 
Jonathan Ben-Dov, “Mishmarot,” in The Eerdmans Dictionary of Early Judaism, ed. by John Collins and Daniel Harlow, (Grand 
Rapids, MI: William B. Eerdmans Publishing Company, 2010), 958-960. 

972 Ben Kattin, King Munbaz, Heleni the King’s mother, and Nikanor. 
973 Beit Garmu, the bakers of sacrificial baked cakes; Beit Abtinas, the incense specialists who refused to share their secret 

know-how; Hugrass ben Levi who did not want to teach his musical compositions; Ben Kamtzar who was a scribe and 
calligrapher. 

974 Cohn, The Memory of the Temple and the Making of the Rabbis, 74. 
975 Ibid., 89. 
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The Talmud976 finds no less than seven names for the eastern gate that divides the priestly 

Courtyard [wherein only the priests and Levites could assemble] from the women’s Courtyard 

[wherein lay people could congregate]. The names are: Itton, Yessod [foundational], 

Tiḥon/Tavekh [central], Sur, Ḥarissit, Ḥadash [new], Elyon [upper]. Yosse ben Yosse selects 

three of these names, one for each of the first three piyyutim. In other words, he draws 

information from a rabbinic source, or from a common oral or other tradition,977 and as a literary 

craftsman, he embellishes his work with the various names, to create literary variety and impress 

his audience with his perspicacity and savvy.  

Yosse ben Yosse accepts the rabbinic narrative and does not contest any of the details 

therein. He does not, however, concern himself with stories of men who were “remembered” as 

praiseworthy or as scornful, as does the Mishnah in Yomah 3:10-11. The Talmud and Mishnah 

further embellish the stories of the good, the bad and the ugly in Mishnah Tractate Shekalim 5:1, 

in Baraita Yomah 38:2, and retroject fantastic tales of miracle and wonder associated with each 

of the men and women here mentioned. The implication of course is that rabbinic memory is 

authentic, that rabbinic presence at the temple over many years was both central and ubiquitous, 

and that rabbinic conceptions of rituals are correct and binding.  

I think therefore that we must regard the Paytan as part of the complex social fabric of 

Byzantine Palestine. He was learned and aware of rabbinic writing, but at the same time he was 

not afraid to contradict the rabbis and promulgate an alternative political-religious agenda of his 

own. Yosse ben Yosse generally accepts the Mishnah narrative of the ritual proceedings. He 

mirrors the Mishnah’s account of the High Priest’s movements in the temple space, and for the 

                                                           
976 Yerushalmi, Eruvin, Chapter 5 halakha 1. 
977 Tropper, “The State of Mishnah studies,” 97. 



222 
 

 

most part echoes the choreographed ritual in all its aspects. Rabbinic texts predate Yosse ben 

Yosse by two centuries at the very least. It is therefore clear that the “inspirational thrust” moves 

from the rabbinic text to Yosse ben Yosse, and not vice versa. The thrust of this discussion is to 

highlight the differences between the two narratives and to draw some conclusions from these. 

Differences and Similarities 

I observed four major differences between the two texts. They deal with tone, language, 

literary tropes, and with the underlying political strategies that undergird each text. First, the 

tone of the Mishnah is casuistic, underscoring the rabbinic claim to authority and leadership over 

all aspects of traditional life. For example, the legalistic tone of Mishnah Yoma 7:5:  “The High 

Priest served in eight vestments, and the ordinary priest in four. The ordinary priest wore a tunic, 

pants, hat, and belt. The High Priest added to these the breastplate, the efod [apron], robe, and 

tsits [forehead plate]. They were only allowed to question the urim vetumim [oracular device 

carried in the breastplate] while wearing these eight vestments. The urim vetumim was only 

questioned on behalf of the king, court, or someone the community requires [for leadership].” 

This Mishnah stands in stark contrast with the liturgy of Yosse ben Yosse. He does not 

make any reference to the last Mishnah of this Mishnah, even as he refers to the previous 

mishnayot hitherto. Likewise, the paytan does not engage at all with Yoma 8:1-9 whereas this 

chapter deals entirely with instruction to lay Jews as to the correct conduct on Yom Kippur. The 

chapter makes no reference to the temple or to the priests, and concludes with a politically telling 

statement, that it is not the High Priest or the temple rites that purify Israel, but the prayer of 

individuals, wherever they may be, for the communication between God and His people is 

unmediated and direct: “R. Akiva says, Happy are you, Israel! Before whom are you purified, 

and who purifies you [of your transgressions]? Your Father Who is in heaven. For it is said, 
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‘Then will I sprinkle clean water upon you, and ye shall be clean;’ and it is also said, ‘The ritual 

bath [lit. Hope] of Israel is the Lord;’ even as a ritual bath purifies the unclean, so does the Holy 

One, Blessed be He, purify Israel.”978 

The paytan Yosse ben Yosse qua poet, does not seek to instruct on the minutia of law, but 

to animate an imagined past, and unify the congregation around the idea of its reconstruction. 

Both have a political aim in mind, but each narrative takes a different route. The Mishnah is a 

legalistic composition and as such it is most particular about the correct application of law and 

the correct performance of rituals. Claiming such stringency as does Yoma 8, for instance, helps 

assert rabbinic control and authority over all aspects of traditional life, extrapolating from temple 

specificity to all religious acts in general, of priests as well as of lay people.979 This text is 

especially detailed as it expands the biblical text to the smallest imagined detail, better to 

simulate the accuracy of the description, thereby confirming rabbinic memory as accurate and 

binding.  

For example, in Yoma 2:4-6 describe the lots drawn by officiating priests vying for the 

honour of carrying out one of the sacred acts that constitute the Yom Kippur sacrificial order. 

The Mishnah adopts a legalistic and prescriptive tone, specifying the precise number of priests 

implicated in the sacrificial cult.  

The third and fourth lots are drawn.  

The third: for novice priests who have never had the honour of offering incense.  

The fourth: for all priests, young and old, to determine who will bring the slaughtered animals’ 

limbs from half way up the altar ramp, all the way to the top where the pyre stands at the ready.  

The daily offering is offered by 9-12 priests, “no less, no more,” depending on the calendar 

(weekdays, Sabbath, festivals).  

                                                           
978 Mishanh Yoma 8:9. 
979 Cohn, The Memory of the Temple and the Making of the Rabbis, 17. 
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An offering of a ram, and an offering of an ox, are both made by a varying number of priests.  

The Talmud adds even more precise information, as well as anecdotal material. Both 

texts endeavour to make the rabbinic hold on the temple ritual seem complete and essential. 

Rabbinic memory is, it is claimed, authentic; rabbinic involvement in the actual ritual was 

essential. Indeed, without rabbinic oversight, the biblically mandated rituals cannot be accurately 

interpreted from word to deed. Without rabbinic control, the efficacy of the rituals would 

therefore be nullified and the relationship between God and His people would suffer irreparable 

injury. The rabbis thus underscore their claim to veracity, accuracy of both prescriptive 

behaviour and of their memory of the temple rites and assert ownership over all Jewish ritual 

life. It is as much an argument for rabbinic leadership, as it is a crafted memory of rite that no 

rabbi could have witnessed unless they were priests,980 and unless they had lived in the days 

when the temple still stood. The historical implausibility of these possibilities lends credence to 

the argument that crafted memories were, as Naftali Cohn demonstrates, a means to assert 

rabbinic political and religious leadership of the people. And once this is ascertained, the 

narrative militates against competing claims for authority at the present and henceforth as 

well.981 

Yosse ben Yosse is entirely silent about matters of law. None of his Avodot broach this 

subject. His is a poetic text, intended for a community. His artistry becomes apparent in response 

to Yoma 3:4, which describes the vestments of the High Priest in great detail. When Yosse ben 

Yosse evokes in word and metered rhyme, the visual splendour of the High Priest’s attire worn 

in a temple long reduced to ashes, his text educates but also, through recitation of biblical 

                                                           
980 Lev. 16:17. 
955 Cohn, The Memory of the Temple and the Making of the Rabbis, 26-28. 
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refrains, makes partners of the poet and his audience, as his intent is to recreate a specific 

moment in time (albeit with a wide diachronic horizon).982 He is not a jurist, nor does he claim to 

be one; he is instead a poet whose task is to make vivid an important past no longer accessible to 

his community. He is not a jurist neither does he claim to be one; he is instead a poet whose task 

is to make vivid an important past no longer accessible to his community. The poetry was written 

in response to a distressing political reality in the post-destruction period, when sovereignty was 

denied the Jews, when their lives were regulated by foreign peoples and subject to oft repressive 

measures. The poet responded to popular anguish and offered a liturgical image of a reality that 

was once glorious and divinely regulated, and could, and would soon be re-established for the 

faithful.983 The liturgy expressed the longing plea for God’s salvation, for the purging of evil, 

and for the restoration of Jerusalem, its temple, its people, and peace. The Yom Kippur ritual 

served as an important anchor, a rite that once ensured the welfare of the world entire and was 

performed at the very heart of the universe, in Jerusalem.  

Reliving the redemptive ritual in word instead of deed, the congregation, led by the poet, 

could somehow recreate the mystery and have an active role in the deliverance of Israel. For 

such a ritual, therefore, the question of the precise number of priests and the issue of who holds 

which part of a slaughtered animal, are both overshadowed by the majesty of the Day of Awe 

that the Paytan seeks to evoke. In his treatment of the Yoma 2:3, for example, that deals with the 

order and number of lots drawn on Yom Kippur, Yosse ben Yosse is less legalistic than the 

Mishnah in his approach to the subject. Yoma 2:3 may be summarized as follows: The order of 

the second lot [of a total of four lots] is outlined in detail: 

                                                           
982 Ibid., 62. 
983 Weinfeld, Early Jewish liturgy: From Psalms to the Prayers in Qumran and Rabbinic Literature, 101-124. 
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1. the priest who will slaughter the daily offering;  

2. the priest who will pitch the blood; 

3. the priest who will cleanse the ashes of the inner altar; 

4. the priest who will cleanse the candles of the Menorah; 

5. the priest who will bring the sacrificed animals’ limbs to the ramp of the altar; 

6. the priest who will bring the forelegs; 

7. the priest who will bring the fat tail of the animals, and the left hind leg; 

8. the priest who will bring the breast fat and the neck, as well as the ribs, heart and 

lungs; 

9. the priest who will bring the two flanks; 

10. the priest who will bring the innards; 

11. the priest who will bring the fine flour for the daily offering; 

12. the priest who will bring the baked cakes; and 

13. the priest who will bring the wine for the liquid offering. 

The Mishnah is specific and detailed, imbuing its narrative with an air of legalistic 

precision. Yosse ben Yosse’s Avodot, are each slightly different, but all are less detailed than the 

Mishnah.  

In גבורות אזכיר: the second lot decides the apportioning of duties pertaining to: 

1. the daily offering of the ram (sheep) 

2. the cleansing of ashes from the inner altar 

3. the cleansing of the candelabra.    

In גדולות אספר: a lot is cast to determine: 

1. who will cleanse the altar 

2. who will set the organs of the sacrificed animal 

3. who will prepare the incense.   

In כוננת אתה : the first lot determined: 

1. who will prepare the daily offering 

2. who will cleanse the inner altar 

3. who will cleanse and prepare the candelabra.  

And the second lot determined which novice priests will prepare the incense. The “odd” 

piyyut חקר בדעת אז: the lots determine:  

1. who will cleanse the outer large altar 

2. who will cleanse the inner altar 
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3. who will cleanse and prepare the candelabra 

4. who will sacrifice (offer) the incense and thus win God’s blessing.  

The last comment is telling, because it assigns divine rewards for the act of offering 

incense. This type of “instant gratification” in terms of attaining Grace is absent from the other 

Avodot. Similar comments can be discerned in ראזכי  notably in stanzas that Mirsky ,גבורות 

contends may have been added later, and are therefore not originally written by Yosse ben 

Yosse.  

Yosse ben Yosse does narrate the casting of lots, but in each telling, in each of the four 

piyyutim, he changes the order and substance of the duties to be apportioned to the various 

priests. He appears to be more “messy” in the allocation of duties to the priests. He sacrifices 

detail and accuracy for the sake of achieving literary flow in his poetry and subjugates the detail 

to the demands of poetic form. Yosse ben Yosse is not at all concerned with the literary trope or 

legal discourse, which typify rabbinic argumentative breaks in the narrative. All the Avodot 

sidestep the rabbinic vignettes, such as in the Mishnah narrative in Yoma 3:5 that reads: “The 

morning’s incense offering was made between the sprinkling of blood and the sacrifice of limbs. 

The afternoon’s incense offering was made between the sacrifice of limbs and the offering of 

liquid ablations. If the High Priest was old or weak or infirm or delicate, hot water is prepared for 

him to be mixed with the cold water (in the ritual bath) to temper the water.”   

Yosse ben Yosse is silent here. None of his Avodah piyyutim refer to any of these details. 

He is not a jurist, he does not want to “lose his audience” to a deluge of numeric detail and 

pedantic time management, but to engage them and ignite their imagination to fill the gaps in the 

narrative. Yosse ben Yosse also aims to achieve verisimilitude in his narrative, and he does so 

with images of priestly garb, with changes in poetic cadence that denote the hurried air alleged to 
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have animated the proceedings, and with a literary recreation of the emotional tenor of the day. 

He brooks no alternative versions of the past. His past is idealized, synthesized, made to sound 

factual with sensory information. Like the rabbis he blurs the line between the actual events and 

the telling, but he is not in the business of militating for rabbinic authority. His concern is with 

the congregation who will “consume” the narrative, who will engage with it and make it his or 

her own, thus his other concern is to militate for priestly, not rabbinic, control of the action at the 

temple. 

In reference to Yoma 3:6-7, which describe in detail the High Priest’s vestments, 

ablutions, and changes of clothes, Yosse ben Yosse appears at his poetic best. The Mishnah reads 

like a veritable report, as if the process was witnessed by the narrator:  

The High Priest is led to the Parvah Chamber, which was on sacral grounds.  
A sheet of fine linen בוץ is drawn between himself and the people.  
He sanctifies his hands and feet. He then disrobes.  
R. Meir says: he first disrobed and then sanctified his hands and feet.  
He then immerses in the ritual bath, and dresses in his white linen clothes, and sanctifies his 

hands and his feet.984  

Yosse ben Yosse is less concerned with the High Priest’s modesty, although he mentions 

it en passant,985 because the paytan has no didactic agenda to use the story as a vehicle for 

teaching modesty to the congregation at large. Yosse ben Yosse paints a more visual account of 

the procedures. Moreover, he consistently diverges from the rabbinic narrative on the subject of 

the fabric from which the High Priest’s vestments were made. Where the Mishnah reads: “A 

sheet of fine linen בוץ is drawn between himself and the people.” In אזכיר גבורות he writes: “A 

                                                           
984 The second part of Yoma 3:6-7 reads: In the morning he would wear Pelusian linen worth twelve maneh; at dusk, Indian 

linen worth eight hundred zuz, the words of Rabbi Meir. The Sages say: in the morning he would wear [garments] worth 

eighteen maneh and at dusk [garments] worth twelve maneh, altogether thirty maneh. These [costs] were [borne by] the 

community, and if he wanted to add [to them], he would add from his own [assets]. 
985 For instance, in אזכיר גבורות line 150, in Mirsky, Yosse ben Yosse Poems, 154.  



229 
 

 

sheet of שש is drawn between him and the people.” Again, chooses שש over בוץ. In אז בדעת חקר 

the sheet is just a sheet, and in אספר גדולות and אתה כוננת there is no sheet at all. These appear to 

be small details, but they intimate a significant difference. The two types of fabric are not 

identical, they are not interchangeable, as I explain below. The image drawn by the Mishnah is 

of a glittering, gold-clad High Priest who, despite his obvious wealth and status, remains under 

the guiding authority of the rabbinic sages. Yosse ben Yosse’s High Priest is clad in linen, in 

white clothes whose sanctity derives not from their economic value, but from the divine 

commandments that guided their preparation, as well as from the sacred ritual in which they are 

an essential element. 

The Avodah soon takes a turn for the dramatic and the poet is eager for his audience to 

leave the small details of ablution and focus on the “real deal.” The rabbis are maintaining a 

casuistic and legalistic tone, discussing and debating the precise provenance and character of the 

priestly linen vestments, even their cost and value. But, as a poet, Yosse ben Yosse has a 

different agenda. He seems not to be concerned at all with the provenance of linen, with the price 

of the priestly vestments. Those are “accounting matters,” best left for historians and jurists. A 

poet notes the beauty of the vestments, not their price. 

The second difference I note pertains to the language of authorship. Rabbinic literature 

speaks Hebrew, sprinkled with borrowed Greek and Aramaic words. The poet, on the other hand, 

is an advocate of unadulterated Hebrew. Interestingly, he uses words that do not appear in 

rabbinic texts and are rare even in the bible, perhaps as an artist seeking fancy words with which 

to impress his audience. I find interesting the Paytan’s lexical choice of words describing the 

linen fabric of the sheet that shielded the High Priest’s nakedness and thus enhanced his stature 

in the eyes of all beholders, at the temple itself and, in their imagination, the congregants hearing 
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the Avodah in liturgical form. Whereas the Mishnah uses the word בוץ to name the linen cloth in 

question, Yosse ben Yosse prefers (consistently in all his 15 piyyutim) the word שש. Both words 

can be translated as “fine linen.” Both words appear in the Hebrew Bible describing sumptuous 

fabrics and clothes.986 

The question intrigued me. Hebrew was no longer the language of every day – it was a 

language reserved for religious purposes of prayer and study, and therefore the Piyyut poetry, 

which lionized Hebrew (as opposed to the lingua franca of the day, Aramaic, influenced by 

Hellenic linguistic imports), appears stilted to the modern-ear, but at the time it must have had 

some popular appeal, else it would not have been written or preserved.987 The form of Piyyut 

poetry is not an arbitrary affectation, but a reflection of a style that audiences favoured in the 

fifth century, and an emotionally charged form of liturgy.988 Why then did Yosse ben Yosse 

choose שש over the Mishnah and the Talmud’s בוץ? What difference did the words make to him 

and to his audience? Professor Lawrence Schiffman helped me resolve the problem when he 

pointed out the Greek etymology of בוץ, namely Βύσσος [Býssos]. Rabbinic literature freely 

weaves Hebrew, as well as foreign “invading” words and sentences in Aramaic and Greek words 

in its narrative.989 Could it be that Yosse ben Yosse argued for a return to national purity and was 

an advocate of Hebrew, at a time when the vast majority of Jews living in Byzantine Palestine 

spoke only Aramaic and were not conversant in Hebrew?990 

                                                           
 .In the Bible, it is mentioned four times. In the Mishnah it is mentioned four times, in the BT 20 times, in the PT five :בוץ 986

 ,even once בגדי שש only once. It is not mentioned in the Mishnah as בגדי שש In the Bible it is mentioned six timers, and as :שש
nor in the BT, the PT of the Tosefta. 

987 Yahalom, Poetic Language in the Early Piyyut, 32. 
988 Ibid., 9. 
989 Strack Stemberger, Introduction to the Talmud and Midrash, 179. 
990 Archaeological evidence points to the survival of Hebrew as a spoken language in the Southern Judaean settlements, 

such as Sussya, where priestly communities preserved and old language and resisted its adulteration and dilution with foreign 
words. This may argue for a plausible assumption that Yosse ben Yosse lived in one such community and served as a Paytan for 
an audience that did understand Hebrew and valued its purity. See: Gutman, Yelvin, and Netzer, “Excavations in the Synagogue 
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One must remember that the Piyyutic ecstatic emotional expression, as well as its 

cadence and vocabulary, were intended to astonish, to surprise, and to delight audiences. The 

language created by paytanim predates the codification and systemization of Hebrew grammar, 

as well as the rules of spelling and punctuation.991 It also precedes the systemization of verb 

inflections and syntax, and is a significant bridge between the lively use of Hebrew in the 

everyday of antiquity, the remembered Scriptural Hebrew framed by daily use of Aramaic and 

Greek in fifth century Palestine, and the nascent written Hebrew of literary and cultural 

expressions. It is also possible, therefore, that the Paytan was not an advocate for a return to pure 

Hebrew, but a poet who was good at his craft, who chose “fun and interesting” words, better to 

delight his audience. 

My research into the writings of Yosse ben Yosse has, however, uncovered a striking 

reliance on Qumranic language, terminology, lexicography and idiom, which may point to a 

unique discursive effort to position Yosse ben Yosse on the edge of rabbinic Judaism, given his 

expressed affinity (and, as I explain elsewhere, his priestly heredity and Zadokite roots) with the 

theology and ideology of the priestly Qumran group and its writings.992 Some of the poet’s 

distinctive language is found in some Qumran scrolls, which may indicate a linguistic style 

prevalent at the time but lies unrecorded in rabbinic literature; or it may point to priestly ideology 

                                                           
at Horvat Sussya,” 123-128; Herr, ed., “The Roman-Byzantine Period – The Mishnah, the Talmud, and Byzantine rule 70-640 
CE,” 80; Zertal, Sisera’s Secret; Levine, Ancient Synagogues Revealed, 116-132; Yuval Baruch, “Horvat Sussya and Rujum el-
Hamiri as a Case Study for the Development of the Village and the Rural Settlement in the Southern Hebron Hills from the Early 
Roman to Early Muslim Periods,” PhD diss. Hebrew University of Jerusalem, 2009.   

991 Zulai, The Land of Israel and Its Piyyutim, 35-44. 
992 Lev. 16:17; Furstenberg, Purity and Community in Antiquity: Traditions of the Law from Second Temple Judaism to the 

Mishnah, 12. 
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that animated the piyyutic endeavour, based on traditions that thrived in parallel with rabbinic 

ideology, before these were silenced and sidelined.993  

In Yoma 3:8 the Mishnah says that the High Priest needs to confess and find atonement 

for his sins and those of his own household, before he can proceed, cleansed, to the next stage of 

the Avodah. To atone he must sacrifice a bullock, his own:994 

The High Priest approaches his bullock. The animal stood between the Sanctuary and the altar, its 

head to the south but its face turned westward.  

The High Priest stood on the east, his face turned westward, and there, he placed his hands on the 

bullock’s head. The High Priest confesses for his iniquities, transgressions and then for his sins 

and those of his own household, praying for God’s mercy, and citing Leviticus 16:30 “For on this 

day shall atonement be made for you, to cleanse you; from all your sins shall ye be clean before 

the LORD.” 

They respond with: “Blessed be the name of His glorious kingdom for all eternity.” 

The Mishnah is quite specific about the choreography, the “face” of the bullock, the 

directionality in space of all the actors in the ritual drama. Those are all imagined data, all details 

intended to lend credibility to rabbinic memory and militate for rabbinic authority. The 

Talmud995 adds even more detailed information, pertaining to the décor of the temple. It names 

the benevolent donors who contributed to the beautification of the temple, and it describes the 

golden handles and the sumptuous setting, relying on oral tradition or other sources. The Talmud 

thus confirms the continuous nature of rabbinic literature and further militates for rabbinic 

authority, as we have seen throughout the narrative. Citing Leviticus in his prayer, the High 

Priest confirms the link between the Mishnah and Leviticus. The Mishnah becomes an extension 

of scripture, part of it, continuous and harmonious with it; and the rabbis become direct and 

legitimate heirs to Moses and to the Word of God. This is in line with the statement in Tractate 

                                                           
993 Ibid., 56-65. 
994 Lev. 16:3. 
995 Yerushalmi, Chapter 3 Halakha 8. 
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Avot 1:1 that claims a rabbinic connection to the hoary past of Israel: “Moses received the Torah 

from Sinai and transmitted it to Joshua, Joshua to the Elders, the Elders to the Prophets, and the 

Prophets transmitted it to the Men of the Great Assembly.” The direct line of transmission from 

God through to Moses and to the Sanhedrin speaks to the legitimate claim for rabbinic authority 

and presents the Mishnah as continuous with the Pentateuch, with the entire Hebrew Bible itself.  

There is a Baraita996 that suggests that the prayer spoken by the High Priest differed from 

the text that appears in this Yomah 3:8  The Mishnah here states that the High Priest confessed 

first of his iniquities (intentional offenses), then of his transgressions (offenses of a rebellious 

nature), and last of his sins (errors); the Baraita suggests that the order of these offenses was 

different: first the High Priest confessed for his sin, then the iniquities and last for his 

transgressions, moving from the “light” to the “heavy” offenses. The Baraita further rules that 

the halakha, the way things ought to be, is according to the sages of the Baraita, not according to 

the tradition of R. Meir as it appears in Yomah 3:8. Altering the order of recitations is not 

without consequence. The authority to determine the order of prayers was assumed as the 

authority to determine the essence of prayer. Rabbinic efforts to dislodge priests from their 

traditional preeminent position hinged upon this undertaking.997 By changing the text and the 

order of confessions, the rabbis manipulate the memory of the past and a bend it to their needs, 

harmonizing the past with a later tradition. They thus cast themselves as central to the ritual, 

central to prayer in general, and central in the law-making endeavour that governs the traditional 

life. The order and composition of prayers were both the cause and effect of rabbinic ideology.998  

                                                           
996 Yomah 36:B. 
997 Reif, Judaism and Hebrew Prayer, 112. 
998 Ibid., 114. 



234 
 

 

In Yosse ben Yosse’s narrative the choreography is basically the same as it is in the 

rabbinic narrative, although he is less concerned with the minutia of spatiality, with the direction 

of the High Priest’s visage and with such imaginative elements of the drama. To him, the High 

Priest is glorious, he glows like a groom, like the sun, his office is the incarnate glory of God in 

action. The Paytan wishes to convey the sensory and emotive quality of the mystery, in order to 

make his audience feel the awesome drama, rather than understand it intellectually. Yosse ben 

Yosse does not dispute the rabbinic account, but he embellishes it poetically, as is his wont.  

The order of offenses for which the High Priest confesses is different from the Mishnah 

Yomah 3:8, but in line with the Baraita order. Here Yosse ben Yosse seems to be aware of the 

halakhic dispute and he decides to toe the rabbinic line. The addition of the section on the priests 

and the people in attendance, who kneel and bow before God as His name is called out, appears 

in Mishnah Yomah 6:2, only after the third confession made by the High Priest. Yosse ben Yosse 

maintains throughout the position that this participation by the priests and the people in the 

Courtyard in effect took place even after the first (and second) confession. There may be a 

different tradition at play here, or a redactive error, or a silence that speaks to yet other possible 

reasons.  I have not found a corresponding narrative in the Mishnah or in the Palestinian Talmud. 

This is problematic, in view of the great detail and importance of the rabbinic discourse on the 

Avodah, and I have yet to find a solution to this problem.  

In Piyyut חקר בדעת אז, whose provenance I dispute, Yosse ben Yosse, responding to 

Yoma 3:8, employs the word הון reference to the High Priest’s bullock.999 Later on, he calls the 

personal garb of the High Priest בגדי הונו whereas the Mishnah in Yoma 7:4 calls them simply 

                                                           
999 Mirsky, Yosse ben Yosse Poems, 235, line 101. 
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 This is yet another example of a “curious” lexical variation from the other Avodot of .בגדי עצמו

Yosse ben Yosse. The word הון appears 18 times in the Hebrew Bible, denoting the negative 

aspects of wealth and property. It never appears in the Mishnah and in other rabbinic texts it only 

appears in quotes from the bible.1000 In the Qumran literature, however, this word appears no less 

than 110 times.1001 So why did the paytan choose this word, employing it in rather a positive 

tone? Why did he not simply say “his bullock,” or “his clothes” like the Mishnah says and like 

Yosse ben Yosse does in all his other Avodot? He could be choosing chose “fun and interesting” 

words to delight his audience; he too can be quoting scripture; he could be using a word oft-

spoken in his time and place; or, as I tend to think, he could be making a nuanced reference to 

Qumranic literature and to the ideology that animated it, namely the primacy of the priestly caste 

over rabbinic leadership. All these possibilities share a measure of plausibility, and so the matter 

points to interesting veins of riches yet to be investigated in the future. On the face of it, the 

piyyut in this instance seems to confirm my hypothesis that אז בדעת חקר is in imitation of Yosse 

ben Yosse’s pen, but not one of his piyyutim.  

The third difference I noted concerns the literary tropes employed in the Mishnah and by 

Yosse ben Yosse. Literary tropes can be important vessels for substantive statements. In Yoma 

1:7 for example, the Mishnah describes the High Priest who, in preparation for the day’s service 

must remain awake all night. Young priests snap their fingers, sing and talk to him, keeping him 

awake. In ben-Yosse’s rendition, in אזכיר גבורות, in addition to the gleeful sounds, the city’s din 

is allowed to enter the temple grounds through an open window: 

                                                           
1000 Tosefta, BT, PT, Mekhilta, Genesis Rabba, Exodus Rabba, Leviticus Rabba, Numbers Rabba, Song of Solomon Rabba, 

Esther Rabba, and in Aggadic Midrashim. 
1001 Abegg, Bowley and Cook, The Dead Sea Scrolls Concordance, Vol. 1, The Non-Biblical Texts from Qumran 
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Should he doze off1002 

They1003 interrupt sleep 

By melodious singing and by snapping their fingers 

Singing with their voice and not playing on violins.1004  

  

They allow in the din1005 

Of the tumultuous city1006 

To give him his fill. 

Of sleeplessness1007 until the midnight hour1008 

The city’s inhabitants take part in the effort to keep the High Priest awake the night 

before the solemn Day of Atonement, and profane Jerusalem enters the sacred space of the 

temple. Ben-Yosse is unique in that he “allows” the sound to travel into the temple, to mix in 

with the temple sounds, to be part of the service and the redemptive ritual. The service, says the 

paytan, is being performed for the people, and the people take part in it by extending their body’s 

presence into the temple domain. This is entirely absent from the rabbinic story. No rabbinic 

                                                           
1002 Mishnah Yoma 1:7; Jer. 14:8. 
1003 The Mishnah (Yoma 1:7) asserts that priestly novices made sure that the High Priest remained awake all night. The 

Paytan is less specific.  
1004 The Mishnah (Yoma 1:7) only describes the snapping of fingers. The Paytan is more specific and adds the element of 

vocal singing, stipulating that no musical instruments were used. This detail is not mentioned in the Mishnah or the Talmuds.  
1005 Jer. 51:55. 
1006 Isa. 22:2 Note: In Mishnah Yoma the narrative presents an insular Temple, within whose confines the ceremonies and 

rituals are conducted by lofty men, independent of the people. The Paytan adds an interesting element in this stanza, entirely 
absent from the Mishnah narrative. Here the city sounds enter the Temple. The two way “traffic” suggests an organic 
connection between the Temple and the people, for whom the ceremonies and rituals are being performed. 

1007 Job 7:4. 
1008 The word  נשף in Modern Hebrew is translated as “ball,” a “sumptuous party.” In Biblical Hebrew the word speaks of 

time, and means something like “the dead of night” and sometimes “twilight,” after Job 7:4; 1 Sam. 30:17; Isa. 5:11; Isa. 29:10; 
Jer. 13:16; 2 Kings 7:5; Prov. 7:9. In the DSS the word also has a connotation of time, specifically the darkest hour of the night, 
as in: 4Q184, Frg. 1:5; 4Q88 x,6; 4Q184, 1,5; 4Q162 II,2. Interestingly, the Qumran scrolls159 also use this distinctive word, in 
the same manner and meaning as does Yosse ben Yosse. In 4Q88 X,6 the text reads:  referring to the חד יהללו נא כל כוכבי נשףי 
doxological song of the midnight stars. In this reading therefore Yosse ben Yosse disagrees with the Mishnah regarding the time 
reference. The Mishnah claims that the High Priest was kept awake [with snapping fingers and the acolytes’ voices] until the 
early dawn [when the Tamid sacrifice is to be offered] (Tractate Tamid 3:2) but Yosse ben Yosse says till midnight. The 
Qumranic word, coupled with a different understanding of the time bracket, is indicative of an alternate discourse. It is not the 
rabbinic discourse, it is something else. The same but quite different. 
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account allows the profane to enter the hallowed grounds that are imagined as being under the 

strict and exclusive purview of the rabbis, who share the sacral status by association. The body 

politic is not allowed to enter the temple. In rabbinic texts, temple noises reach out to the people 

and permeate the city, but the directionality is always one sided- from the temple outward, 

implying that the source of power is rabbinic and not popular. In another example, refers to 

Yoma 6:2, which states: 

The High Priest approaches the he-goat that is to be cast off, places his hands on the he-goat and 

confesses. The High Priest confesses the iniquities, transgressions and sins of the people of Israel, 

praying for God’s mercy, and citing Leviticus 16:30 “For on this day shall atonement be made 

for you, to cleanse you; from all your sins shall ye be clean before the LORD.” 

And the priests and the people, who were standing at the Courtyard kneeled and bowed, 

prostrating themselves before God when they heard His name spoken by the High Priest, and they 

all said: “Blessed be the name of His glorious kingdom for all eternity.” 

Once again Yosse ben Yosse seeks to engage his audience, make the temple ritual one in 

which they can partake. The paytan involves his audience directly, and announces, especially in 

 the very purpose of the Avodah, and of the liturgical poem itself. It was done, he אזכיר גבורות

tells the congregation, for us. We have been cleansed. We are the beneficiaries of the ritual. The 

High Priest prayed for us, performed the sacrifices and prayers for us, we, who live centuries 

after the temple was destroyed, can still enjoy the beneficent rewards of the priestly service, just 

by reciting its course. Yosse ben Yosse maintains throughout his oeuvre the position that this 

participation by the priests and the people in the Courtyard in effect took place even after the 

first (and second, see Yomah 4:2) confession. There may be a different tradition at play here, or a 

redactive error, or a silence that speaks to yet other possible reasons. I have not found a 

corresponding narrative in the Mishnah or in the Palestinian Talmud. This is problematic, in 
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view of the great detail and importance of the rabbinic discourse on the Avodah, and I have yet 

to find a solution to this problem.  

The Mishnah is more didactic, more prescriptive in tenor, for it is concerned with law-

making and with declaring how the synthetic past ought to have been like. The poet, on the other 

hand, is concerned with the here and now of his audience, and he wants them to be materially 

included in the Avodah, to feel cleansed and purified as a consequence. He wants his audience to 

feel a connection with the priestly service, a continuity with a glorious past during which the 

mediation of priests afforded the people a direct and efficacious relationship with God. In his 

narrative, the High Priest announces to the people- “You have been cleansed,” you have been 

forgiven by God for all your offenses. In this narrative, the priestly action is redemptive; in the 

Mishnah narrative the adherence to rabbinic edicts is redemptive. It is therefore not merely a 

question of choreography and style, but a political matter, a leadership matter, and a subtle 

challenge to rabbinic claims to prerogative, entitlement and exclusivity. 

The fourth discernible difference between the two discourse systems pertains to the 

political infrastructure of the texts. In Yoma 6:3, the rabbis, who wanted to replace priestly 

leadership and supplant priestly centrality, argue that rabbinic supervision was essential for 

correct ritual action and directed by the rabbis. The Mishnah adds an air of verisimilitude by 

recounting a supposed error committed while rabbinic supervision was not enforced:  

The High Priest hands over the he-goat that is to be cast off, to a person who used to walk 

to animal off to the desert.  

The High Priests used to make a point of appointing a priest to the task. But R. Yosse 

says that once there was an Israelite who walked the he-goat to the desert. 
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The priests, far from being competitors, were imagined as tools in the hands of the rabbis. 

Here, the person who was appointed to deliver the he-goat to the desert is said to be not 

important enough to merit a technical title, he was just the guy who walked the goat to the desert. 

The Mishnah’s story is that the High Priests wanted to have a designated priest, but when an 

Israelite once walked the animal to the desert things went just as smoothly, the ritual was just as 

efficacious, and nothing untoward really took place. In other words, the priests are dispensable. 

The ritual is legally sound and correct regardless of the clan association of the man pulling the 

rope of the condemned he-goat. This militates against priestly importance and for rabbinic 

importance, for after all, the important thing is to have the he-goat cast off in accordance with 

rabbinic edict, so the rabbis are central and essential, and not the politically presumptuous 

priestly caste. 

Yosse ben Yosse challenges the rabbinic implications, in all the Avodot:  In אזכיר גבורות 

the he-goat is handed over to a man who was appointed by the High Priest.1009 In אספר גדולות a 

minor priest walks the he-goat to the desert cliff.1010 In אתה כוננת the High Priest deposits the he-

goat into the hands of an איש עיתי. A designated person who will take the he-goat to the 

desert.1011 And even in אז בדעת חקר the he-goat is handed over to a minor priest who is the  איש

   appointed by the High Priest to take the doomed animal to its desert demise.1012 עיתי

  

                                                           
1009 Stanza 200. 
1010 Stanza 39. 
1011 Stanza 153, citing Lev. 16:21. 
1012 Stanza 127. 
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An experienced appointed man1013  

Pulls it1014 to cast it1015 

Laden with the People’s sins1016 

And their transgressions1017 

In Yosse ben Yosse’s narrative it is always a priestly agent, always a minor priest who is 

pre-appointed by the High Priest himself. Interestingly, the term איש עיתי is rare. It appears only 

once in the Hebrew Bible, in Leviticus 16:21, it never appears in the Mishnah, never in 

Yerushalmi, never in Tosefta, and only once in the Bavli as a direct quote from Leviticus. It is 

also rare in the extant Qumranic literature, appearing once in 11QT col. xxvi. Yosse ben Yosse 

uses it twice in his work, but this is not, I think, a mere stylistic preference or affectation. By 

employing the rare term, the Paytan links his Piyyut to scripture, distancing it from the Mishnah, 

and asserting a more authentic understanding of historic events. He underscores priestly 

dominion over the Yom Kippur ritual, priestly centrality and importance, and entreat his 

audience to remember that the priestly connection to the ritual is based in Torah, not in fallible 

human claims to power. 

In rabbinic narratives, the priests are often sidelined as obedient followers of rabbinic 

dictates. The High Priest is accorded no special place in the hierarchy of Jewish life. In Yoma 

7:1 for instance, the Mishnah recounts the 8 prayers recited at the end of Yom Kippur in giving 

thanks to God for a series of important things. The High Priest is mentioned seventh in a list of 

eight, coming all but last in order of importance. There High Priest is cast merely as a 

                                                           
1013 Lev. 16:21; Mishnah Yoma 6:3; See: אתה כוננת stanza 153, footnote 435; see:  אזכיר גבורות stanza 222. 
1014 The he-goat intended to be cast off in the desert.  
1015 Mishnah Yoma 6:3. 
1016 See: אתה כוננת stanza 153; Babylonian Talmud Tractate Yoma Folio 66:B. 
1017 The yod-rich orthography is noted.  
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mouthpiece for the soundtrack of Yom Kippur, while the Sanhedrin, the temple-based high 

rabbinic court, is cast as a body of sagacious men who understand fully the totality and 

intentionality of Torah. The rabbis, in their story, instructed the High Priest, telling him what, 

when and how to read and do, and the High priest in turn became a disembodied voice, a 

loudspeaker, a mechanism of communication that is directed by the rabbis. 

Yosse ben Yosse’s High Priest is a free agent. He knows the order of the Avodah, and he 

follows the script unaided. The Paytan does not accept the Mishnah narrative, does not include 

any mediators between the High Priest and the Torah, let alone between the High Priest and the 

people. He has an unambiguous and direct contact with the people, as their agent, their emissary 

before God. Here the High Priest wears his own clothes, a more ambiguous sartorial reference is 

made in the Mishnah, where the High Priest can choose to wear his own clothes if he decided not 

to wear the linen vestments for some reason. He stands before the congregation in the Women’s 

Courtyard, alone and in direct contact with the people. He teaches them, he is not merely a 

mouthpiece for rabbinic sages. He is, in Yosse ben Yosse’s narrative, empowered and 

independent, responsible for the people and to the people sans rabbinic mediation or instruction. 

This is a literary rabbinic coup d’état that overthrows the biblically mandated priestly 

authority at the temple and priestly dominion over its rituals. In this narrative, the ritual was 

actually governed by the rabbis who are the facilitators, the real link between God and the 

people. The rabbis assert exclusive religious, social, legal and political leadership. They cast 

themselves as essential and central to the temple rituals and central to all practical and spiritual 

aspects of the traditional way of life. Rabbinic instruction, and not priestly ritual performance, is 

the guarantee of a successful continued relationship between God and Israel for all time. 
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The Paytan disagrees. He does not accept the Mishnaic assertion that priestly conduct 

was directed and supervised by the rabbis. In his narrative the High Priest is empowered and 

independent, responsible for the people and to the people without rabbinic instruction. The 

priests knew exactly what to do and did not need instruction. They were free agents who knew 

the order of the Avodah and followed the script unaided. Priests were self-directed and 

autonomous and brooked no interference by outsiders, including by the rabbis. The priests and 

not the rabbis are cast as vitally central to the temple ritual and to the welfare of the people. 

To the Mishnah’s matter of fact, didactic rendition of the final steps in the Yom Kippur 

drama in Yoma 7:4, Yosse ben Yosse adds the human touch, especially in the piyyutim אתה כוננת 

and אספר גדולות. The people, anxiously awaiting news of the success of the ritual they could not 

witness, become the subject of the poem. It is for them, for their sake, that the ritual was 

undertaken. The High Priest is the only one who saw it all unfold, the only one who was present 

in the Holy of Holies, the only one who really knows if “it worked” or not. He emerges to let the 

people, who had sent him as their emissary, that all is well and made right again. The Mishnah is 

less concerned with the public perception. What matters is the adherence to rabbinic instruction. 

The ritual was efficacious because the rabbis so decided, and the High Priest, while an important 

actor, was but an instrument of the rite. It is the Law that is central, not the performance itself, 

and once the High Priest has exited the stage, it’s curtains for him, and the legal discourse can 

proceed. Not so for the Paytan. The homecoming is emotional, for the High Priest and for the 

people, it signals that the world is in order again. The audience, listening to the Piyyut, can make 

a sigh of relief, for the long telling is over, the Avodah in virtual space had worked, and they too 

can go home cleansed and edified. At the end of the first Piyyut the people are given a voice. It is 

a voice they claim, that is absent from the Mishnah. The people come to have agency as well, 
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with no apparent rabbinic guidance. They don’t really need a rabbi to tell them they are blessed; 

the Psalmist already did. 

Yosse ben Yosse adds an interesting element to the narrative responding to Yoma 7:4. In 

three of the four piyyutim,1018 he describes the High Priest disrobing of the linen vestments one 

last time and placing them for eternal safekeeping in the temple. The Mishnah does not speak of 

this, but the Yerushalmi does,1019 as does Mishnah Midot 1:4, speaking of the priestly vestments 

stored at the Phineas the Dresser’s Chambers. Yosse ben Yosse is a learned scholar, as we have 

seen, and he takes great care to harmonize all the sources he is familiar with in order to animate 

to the extent possible all the actions of the High Priest, the focal point of his liturgy and the 

prime actor in the Yom Kippur drama. Describing the High Priest’s blessing of the people, arms 

raised in the traditional form, underscores the importance of the High Priest to the people, to the 

closure of all Yom Kippur penitent rituals, to the final glorious step of the Avodah. It is an 

unmediated communication of blessings to the people, an interactive and direct statement of 

atonement and peace. No intervening claimants to authenticity or authority appear here. It is just 

the High Priest and the people, and all is now well in the world, sans rabbis. 

I read the two narratives not only in order to recount and compare their plots, but to lay 

bare the ideological commitments of their authors, and to urge the reader to reconsider their 

perspective on piyyut as a historical record. The Avodah narratives, I maintain, disclose real-

world concerns and socio-political contests between real people, as participants in volitional 

actors in the human condition. Note that for the purposes of this study, the authors of the 

                                                           
 אז בדעת חקר, אתה כוננת, אזכיר גבורות 1018

1029 Yerushalmi, Yoma, Folio 24 Halakhah 1. 
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Mishnah are considered a singular, complex authorial construct, given Rabbi Judah ha-Nasi’s 

editorial standardization of the Mishnaic texts.  

Even if one reads Yosse ben Yosse’s Avodot and the Mishnah Yoma narrative as plot 

qua plot, one cannot but notice that: the Avodah is narrated as a type of ritual, a systematic array 

of gestures purposely realized not as a specific point in time but timelessly enacted to restore 

balance and salubrity to the created universe; and the High Priest is considered an archetypal 

literary device, a type of agent, a class of character, a mere function of the story, who brooks 

little characterization aside from his title. His internal monologue and private thoughts are not 

disclosed. He is a participant, albeit important, but as such he is all but voiceless. He is necessary 

for the plot, he is the backdrop against which both authorial groups project their ideological 

concerns. The high Priest in both narratives is possessed of a single characteristic, his title and 

station, but he is not a full-fledged individual. His compound identity divulges motivations that 

are implicit in the texts but those discerned through a careful reading for hints cast as so many 

Hansel and Gretel’s stones in and between the lines of the narratives. When we read the gaps, the 

silences, what is and what is not written explicitly, we may begin to glean the meaning behind 

the tales. The hermeneutic engine of this dissertation is that the two narratives are as they are 

because their authors wished to make a point about something important. Each version of the 

Avodah is a commentary about something- about the temple, about the priestly caste, about the 

place of the rabbis and their share, or lack thereof, in the Avodah, Time, its beginnings and 

foreseen end, and perhaps about Jewish society itself.  

Yosse ben Yosse and the authors of the Mishnah both report actions, movements, 

gestures alleged to have taken place on Yom Kippur at the temple, letting the dialogue between 

literary characters indirectly the thoughts that animated those actions. Both conceptualize their 
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narrative as true, factual, historic, and accurate. The authors convey their authoritative stance as 

narrators of reality who do not misrepresent facts, while creating the world of the Avodah as they 

wish to impart it through story. The narrators are rhetorical interlopers between the text and its 

readers, and we must as scholars be aware of the authorial intervention in representing an un-

witnessed set of events. The subtleties of the stories, the choice of words, the inclusion or 

exclusion of information, and the beginning and ending of the stories, all reveal the authors’ 

positionality.  

Our own ideological and cultural positionality are, per force, the lens through which we 

read the two narratives. Our secular, post-sacrifice doctrines attribute the authors and the priestly 

characters they describe a whiff of unevolved antiquity. Contemporary readers rely on millennia 

of Jewish theological and halachic fecundity to assume that prayer is much better, preferable to 

God, more civilized and ethically enlightened than sacrifice.  We must therefore suspend our 

cultural and religious bias in this case, and retroject ourselves to a world in which people still 

valued the choreographed priestly gestures carefully carried out int eh Avodah. They may not 

have in the fifth century been witness to the real Avodah, but their cultural norms still pined for, 

still made room for the sacrificial cult. I did not choose arbitrarily to read the narratives as 

ideologically inflected. The realization that there is more in the narratives than meets the eye 

came gradually, upon reading, translating, and countless re-readings of each body of work. My 

scholarly training made me do it, it made me read Yosse ben Yosse and Mishnah Yoma as 

narrative texts that were constructed and defined by people who had something meaningful to 

say about Jewish life.   
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Chapter 5: Conclusion 

Research comprises two levels of study. First, one has to report on the facts, explain the 

visible, untangle the complex, and expose the hidden, thereby illuminating issues. The second tie 

of study is to argue for a specific perspective and persuade the reader to read the texts with fresh 

eyes, to think differently about epistemic constructs, and to make connections between hitherto 

disparate aspects of the objects of study. This analytical pursuit must be buttressed with insights 

and proof, in order to set the stage for peer review and argument, which ultimately drive science 

forward. Writing a scholarly work involves an act of alchemy that fuses one’s values, priorities, 

and aspirational goals, and through that attitudinal prism draw some conclusions about peoples 

and cultures of times long past. A scholar must determine what is worthy of study, the most 

efficacious methodology for exploring the subject, so as to bracket his or her conclusions by 

commonly agreed upon parameters. Participating in the scholarly dialogue with scholars of the 

past, present, and future, is a great honour and responsibility, as scholars, in this case of Jewish 

historians, seek to together deepen our understanding of Jewish life in late antiquity.  

With this dissertation, I sought to lay another brick in the wall of the tower of knowledge. 

I began by reading Yosse ben Yosse’s works, which so impressed me that I decided to learn 

more about him. The inaccessibility of the text required that I translate it, which was the only 

way, in truth, to truly understand what animated the piyyutic texts. Translation is an act of 

interpretation, subject to the values, priorities, and aspirational goals of the translator. The 

translation I present here, therefore, reflects my own attitudinal prism. Once I thought I 

understood the theme and content of the piyyutim, I developed working hypotheses, fundamental 

to the scholarly research endeavor. The methodological presupposition that undergirds my study 

is that piyyut can be read as a historiographic document that discloses socio-religious and 
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political data. Having a theory, an analytical tool with which to interrogate the “raw material” is 

a prerequisite choice to be made by any scholar. I chose as my methodology the tool of critical 

discourse theory, thinking that people in late antiquity were shaped by discourse even as some of 

them participated in and created the very discourse whose forces acted upon them. My 

understanding of the two narratives and the power relations they disclose is a “take,” it is not 

immutable even as it is buttresses by proof texts and evidence that emerge from the primary 

texts. 

Data scientists need algorithms with which to cut through unstructured data, and pierce 

the ambient noise, so they can re-order the data and discern patterns therein. Of course, working 

with words as data rather than with numbers, one has to make allowances for the vagaries, the 

eccentricities, the proclivities of human beings, accepting that the “goodness of fit” test will not 

fit seamlessly and unshakably with one’s theoretical expectations. One must leave some “wiggle 

room” for the “messy” human interface with reality, for the unpredictable nature of human 

discursive products. History is shaped by interdependent, complex factors that simultaneously 

exert force on real human beings, not directly on the texts as independent entities. I therefore 

sought to synthesize several perspectives and widen my aperture. One cannot explain with a 

single or rigid disciplinary tool the multidimensionality of the human experience and the 

diversity of cultural artefacts and the social, religious, political phenomena of their 

environment.1020 As a scholar I engaged with the cultural products of people who lived in late 

antiquity, but I un-limited my curiosity, and I drew from wells of different disciplines such as the 

fine arts and from legends. I tried to be inclusive yet focused on the characteristics of the literary 

                                                           
1020 T.L. Friedman, Thank You for Being Late, (New York: Piccador Press, 2016), 11-16. 
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data I found challenging. The sociological, political, and religious aspects of life could not 

remain exclusive of one another, so I wove them into an explanatory narrative presented here.  

One transcendant aspect of this study is its response to the exclusion of women from both 

narratives.  The only exception is Mishna Yoma 1:1. The one reference to women is to serve as a 

‘spare’ for the priest, lest his purity be profaned by the accidental spilling of his seed. This is the 

only mention of a woman in the entire Mishnaic narrative – and it explicitly involves 

objectification of women in the service of the high priests’s ritual purity.  Yosse ben Yosse 

alludes to the same objectification in his Avodot. My work here does not address the exclusion 

of women from the Avodah narratives, but it may in future lead to a study that examines the de-

feminization of religious texts over time.    

This study, like all studies, is inherently a work-in-progress endeavor. Scholars build and 

rebuild their rooms in the halls of science, forever revisiting the old with newly gleaned 

information. All one can do is connect the dots in a continuous collective effort to learn 

something about Jewish life in late antiquity. It is now and will probably continue to be 

impossible to develop a fully rounded picture of the tensions and power relations that animated 

the priestly-rabbinic discourse. As scholars we strive to assemble frameworks that illuminate and 

explain the dynamic exchanges and the thoughts that animated them in late antique Palestine. 

“…I am continually amazed that often, when you go back and re-report a story or a period of 

history, you discover things you never saw the first time.”1021  So, what have I learned?  

The destruction of the Second Temple in 70 CE was a “game changer,” a paradigm shift 

in Jewish life. The world had changed and was dramatically reshaped, exerting forces on many 

                                                           
1021 Ibid., 16. 
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realities at once.1022 This watershed event ignited a fight-or-flight moment for Jewish leadership, 

Jewish institutions, Jewish society, and Jewish observances and religious practice. The challenge 

to regulate Jewish life was one of governance, but it was primarily an ontological one. Jewish 

identity was under assault. The multi-faceted challenge was met with innovation and adaptability 

writ into Jewish life henceforth. Apparatuses of making knowledge, of expanding halachic law, 

and of the application of knowledge, were put in place over time.1023 The instability wrought by 

the destruction of the temple reverberated through millennia of cycles of experimentation, 

learning, success, and failure. “Jewish communities … centers that existed in (what is today’s) 

Israel, Iraq, and Egypt varied from one another with regard to the dominant cultures, religions, 

and languages that surrounded them and experienced different circumstances, both positive and 

negative, that had major impacts on their daily lives.”1024 

Instability gave rise to a new kind of stability, a dynamic, inherently unstable stability, an 

adaptable continuity that assured the survival, indeed thriving efflorescence of Jewish life and 

thought, indeed of the full spectrum of Jewish civilization itself. The unstable stability also gave 

rise to a disunity in unity. “Jewish unity … is an oxymoron. On most issues, and especially those 

bearing on survival and continuity, Jews remain fiercely divided.”1025 The double helix of Jewish 

paradigmatic stability/instability, unity/disunity elemental building-blocks, were the secret to the 

grand post-destruction revolution/re-invention of Jewish life. The dialectic forces of stasis and 

                                                           
1022 Levine, “Introduction: Movements, Institutions and Organizations: Mobilizing for Religious Change,” 15. 
1023 E.P. Sanders, “Common Judaism and the Synagogue in the First Century,” in Jews, Christians, and Polytheists in the 

Ancient Synagogue: Cultural Interaction During the Greco-Roman Period. New York: Routledge, 1997), 1-17. 
1024 Reif, “From Manuscript Codex to Printed Volume: A Novel Liturgical Transition,” 95. 
1025 Levine, “Introduction: Movements, Institutions and Organizations: Mobilizing for Religious Change,” 17. Describing 

Jewish unity thus applies, in my understanding, to every period of history, not only to contemporary reality.  
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transformation continue to be held in tension even in the twenty-first century.1026 It is therefore 

important that we study the formative age of this act of alchemy.  

Temple ritual discourses rely on second and third hand sources that were modified over 

centuries through a process that sought to fit the past to distinct worldviews that promoted 

particular agents of power in Jewish society. Both Yosse ben Yosse and the rabbis agreed that 

Jewish liturgy ought to be centered around the idea of acknowledging God as sovereign,1027 and 

both addressed God as the King, who has dominion and power over creation.1028 Only echoes of 

non-rabbinic narratives have reached us, indeed there is no account that has reached us of the 

temple rituals that we can categorically define as a precise depiction of reality. The Avodah thus 

became a site of a contestation of meaning and power. The Mishnah asserted rabbinic leadership, 

and Yosse ben Yosse advocated a return to priestly leadership. The Mishnah argued for rabbinic 

authority over all Jewish law-making and all aspects of traditional life, citing an unbroken chain 

of authority, beginning with Moses and culminating in the rabbis themselves. Yosse ben Yosse 

thought the chain of transmission of authority began with Moses, but ran from him only to the 

priestly caste, which has had in the past, and must forever have, exclusive dominion over and 

Jewish ritual life and law. Each “side” needed to demonstrate their legitimacy, creating 

narratives about themselves, their authority, and God, using language and ritual activities that 

would underscore their claims. Two such narratives were compared here and forged into a 

dialectical dialogue regarding identity and leadership aspirations. Patterns of power relations and 

                                                           
1026 Ibid., 18. 
1027 Reuven Kimelman, “Blessing Formulae and Divine Sovereignty in Rabbinic Liturgy,” in Liturgy in the Life of the 

Synagogue: Studies in the History of Jewish Prayer, ed. R. Langer and S. Fine, (Winona Lake, IN: Eisenbrauns, 2005 ), 25.  
1028 Ibid., 35. 
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programmatic differences emerged from this comparison, attesting to the evolutionary process of 

Jewish leadership roles after the destruction of the Second Temple.  

The 15 piyyutim attributed by Mirsky to Yosse ben Yosse have been fully translated and 

annotated in Appendix A and are presented in this dissertation. Analysis of the Avodah piyyutim 

has revealed valuable historical information, thereby responding to the fundamental 

methodological presupposition of this study in the affirmative. Analysts posited that piyyut, as a 

literary entity, contains historic information that can disclose social, political, and religious 

currents that characterized the period in which the piyyut was written. Scholars detected hints 

ensconced in linguistic and lexical choices made by the paytan, attesting to his socio-political 

position that undergirds the piyyutim. We have demonstrated the validity of regarding piyyut as 

a historiographic source of information.   

Having compared and contrasted the Mishnaic Tractate Yoma to the four piyyutim of 

Yosse ben Yosse that deal with the Avodah, in furtherance of answering the Disparity 

Hypothesis, we have emerged with a better understanding of the dynamics of discursive contests 

among Jewish groups in late antiquity. The hypothesis posited that a systematic comparison of 

cotemporaneous narratives can identify similarities and differences that attest to the authors’ 

political agenda that animated the texts. In our case, the piyyutim attributed to Yosse ben Yosse 

were systematically compared to the rabbinic Mishnah Yoma. The study identified echoes of 

social and political discourse between the rabbinic class and the priestly caste. It revealed hidden 

references to the religious and political rivalry between the rising rabbinic class and the 

traditionalist priestly caste, whereas both vied for authoritative control of Jewish practice after 

the destruction of the Second Temple. I have shown the rabbinic proclivity to re-imagine a 

collective past wherein they were central and essential to religious life, and I have glimpsed the 
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rabbinic propensity for crafting narratives that lay claim to exclusive rabbinic leadership and 

authority. The Mishnah discourse on the Avodah in effect supports rabbinic claims to authority 

over the people of Israel, by affirming the rabbis’ version of the Avodah rituals as authentic and 

true depictions of the past, and by asserting rabbinic control over the telling of how the rituals 

were performed in the temple. I have also given voice to a paytan whose alternate 

weltanschauung has thus far been little understood or heard. Plausibly for Cohen, Yosse ben 

Yosse remains an advocate for a return to the old tradition of priestly dominion over Jewish 

religious life: “For the priest's lips should keep knowledge, and they should seek the law at his 

mouth; for he is the messenger of the LORD of hosts.”1029 As Michael Swartz phrases it: “… as 

far as their communities are concerned, both sage and poet are in the business of cosmically 

efficacious speech. If study…replace(d) sacrifice fort the rabbis, the poet acted on the basis of an 

even more ancient premises: that the offering made by the lips had cultic consequences.”1030 The 

long historical process of investing the sanctity of the temple in the synagogue qua synagogue, 

and the parallel gradual codification of prayer texts, resulted in a new common Judaism that 

retained local differentiation but retained the ontological and theological underpinnings of the 

rabbinic revolutionary act of re-invention. Where scholars such as Stefan Reif describe early 

piyyut as “simple, asserting things such as: “The origins of (piyyutic) liturgical poetry may be 

traced to the second half of the Talmudic period, its characteristics at that time were simplicity 

and clarity. Only later did it adopt rhyme, allusive epithets, and a more formal and complex 

structure.”1031 

                                                           
1029 Mal. 2:7. 
1030 Swartz, “Sage, Priest, and Poet: Typologies of Religious Leadership in the Ancient Synagogue,” 111. 
1031 Reif. “From Manuscript Codex to Printed Volume: A Novel Liturgical Transition,” 97. Discussing the scholarship of such 

specialists as Ezra Fleischer and Yosef  Yahalom, in L.J. Weinberger, Jewish Hymnography: A Literary History, (London: Littman 
Press, 1998).  
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I have been able to demonstrate that, drawing on the Mishnah and the Yerushalmi, as 

well as on other oral and written texts, Yosse ben Yosse was able to “re-re-imagine” the Avodah, 

and in doing so he sought to subtly but decisively undermine the rabbinic discourse. Indeed, I 

have learned that his literary style, form, and thematic characteristics were far from “simple.” 

Furthermore, Reif’s assertion that “liturgical composition stood in stark contrast to parallel types 

of rabbinic literature”1032 reflects the current understanding of piyyut as an embellishment, 

particularly the early “simple” piyyutim. I have been able to argue here that the fundamental 

nature of piyyut shares a hermeneutic thrust with rabbinic literature, and to show that our paytan 

was therefore able to engage in discourse with rabbinic works on the basis of this equality. 

Piyyut, I have discovered, is not parallel to or strands in contrast with rabbinic literature; it is a 

“dialect” of the same exegetical language.  

One piyyut:  חקראז בדעת  has been shown to be quite unlike the rest of Yosse ben Yosse’s 

oeuvre. Studying this piyyut in terms of its form and contents has shown that it is plausible to 

dispute its attribution to this paytan. The hypothesis posited that this piyyut was in all likelihood, 

not written by Yosse ben Yosse, but constitutes a later composition written in the style of Yosse 

ben Yosse. Oddities of literary form, linguistic choices, and a greater affinity to rabbinic 

literature, all support the assumption that אז בדעת חקר is not and cannot be attributable to Yosse 

ben Yosse.   

The claim that Yosse ben Yosse might have lived and worked in a priestly settlement 

such as Sussya, remains unprovable. The fragmentary nature of rare documentational evidence 

from the fifth century corresponds to our understanding that oral transmission was the 

                                                           
1032 Reif, “From Manuscript Codex to Printed Volume: A Novel Liturgical Transition,” 98. 
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predominant form of preserving and sharing literary works in late antiquity.1033 We cannot 

therefore state with absolute confidence that the fragments that did survive the millennial voyage 

attest fully to a comprehensive construct of Jewish society at the time. The study however, 

supports an assumption that Yosse ben Yosse might well have resided in a priestly community, a 

wealthy community that could support him, and whose members were fully aware of rabbinic 

literature but chose to emphasize traditional patterns of religious and social authority that was 

vested in the priestly caste. We know that: “(associations) come into being as people identify and 

seek solutions to their common interests or problems… (they) provide the framework for regular, 

sustained contact among people… as vehicles that can provide structure, regularity, stability, 

security, continuity, and shape to social life…people generally gravitate toward others who are 

like-minded, who share similar values, attitudes, and lifestyles.”1034 

It is therefore eminently plausible that Yosse ben Yosse, whose priestly concerns 

informed and animated his literary oeuvre, will have lived in a priestly community of like-

minded Jews concerned with self-preservation of their caste and status, during the Byzantine era 

in Palestine. An organic community whose members valorized traditions of their forefathers, 

comprised members who felt bound by tradition and a sense of kinship, to stand together apart 

from, and at times against the rest of the world.1035 Such a community could have been located in 

the Galilee, but the rabbinic preponderance in that region will have made it more challenging for 

a community to be led and governed by a reactionary priestly group. I therefore speculate that 

this community will have probably flourished in the southern regions of Judea, still maintaining 

                                                           
1033 Ibid., 101. 
1034 Levine, “Introduction: Movements, Institutions and Organizations: Mobilizing for Religious Change,” 3. 
1035 Ibid., 12. 
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contact with the rabbinic communities up north, but asserting a distinct life style that was 

governed by traditional priestly practices. I think but cannot prove beyond a standard of 

historical and socio-religious plausibility, that Yosse ben Yosse would have felt at home in such 

a community. In the absence of direct archaeological proof, we cannot with any measure of 

confidence connect Yosse ben Yosse to Sussya, but we can assume that the type of community 

that resided in Sussya, also characterized the type of community that was home to Yosse ben 

Yosse.  

An Agenda for Study of External Influences on the Piyyutim 

If, and when, we think we know something about the time and place in which Yosse ben 

Yosse lived, can we know anything useful about the influences that affected his style and the 

content of his piyyutim? There are four possible avenues that need to be explored in this 

connection. First, and foremost, is the question of the influence of Rabbinic Judaism on Yosse 

ben Yosse. There are four potential rabbinic literary sources that may have affected Yosse ben 

Yosse: The Babylonian Talmud, the Palestinian Talmud, the Mishnah, Tosseftas, Mechilta, and 

Midrash as a hermeneutical system and as a body of knowledge. We have demonstrated that 

there are significant differences between the Mishnaic narrative of the Avodah and Yosse ben 

Yosse’s narrative. This is the fulcrum of this dissertation. But the question remains: where did 

Yosse ben Yosse get his information from? Was it from the Tractate Yoma or from other 

sources? Is Mirsky correct in assuming, that Yosse ben Yosse was a creature of Jewish Rabbinic 

culture? Is there reason to believe he was an “odd duck” who did not fit into the Rabbinic world 

view?  

The second source of potential influence is the ambient environment in Byzantine 

Palestine. There were pagans and Christians who lived cheek to jowl with the Jewish inhabitants 
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of the land.1036 Even though Reuven Kimelman claims that “… arguments that attempt to find 

liturgical data for Jewish and Christian influence by the Roman imperial cult are weak,”1037 I 

suspect that this evidence has not been fully mined. Jewish liturgy, far from being the product of 

exclusively internal theological developments, was a cultural product created by groups and 

individuals whose sitz im leben situationality per force availed them of opportune, synergistic 

cross fertilization. There was inevitable “seepage” between religious communities that, in the 

interest of preserving ontological and religious forms, compelled Jewish authorities to either 

contest or legitimate new cultural artifacts that arose in their cultural milieu.1038 What aesthetics 

did they subscribe to?1039 Is material culture indicative of ideological culture? Can we conclude 

from historical artifacts such as mosaic floors, synagogue architecture, and other remains that 

apparent mimetic tendencies in material culture point to mimesis in theological and religious 

terms as well? Are there liturgical writings of non-Jewish poets who were Yosse ben Yosse’s 

contemporaries that might disclose a certain fashion of the time? As Steven Fine clearly asserts: 

“The scant evidence for the late second and early third centuries suggests a degree of respectful 

and fruitful interaction by Jews and non-Jews within the synagogue context, even as Jews were 

highly suspicious of the religious motives of non-Jews… Jewish sources reflect a Jewish 

community that lived under Christian colonial rule and reflected upon its situation through 

liturgical texts ... the ‘hidden transcript of (the) community.”1040  Were there common stylistic 

                                                           
1036 Steven Fine, “Non-Jews in the Synagogue of Late Antique Palestine: Rabbinic and Archeological Evidence,” in Jews, 

Christians, and Polytheists in the Ancient Synagogue: Cultural Interaction During the Greco-Roman Period, ed. Steven Fine, (New 
York: Routledge, 1999), 224-242. 

1037 Kimelman, “Blessing Formulae and Divine Sovereignty in Rabbinic Liturgy,” 33. 
1038 Fishbane, “No “Right” of Passage? The Rabbinic Dispute Regarding the Propriety of Bat Mitzvah Celebrations,” 76. 
1039 Robin Jensen, “The Dura Europos Synagogue, Early Christian Art, and Religious Life in Dura Europos,” in Jews, 

Christians, and Polytheists in the Ancient Synagogue: Cultural Interaction During the Greco-Roman Period, ed. Steven Fine, (New 
York: Routledge, 1999), 174-189. 

1040 Fine, “Non-Jews in the Synagogue of Late Antique Palestine: Rabbinic and Archeological Evidence,” 242. 
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and thematic elements that can be identified and point to a larger contextual arena? The cadence 

and rhythm of the stanzas, the responsive iterations of biblical verses, and stylistic 

ornamentations may hold clues; cross referencing information from other traditions, such as 

Christian and Roman liturgical customs, may help evaluate the possibility of musical 

accompaniment, of singing, as part of the fashion of the day and with possible relevance to the 

piyyutim in question. In this dissertation, I focus on a narrow question and cannot address all the 

possible questions that can arise from studying Yosse ben Yosse as a historical voice.  

A future study of Byzantine Christian liturgy from the era under study, and of the 

remaining pagan artefacts of the time, may intimate something relevant and important about the 

cultural environment in which the piyyutim were written. Filling the historical gap, even with 

plausible speculation, may further our understanding not only of Yosse ben Yosse, but of the 

period of the fifth century in general, regarding which Jewish history is largely silent.1041 Authors 

such as Lee Levine, Daniel Schwartz, Daniel Boyarin, Zeev Weiss, Hayim Lapin, and Adiel 

Schremer have studied the oft transgressed borderlines between Jewish and Christian 

communities in late antiquity, it is obvious that communities that lived in cheek-to-jowl 

proximity, influence one another and were liberally influenced themselves by the “other” in their 

midst. As Tessa Rajak explains: “Judaism could be incorporated into the civic context through 

the inclusion of a synagogal community into the workings of the polis. So, the character of that 

                                                           
1041 Christian influences: Zeev Weiss, “Between Rome and Byzantium: Pagan Motifs in Synagogue Art and Their Place in the 

Judeo-Christian Controversym” In Jewish Identities in Antiquity, ed. Lee Levin and Daniel Schwartz, (Tübingen, Germany: Mohr 
Siebeck, 2009), 367-390; Adiel Schremer, “The Christianization of the Roman Empire and Rabbinic Literature,” in Jewish 
Identities in Antiquity, ed. by Lee Levine and Daniel Schwartz, (Tübingen, Germany: Mohr Siebeck, 2009 ),349-366; McVey, 
Ephrem the Syrian: Hymns, 443; Juliette Day, The Baptismal Liturgy of Jerusalem: Fourth and Fifth Century Evidence from 
Palestine and Egypt, (Burlington: Ashgate, 2007), 11-32; Boyarin, Border Lines: The Partition of Judaeo-Christianity, 37-73, 151-
201; Robert Brody, The Ge’onim of Babylonia and the Shaping of Medieval Jewish Culture, (New Haven, CT: Yale University 
Press, 1998), 283-297; Schwartz, Imperialism and Jewish Society: 200 BCE- 640 CE, 179-202; Lapin, Rabbis as Romans: The 
Rabbinic Movement in Palestine, 100-400 CE, 151-168; Mango, The Art of the Byzantine Empire: 312-1453, 21-54; Rice, Art of 
the Byzantine Era, 7-46. 
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community would inevitably be dictated by the Greco-Roman polis norms… the Greek political 

system permanently shaped the evolution of Diaspora Judaism.”1042 The variety and variability 

of each religious group contributed to the fecund interactions between the groups. This charged 

interface has yet to be studied in relation to comparative liturgical poetry. This study has 

demonstrated that valuable historic evidence lies ensconced in such literary works. It is therefore 

time now to study the literary environment that gave rise to distinctive poetic and religious 

expressions in late antiquity.  

Third, is a possible contiguity with Karaite ideas.1043 Some authors have suggested that 

Yosse ben Yosse read the Torah and interpreted it in a Karaite manner. Even though Karaism 

becomes a defined and separate tradition in and around the ninth century, and even if we accept 

the assertion that Yosse ben Yosse lived in the fifth century, were the core ideas of the Karaite 

tradition in circulation already in Yosse ben Yosse’s fecund and unsettled time? Can we connect 

a Karaite-type reading of the Torah with Yosse ben Yosse’s reading and understanding of the 

Torah? What would such a connection teach us about both Yosse ben Yosse and about the 

tradition of Karaism itself? What indeed would this disclose about Rabbinic Judaism and its 

struggle for supremacy?1044 Laurence Schiffman, Lee Lervine, Daniel Schwartz, David Biale, 

and Eric Myers have all studied Jewish identities in late antiquity. There remains, however, a 
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lacuna in our understanding of the interactive exchanges between such distinctive identity-based 

communities, as evidenced by the literary works produced at the time. I think much can be 

gleaned from secular and religious literature alike, whereas we have found that every 

composition contains relevant information about the ambient conversations that animated the era.  

Fourth, it is possible that Yosse ben Yosse had some contact with sectarian literature 

produced by the Qumran community. The Damascus Document, for instance, survived well into 

the ninth century, as we know from the Cairo Genizah and other sources. Could Yosse ben Yosse 

have had access to that we now call the Dead Sea Scrolls? If so, can we determine which scrolls, 

or what type of scrolls, he found most suitable to his world view? Were there other sources of 

sectarian writings produced by Sadducee and Essene communities that Yosse ben Yosse could 

access? Is there evidence of non-Rabbinic, Qumran-type information in the piyyutim? What 

would this teach us about the fluidity of religious ideas at the time? What can we learn about the 

interaction of competing world views, and by inference, about the rabbinic effort at 

standardization of Jewish thought?1045 Rachel Elior, Vered Noam, Paul Mandel, and Alex Jassen 

have each written extensively about the Dead Sea Scrolls. This study has contributed to this 

conversation a suggestion that the Dead Sea community might well have influenced other 

communities elsewhere. It is important to tease out possible strands of evidence that have been 

woven into the fabric of our understanding but remain there as silent witnesses to external 

influences on the narrative of communities outside the Dead Sea region.  

                                                           
1045 Vered Noam, From Qumran to the Rabbinic Revolution: Conceptions of Impurity [Hebrew], (Jerusalem: Yad Ben-Zvi, 

2010), 353-360; Paul Mandel, “Midrashic Exegesis and Its Precedents in the Dead Sea Scrolls,” Dead Sea Discoveries 8, no. 2 
(2001): 149-168; Elior, The Three Temples: On the Emergence of Jewish Mysticism, 201-231; Jassen, “Religion in the Dead Sea 
Scrolls,” 3, 8-10, 12; Joseph Baumgarten, Qumran Cave 4.XIII: The Damascus Document (4Q266-27. 
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Another topic that has been left out of this dissertation in the interest of clarity is the 

matter of the communicability of the piyyutim and the performance thereof. Mirsky hints at the 

regional variability of musical tastes and habits,1046 Ratzaby too speculates on the performative 

elements in prayer and liturgy in antiquity,1047 but today there is no way of knowing with 

certainty whether or not the piyyutim were accompanied by musical instruments, there is no way 

of knowing how the piyyutim were performed, if they were part of regular services, if they took 

the place of homiletic addresses to the congregation, but certain assumptions can be made on the 

basis of the textual evidence nonetheless. There is reason to presume that ritual practices of a 

variety of religious groups in Byzantine Palestine did find echo in some Jewish communities’ 

practices. I have already alluded to the possibility that sacred re-enactment of foundational rites 

by Christian communities, may have reverberated amongst some Jewish practitioners in the form 

of recitations and re-recitations aimed to re-enact in word, if not in deed as in the Christian case, 

the sacred rites.  

The interface between artistic conventions in late antiquity and piyyutic literature needs 

to be further studied. I have alluded here to the artistic tradition of mosaic as a model for verbal 

artistry and word virtuosity. It is worth exploring contemporaries of Yosse ben Yosse, Jewish, 

Christian, and others, and to investigate the aesthetic mores of the time on their poetic works. 

There also remains a pressing need to study the results of millennia-worth of reproduction, 

copying, and transmission of these piyyutim. Yosse ben Yosse’s works travelled with Jewish 

communities into the four corners of the earth. Did they shed some of their baggage en route? 

                                                           
1046 Mirsky, Yosse ben Yosse Poems, 89. 
 יהודה רצהבי, מגנזי שירת הקדם- פיוט וחקרי פיוט, ירושלים: משגב, 1991 1047
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Did they pick up new baggage along the way? To the extent afforded by the Genizah, versions of 

the piyyutim need to be studied in depth.  

Mirsky began the enterprise of describing the literary corpus of Yosse ben Yosse,1048 but 

a more coherent list must be made as a contribution to the theoretical assay we are yet to 

develop. Ezra Fleischer’s study of piyyutic form1049 treats the anonymous period, of which Yosse 

ben Yosse’s work is considered a prime example, in terms of literary and stylistic form and, 

unlike other scholars, examines Yosse ben Yosse in detail. Yosef Yahalom’s studies pertain 

more to later paytanim but his work too is relevant here,1050 especially with regards to the 

grammar and philology. This dissertation constitutes an effort to consider liturgy as a valid 

historical source that discloses power relations between actors via an exhaustive comparison of 

Yosse ben Yosse’s Avodah narrative with its Mishnaic counterpart. It remains a decidedly 

important task to conduct a full linguistic study, but it goes beyond the immediate concerns of 

this dissertation. Future research will entail a rigorous system of identifying the stylistic 

signature of Yosse ben Yosse, based on thematic textual analysis as well as on quantitative 

analysis. Such a study may yield a theoretical assay with which future findings may be assessed 

as having been written (or not) by Yosse ben Yosse. It is also important to compile a list of the 

pseudonyms and appellations, sobriquets, and epithets, that Yosse ben Yosse employed in his 

poetry.  

I began studying Yosse ben Yosse by happenstance. I had never heard of him before I 

was given Mirsky’s book for a translation project. I spent several years reading, translating, re-

                                                           
1048 Mirsky, Yosse ben Yosse Poems, 67-71. 
 עזרא פליישר, שירת הקודש העברית בימי הביניים, ירושלים: מאגנס, 2007 1049
 יוסף יהלום, שפת השיר של הפיוט הארץ ישראלי הקדום, ירושלים: מאגנס, 1985 1050
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translating, and studying Yosse ben Yosse’s poetry, ever discovering new depths in this 

remarkable body of work. The study unfolded organically, whereas each new revelation led me 

on to new avenues of exploration. As this dissertation demonstrates, I discovered in Yosse ben 

Yosse an exceptional artistry, an enviable facility with the written word, and an astounding 

familiarity with the Hebrew Bible and with rabbinic literature. His verses gradually began to 

divulge a worldview that has lain veiled beneath common assumptions of uniformity and 

conformity with rabbinic narratives. The written words, the silent spaces between the words, and 

the tenor of the oeuvre entire revealed a priestly affiliation that has hitherto gone unrecognized. 

Yosse ben Yosse emerges from this study a learned man, familiar with rabbinic texts of his era, 

who nevertheless was a partisan of priestly claims to authority in the fifth century. He lived in a 

community that sought his unique outlook, a community that needed ever new compositions of 

the Avodah because this ritual was the axis around which communal life revolved. It was 

important to his community that Yosse ben Yosse give voice to their aspirations and mores. And 

he did.  
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 Eternal Light –  אור עולם

 

 
 

  

TITLE: Eternal Light... .....................................................................עולם אור  

SUBJECT SUMMARY: The single stanza displays a deft acrostic system, 

whereas each line in the stanza begins with the letter א. This suggests a more 

complete Piyyut, now lost. The stanza fits the pattern of other Piyyutim. The 

stanza begins  the narrative with the story of Creation.  

STRUCTURAL FEATURES: 

 Stanzas: 1 

 Acrostic system: Begins with א 

 Complete/Incomplete: The most incomplete known fragment of 

any of the Yosse ben Yosse Piyyutim. 

 Other: Not applicable 

NOTES: The fragment is attributed to Yosse ben Yosse by Aaron Mirsky. 

The style and subject matter conform with Yosse ben Yosse’s oeuvre.    
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 Eternal Light –  עולם אור

1. Eternal Light1051 

 Fountain of Life1052 

 Efflugence drawn from tenebrosity1053 

 He spoke,1054 and it came to be.  

 

 

 

 

                                                           
1051 An epithet for God, after Isa. 60:19. 
1052 An epithet for God, after Psalm 35:10. 
1053 God created light out of darkness, after Gen. 1:3. 
1054 Creation was effected by the Word of God: Gen. 1:3 [light from darkness], Gen. 1:6 [separating the 

firmament from the waters], Gen. 1:9 [dividing land from sea], Gen. 1:11 [plants], Gen. 1:14 [the sun, moon, and 
stars], Gen. 1:20 [birds and fish], Gen. 1:24 [beasts and crawling things]. Gen. 1:26 [Man and Woman], Gen. 1:29 
[the Law]. Creation brings the world into being, but also affords the world with divine order and purpose.  
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 אור עולם
ETERNAL LIGHT 

 

SOURCES CITED: SUMMARY 
 
 
 

Genesis 1 

Exodus  

Leviticus  

Numbers  

Deuteronomy  

Joshua  

Judges  

I Kings  

II kings  

I Samuel  

II Samuel  

Isaiah 1 

Jeremiah  

Ezekiel  

Hosea  

Joel  

Amos  

Obadiah  

Jonah  

Micah  

Nahum  

Habakkuk  

Zephaniah  

Haggai  

Zechariah  

Malachi  

Psalms 1 

Proverbs  

Job  

Song of Songs  

Ruth  

Lamentations  

Ecclesiastes  

Esther  

Daniel  

Ezra  

Nehemiah  

I Chronicles  

II Chronicles  

Genesis Rabba  

Mishnah  

PT  

BT   
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 I Open My Lips – אפתח שפתי

 

 

 

  

TITLE: I Open My Lips שפתי אפתח.................................................................  

SUBJECT SUMMARY: An elegy to God’s greatness and His inclination to 

forgive His creatures’ sins.  

STRUCTURAL FEATURES: 

 Stanzas: 4 

 Acrostic system: ( 1 x  א"ב) 

 Complete/Incomplete: Incomplete. 

 Other: -- 

NOTES: Fragment of an introduction to a larger piyyut. The fragment 

suggests an embodied approach to the act of singing God’s praises, and 

possibly to the conceptualization of sin. The eight couplets focus on the 

mouth, the throat, and the tongue as loci of vocality.  
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 I Open My Lips – שפתי אפתח

1 I open my lips1055        

 To Him, who created utterance 

 I glorify Him in joyous song1056   

 With praises unending. 

 

2 My mouth1057 also praises 

 Him, who hath fashioned the mouth1058 

 Words of great joy1059  

 For Him, who is worthy of so much acclaim.1060 

 

3 Even my tongue proclaims1061      

 Him, who hath formed the tongue’s retort1062 

 And He who hath counselled Man, giving [him] strength,1063    

 By teaching him His laws. 

 

4 We sing hymns (composed)       

 For the King1064, in1065 my throat, 

 He is Gracious and Compassionate1066     

 And He pardons1067 [ … ] 

 

 

  

                                                           
1055 Job 32:20; Psalm 51:16-17. 
1056 2 Chron. 20-22; Psalm 106:47. 
1057 Psalm 19:14. 
1058 Exod. 4:11. 
1059 Psalm 63:6. 
1060 Psalm 147:1; Psalm 145:21. 
1061 Psalm 106:2. 
1062 Prov. 16:1. 
1063 Psalm 16:7. 
1064 An epithet for God. 
1065 Can also be translated as “through.”  
1066 Neh. 9:17. 
1067 Psalm 65:4. 
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 אפתח שפתי

I OPEN MY LIPS 
 

SOURCES CITED: SUMMARY 
 

 

 

Genesis  

Exodus 1 

Leviticus  

Numbers  

Deuteronomy  

Joshua  

Judges  

I Kings  

II kings  

I Samuel  

II Samuel  

Isaiah  

Jeremiah  

Ezekiel  

Hosea  

Joel  

Amos  

Obadiah  

Jonah  

Micah  

Nahum  

Habakkuk  

Zephaniah  

Haggai  

Zechariah  

Malachi  

Psalms 9 

Proverbs 1 

Job 1 

Song of Songs  

Ruth  

Lamentations  

Ecclesiastes  

Esther  

Daniel  

Ezra  

Nehemiah 1 

I Chronicles  

II Chronicles 1 

Genesis Rabba  

Mishnah  

PT  

BT   
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 I Open My Mouth in Prayerful Song – אפתח פה ברנן

 

 

 

  

TITLE:  I Open My Mouth in Prayerful Song ..........................ברנן פה אפתח  

SUBJECT SUMMARY: An elegy to God’s greatness.  

STRUCTURAL FEATURES: 

 Stanzas: 11 

 Acrostic system: ( 1 x  א"ב) 

 Complete/Incomplete: Complete. 

 Other: Every strophe ends with the word מלך 

NOTES: 

1. First person meditation on the glory and centrality of God. Speaks 

of the poet’s skill as a gift from God. The adoration of the Kind is 

achieved through the human body. Appears to be didactic, as part 

of the Rosh Hashanah order of prayers ]מלכויות, זכרונות ושופרות[.  

 

2. One of the three Piyyutim whose provenance remains unclear. 

Attributed to Yosse ben Yosse by Aaron Mirsky.   
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פה ברנן אפתח  – I Open My Mouth in Prayerful Song 

1 I open my mouth1068 in prayerful song, 

 I extol Him, who gave us a mouth,1069 

 My lips are abundant with praise1070 

 As I glorify the King.1071  

 

2 I recite1072 His grandeur1073  

 Among congregations and multitudes,1074 

 His everlasting truth,1075 

 And His everlasting reign as King.1076  

  

3 For it is He who gives  

 The tongue’s retort,1077 

 And for whomever He desires 

 He will turn that man’s heart,1078 for He is King.  

 

4 He shall be remembered for all generations,1079 

 His years endure for all time,1080 

 He is, and shall live forever,1081 

 And none but Him is King.1082  

 

  

                                                           
1068 Dan. 10:16. 
1069 Exod. 4:11. 
1070 Psalm 63:6. 
1071 Deut. 32:3. 
1072 Deut. 6:7. 
1073 Psalm 145 :6. 
1074 Psalm 35:18. 
1075 Psalm 106:12; Psalm 119:76-79. 
1076 Psalm 10:16. 
1077 Prov. 16:1. 
1078 Prov. 21:1. 
1079 Psalm 135:13. 
1080 Psalm 102:25; Psalm 93:5; Psalm 61:6. 
1081 Jer. 10:10; Deut. 32:40. 
1082 2 Sam. 7:22. 
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5 I recount His Word1083, with sweetness 

 Upon my palate1084 and in my throat, 

 My tongue speaks of His justice,1085 

 In praises of the King.  

 

6 All my limbs,1086 

 All the chambers of my bowels,1087 

 I do consecrate to praises of the Holy Name1088 

 For He is the eternal King.  

 

7 I seek only His retort, 

 Not from any other god, 

 He shall revive my soul, guiding 1089 

 As He leads me to glorify the King.1090  

 

8 My lips express1091 

 Grace and supplication,1092 

 My mouth utters prayer 

 To the mystery kindness of the King.  

 

9 I recount His great deeds 

 With my mouth and tongue,1093 

 I proclaim His righteousness,1094 

 For He alone is King.1095  

 

  

                                                           
1083 Ezra 7:13 imbues the Word with a legal overtone, which is translated as “Decree” in the context of Ezra. In the Piyyut, I 

chose to translate the word טעם as “Word,” because of the contextual reference to sweetness on the Paytan’s palate.  
1084 Song of Sol. 2:3. 
1085 Psalm 35:28. 
1086 Psalm 35:10. 
1087 Prov. 20:27. 
1088 Psalm 103:1. 
1089 The Paytan works with the Psalm verse to turn the original ינחני into the word בנחת , which has a joyful overtone and 

connotation. Psalm 23:3. 
1090 Psalm 34:4. 
1091 Psalm 119:171. 
1092 Zech. 12:10; Psalm 45:3. 
1093 Psalm 66:17; Psalm 126:2. 
1094 Isa. 57:12. 
1095 Deut. 4:35; Isa. 37:20. 
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10 My innards and my limbs 

 Resonate with song, 

 They intone with music, 

 That none but Him is King.1096  

 

11 I sing a new song1097 

 Unto the Creator of the Beginning, 

 I make sweet my adoration of His glory 

 For the riposte of the tongue is from Him.1098  

 

 

As it is written in Your Holy Scriptures: “The preparations of the heart are man's, but the 

answer of the  tongue is from God”1099 

 

 

***** 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

***** 

  

                                                           
1096 2 Sam. 7:22. 
1097 Psalm 144:9. 
1098 Prov. 16:1. 
1099 Prov. 16:1. 
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 אפתח פה ברנן

I OPEN MY MOUTH IN PRAYER 

 

SOURCES CITED: SUMMARY 
 
 

 

Genesis  

Exodus 1 

Leviticus  

Numbers  

Deuteronomy 4 

Joshua  

Judges  

I Kings  

II kings  

I Samuel  

II Samuel 2 

Isaiah 2 

Jeremiah 1 

Ezekiel  

Hosea  

Joel  

Amos  

Obadiah  

Jonah  

Micah  

Nahum  

Habakkuk  

Zephaniah  

Haggai  

Zechariah 1 

Malachi  

Psalms 20 

Proverbs 4 

Job  

Song of Songs 1 

Ruth  

Lamentations  

Ecclesiastes  

Esther  

Daniel 1 

Ezra 1 

Nehemiah  

I Chronicles  

II Chronicles  

Genesis Rabba  

Mishnah  

PT  

BT   
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 In the Early Days You Had Made Us the Head –תתנו לראש אז

 

 

 

TITLE:  In the Early Days You Had Made Us the Head  לראש תתנו אז......  

SUBJECT SUMMARY: A confession of sins, based on a measure-for-

measure idea of reward and punishment. Sinfulness pervades Israel, as sin is 

linked to the human body as parable for the dynamic, after Lamentations 

Rabba 1:57 where the human body serves as reference for sin, punishment 

and ultimate redemption (they sinned in the head and were punished in the 

head, but will be redeemed by the head, etc.). Yosse ben Yosse follows the 

same order of the body parts as in Lamentations Rabba: head, ear, eye, nose. 

The Piyyut is incomplete so it is likely that the other organs mentioned in 

Lamentations Rabba were mentioned in the missing stanzas.   

History and Historiography in which God is materially involved in human 

history. Relating the destruction to the People’s sinful ungratefulness.  

STRUCTURAL FEATURES: 

 Stanzas: 16 

 Acrostic system: ( 1 x  א"ב) 

 Complete/Incomplete: Incomplete. 

 Other: Each line “works” through the inflection of a single root as 

its focus.  

NOTES: Fragment of an introduction to a larger piyyut.  Each strophe ends 

with a congregational confession taken from the prayer book of Yom Kippur 

“We have sinned”.  
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 In the Early Days You Had Made Us the Head –תתנו לראש אז

1 In the early days1100 You had made us the head1101 

 And we said, somnambulant: Let us return1102 

 Until the Temple was rent from the mountaintop1103 

 And we were punished with poisonous waters1104 

 

2 You bestowed us with ears1105 

 But we had not listened1106 

 Until the calamity was heard 

 And our ears rang.1107  

      We have sinned 

 

3 We also raised our eye in rebellion 

 Before Him, who hath fashioned the eye1108 

 Until we were left blindly groping the wall1109 

 With no eyes to see 

 

4 We presumed to be haughty, raising our noses1110,  

 At Him, who is so Patient1111 

 Until He became wrathful 

 And was infuriated with us.  

      We have sinned 

 

  

                                                           
1100 The word אז appears as the opening for many biblical songs, such as Song of Sol. 1:6; Psalm 126:2; 1 Kings 8:12.  
1101 Deut. 28:13. 
1102 To Egypt, referring to defiant behaviour, which denies the Ten Commandments. Num. 14:4. 
1103 Micah 4:1; Isa. 2:2. 
1104 Jer. 8:14. 
1105 Psalm 94:9. 
1106 Prov. 5:13. 
1107 1 Sam. 3:11. 
1108 Psalm 94:9. 
1109 Isa. 59:10. 
1110 Psalm 10:4. 
1111 Patience and anger share a root in biblical Hebrew אפ whereas חרון אף indicates divine anger, as in Jer. 25:37; but 

 .indicates God’s forbearance, as in Psalm 86:15  אפיים ארך
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5 We were stiff necked1112 and rebellious 

 At Him, who decapitated our enemies1113 

 Until He no longer showed us1114 

 Neither the back of his neck nor His countenance1115 

 

6 And we turned our shoulder away1116 

 From Him, who hovers protectively over our shoulders1117 

 Until our shoulder  

 Fell off from its blade.1118  

      We have sinned 

 

7 A raised arm1119 

 We had chosen for us, 

 Until our forearm1120  

 Was rent from its mooring 

 

8 Our mouths imputed1121 

 Things that were not so 

 Until we could only be considered  

 As a mute, who openeth not his mouth.1122 

      We have sinned 

 

9 We composed mendacities1123 

 And we drew our tongues in falsehood like a bow1124 

 Until we were struck 

 By violence, and scourged by the lashings of tongues1125  

  

                                                           
1112 2 Kings 17:14; Neh. 9:29. 
1113 Deut. 28:7. 
1114 Jer.18:17. 
1115 Exod. 33:20. 
1116 Neh. 9:29. 
1117 Deut. 33:12. 
1118 Job 31:22. 
1119 Job 38:15. 
1120 Job 31:22. 
1121 2 Kings 17:9. 
1122 Psalm 38:14. 
1123 Psalm, 119:69. 
1124 Jer. 9:2. 
1125 Job 5:21. 
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10 We added untruth1126 

 With lips of deceit 

 Until we were felled and were humbled  

 By the lips of our foes.  

      We have sinned 

 

11 We made heavy our hearts1127  

 Before Him, who examines all hearts1128 

 Until we could only be considered 

 A silly dove without discernment1129  

 

12 We did not bend our will1130 

 To Him, who hath created all 

 Until we howled in agony 

 For our enemies distressed us so gravely. 1131 

      We have sinned 

 

13 In the bitterness of our remorse1132 

 We had not […] 

 Until our reins  

 Were pierced with His arrows1133 

 

14 Our innards were filled 

 With stolen booty 

 Until we cried out 

 Oh, my innards, I shudder.1134 

      We have sinned 

 

  

                                                           
1126 Psalm 17:1. 
1127 1 Sam. 6:6. 
1128 1 Chron. 29:17. 
1129 Hosea 7:11. 
1130 Jer. 10:16. 
1131 Psalm 129:1. 
1132 Job 16:13. 
1133 Lam. 3:13. 
1134 Jer. 4:19. 
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15 We stubbornly stiffened our knee1135 

 And failed to kneel, 

 Until, from fasting,1136 

 Our knees did buckle 

 

16 We dulled our eye 

 By defiling our loins, 

 Until those who emerged from Jacob’s loin1137 

 Were exiled to the ends of the earth […]1138 

      We have sinned 

 

***** 

 

 

 

 

 

 

***** 

 

                                                           
1135 Isa. 45:23. 
1136 Psalm 109:24. 
1137 Exod. 1:5. 
1138 Lev. 18:25. 



307 
 

 

 אז לראש תתנו

IN THE BEGINNING YOU HAD MADE US THE HEAD 
 

SOURCES CITED: SUMMARY 
 

 

 

Genesis  

Exodus 2 

Leviticus 1 

Numbers 1 

Deuteronomy 3 

Joshua  

Judges  

I Kings  

II kings 2 

I Samuel 2 

II Samuel  

Isaiah 2 

Jeremiah 5 

Ezekiel  

Hosea 1 

Joel  

Amos  

Obadiah  

Jonah  

Micah 1 

Nahum  

Habakkuk  

Zephaniah  

Haggai  

Zechariah  

Malachi  

Psalms 9  

Proverbs 1 

Job 4 

Song of Songs  

Ruth  

Lamentations 1 

Ecclesiastes  

Esther  

Daniel  

Ezra  

Nehemiah 1 

I Chronicles 1 

II Chronicles  

Genesis Rabba  

Mishnah  

PT  

BT   
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 I Bow and Kneel – אכרעה ואברכה

 

 
 

TITLE:  I Bow and Kneel ...........................................................ואברכה אכרעה  

SUBJECT SUMMARY: Lament for loss of the Priesthood. Review of High 

Priest’s Yom Kippur service. The destruction of the Temple is divine 

retribution for the iniquity of the People. Each element of the High Priest’s 

service is correlated with a particular aspect of loss, which is a consequence of 

sin. An appeal to the people to repent of sin, in order to restore a proper 

connection with God through the mediation of the Priests.  

STRUCTURAL FEATURES: 

 Stanzas: 23 

 Acrostic system: ( 1 x  א"ב)  x1 +( 2 x  ) ת as cap + additional line 

with the word יחד in prominence. 

 Complete/Incomplete: Appears complete. Some missing phrases 

[manuscript characteristic]. 

 Other: Play on root words in each line. Some rhyming. 

NOTES:   

1. First person lament for loss of Temple and direct “conversation” with 

God. One responsive prayer at the end ties the lament to each person in 

the congregation.   

 

2. One of the three Piyyutim whose provenance remains unclear. 

Attributed to Yosse ben Yosse by Aaron Mirsky.   

 

3.  The titles of four Piyyutim are inserted into the poetic verses, 

suggesting self-reference [if indeed the Piyyut was penned by Yosse ben 

Yosse], or a reference to his other works by another anonymous Paytan. 

The Piyyutim are:  גבורות,  אספר גדולות,  )אז( בדעת חקר אזכיר  ,כוננת אתה .  
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ואברכה אכרעה  – I Bow and Kneel 

1 I bow1139 and kneel1140 

 I retort1141 with a soft tongue1142  

 I rise 1143to [...] 

 I stand before three humble and contrite.1144 

 

2 My parted lips speak forthright 

 In [...] 

 The right things on my lips1145 

 The loveliness of the Ten Orders.1146 

 

3 I hope [...] 

 Speaking not with conceit 

 My throat will stridently praise 

 The [...] of harm.  

 

4 Knowing precious things 

 About the greatness of the Dear One 

 The veil1147 [...] 

 Who sagaciously investigated the Beginnings.1148  

 

5 He hath placed the firmament1149 

 And curved it and placed it above 

 He created light and broke the abyss to bring forth water1150 

 He founded1151 and submerged1152  

  

                                                           
1139 Psalm 95:6. 
1140 Isa. 45:23. 
1141 Prov. 16:1. 
1142 Prov. 25:15; Prov. 25:1. 
1143 Isa. 54:17. 
1144 Isa. 57:15. 
1145 Prov. 8:6. 
1146 A reference to the ten orders of the Avodah on Yom Kippur, performed by the High Priest at the Temple.  
1147 An epithet for the sky, or the heavens, after Isa. 40:22. 
1148 Job 28:27. 
1149 Gen. 1:6. 
1150 Prov. 3:20. 
1151 A reference to the land, to Earth, after Prov, 3:19. 
1152 A reference to the pillars of the earth submerged in the waters, to bear the weight of creation, after PT Tractate 

Chagigah, Folio 12, page 2, which cites Amos 4:13 and Psalm 136:6. 
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6 And so I shall bless in a chorus1153  

 And express praises 

 And of Him who tallies men’s deeds1154 

 I shall speak of His great works.1155 

 

7 In remembrance of His wonders1156 

 His gift1157 [given] in order to adorn1158 

 By hastening1159 the end of wonders1160 

 Oh Living God1161, remember1162 to work a sign for good1163 in my behalf.  

 

8 The goodness1164 of the hinds1165 

 Make my steps sure and steady1166 as the does’1167  

 Speak1168 to me wisely sevenfold  

 Thou, the Valiant Creator of great things.  

 

9 I howl to the Dear One 

 To revive my soul Selah1169  

 My heart rejoices in the discipline1170  

 May my musings be sweet unto Him.1171  

 

  

                                                           
1153 Alternatively translated “in the gatherings of the congregation,” after Psalm 26:12. 
1154 1 Sam. 2:3. 
1155 Psalm 145:6;  אספר גדולות is the title of Yosse ben Yosse’s eponymous Piyyut that described the Avodah in great 

detail.  
1156 Psalm 105:5; Psalm 77:12. 
1157 Gen. 30:20. 
1158 The people of Israel. 
1159 Isa. 60:22. 
1160 A reference to the end of time, after Dan. 12:6. 
1161 An epithet for God, חי, after Isa. 49:18. 
1162 Neh. 5:19. 
1163 Psalm 86:17. 
1164 I read the word טוב as TUV rather than TOV, because is fits the meaning of the couplet more neatly. Mirsky does not 

dwell on the word. See: ,.אהרון מירסקי. )1991(. פיוטי יוסי בן יוסי p. 243, no. 8. 
1165 A reference to the emissaries of God to His people, after the Midrash to Psalm 29:9 [HIND: the female of the red deer, 

from Merriam-Webster.com, “Hind,” https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/hind], after the Song of Sol. 2:9 allegory 
that equates God with a fawn.  

1166 Eccles. 12:11. 
1167 Psalm 18:34. 
1168 1 Sam. 21:14. 
1169 Hab. 3:9. 
1170 Job 36:10 [God’s castigation and reproof are welcomed].  
1171 Psalm 104:34. 
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10 As God regards me 

 In my confessions, God will be attentive to me 

 I humbly acclaim1172 God 

 I extol God.  

 

11 I purge my heart  

 And He will turn toward me in mercy 

 I set forth my prayers1173 with a prepared heart1174 

 And He will answer me before I utter a word1175 

 

12 My words, gravid, spill forth 

 From my mouth, in the pit1176 

 Good tidings will comfort me1177 in my suffering1178 

 As I recount His great deeds.1179  

 

13 I offer pleasantness 

 May He find sweetness in my musical cantillation, 

 And of the awesome grandeur of the Great King1180 

 I shall speak in great gatherings.  

 

14 I trill my song 

 With joy and delight 

 The mysteries of the Mighty Creator1181 

 I remember, Selah.  

 

15 My heart will flourish in speaking evermore 

 Setting prayer in both mouth and [heart] 

 [...] He who bestowed a heart upon us1182 

 Man hath the preparations of his heart.1183   

                                                           
1172 Gen. 30:13. 
1173 Psalm 5:4. 
1174 Prov. 16:1. 
1175 Isa. 65:24. 
1176 Psalm 140:11. 
1177 Psalm 40:10. 
1178 Could also be read as “amidst congregations.”  
1179 The line evokes the Piyyut אזכיר גבורות אלוה which narrates the Avodah.  
1180 Psalm 48:3. 
1181 Jer. 32:19. 
1182 An epithet for God, after Jer. 24:7; Ezek. 11:19. 
1183 Prov. 16:1. 
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16 I opened my heart, and You have understood,1184 

 The pearls1185 hidden in the shell of the body, You hath arranged, 

 [...] You have examined my innards 

 Which You hath arrayed.1186  

 

17 You have purified1187 my heart, 

 The Rock of our existence, You have examined my heart, 

 And You have hidden inside me, since my youth, 

 The spirit of God that speaks within me. 1188 

 

18 He bestowed us with voices1189 

 He who strives for Him will be strengthened by God 

 The nearness to God is enfolded within us1190 

 Our Lord is mighty.1191  

 

19 Hearken my voice 

 As I pray to see You1192 

 The High and Lofty One who is my strength1193 

 I speak, that I may find relief.1194  

 

20 Accept my words as I pray forthrightly  

 Consider my sacrifice of the lips as of bullocks1195 

 They pour the hearts anew every day1196 

 To the Mightiest of all.  

 

  

                                                           
1184 The sentence could also be read, in agreement with the rest of the stanza, as: “You have constructed the openings of 

my body.” See: .אהרון מירסקי. )1991(. פיוטי יוסי בן יוסי, p. 244, 16 
1185 Could also be understood as פנימיים in reference to the innards of the body. Ibid.  
1186 The verse אתה כוננת is the title for the eponymous Piyyut which recounts the Avodah.  
1187The root  צרפ  can also be understood as “to examine,” after Psalm 17:3. 
1188 2 Sam. 32:2. 
1189 The sentence can also be read as: He will respond with mercy to our supplicating voices,” after Deut. 2:23. 
1190 Psalm 73:28. 
1191 Psalm 8:2. 
1192 1 Kings 8:28. 
1193 Psalm 138:6; Hab. 3:19. 
1194 Job 32:20. 
1195 Hosea 14:3. 
1196 Lam. 3:23. 
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21 You have fashioned everything 

 You sustain and support everyone 

 Your intention is to be merciful unto all 

 For You invested everything with essence.1197  

 

22 You create and are omnipotent 

 You have set everything up with good measure1198 

 You will redeem the world in Your wisdom 

 As You did then, when all was nonexistence.  

 

23 I speak praises in togetherness1199 

 Setting  [...] 

 I shall not silence my voice1200 

 As I stand  [...]. 

 

As it is written: 

“My mouth shall speak the praise of the LORD; and let all flesh bless His holy name  

for ever and ever.”1201 

“Let Thy mercy, O LORD, be upon us, according as we have waited for Thee”1202 

“Hear, O LORD, and be gracious unto me; LORD, be Thou my helper”1203 

O Lord, open Thou my lips; and my mouth shall declare Thy praise.1204 

 

***** 

 

                                                           
1197 Prov. 16:2; Prov. 21:2. 
1198 Job 28:25. 
1199 Psalm 74:6; The word יחד is loaded with Zaddokite meaning. Further research into the יחד the community described in 

the Qumran scrolls, is required.  
1200 Job 41:4; Isa. 62:1. 
1201 Psalm 145:21. 
1202 Psalm 33:22. 
1203 Psalm 30:11. 
1204 Psalm 51:17. 
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 אכרעה ואברכה
I BOW AND KNEEL 

 

SOURCES CITED: SUMMARY 
 

 

 

Genesis 3 

Exodus  
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Numbers  

Deuteronomy 1 

Joshua  

Judges  

I Kings 1 

II kings  

I Samuel 2 

II Samuel 1 

Isaiah 8 

Jeremiah 2 

Ezekiel 1 
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Amos  

Obadiah  

Jonah  

Micah  

Nahum  

Habakkuk 2 

Zephaniah  

Haggai  

Zechariah  

Malachi  
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Song of Songs  

Ruth  

Lamentations 1 

Ecclesiastes 1 

Esther  

Daniel 1 

Ezra  

Nehemiah 1 

I Chronicles  

II Chronicles  

Genesis Rabba 1 

Mishnah  

PT 1 

BT   

  

 

 
 

  



320 
 

 

 We Have No High Priest – אין לנו כהן גדול

 

 
 

 

  

TITLE:  We Have No High Priest  לנו כהן גדול אין..........................................  

SUBJECT SUMMARY: Lament for loss of Priesthood. Review of High 

Priest’s Yom Kippur service. Relating the destruction of the Temple to the 

iniquity of the People. Each element of the High Priest’s service is correlated 

with a particular aspect of loss which is a consequence of sin. An appeal to 

repent of sin in order to restore a proper connection with God through the 

mediation of the Priests.  

STRUCTURAL FEATURES: 

 Stanzas: 44 

 Acrostic system: ( 2 x ב"א  )  x1 

 Complete/Incomplete: Appears complete 

 Other: Play on root words in each line 

NOTES:    

1. Responsive reading is repetitive and prayerful, involving the 

congregation in the reading and recitation of the piyyut, and in the 

didactic principle of reading into history a proof of God’s 

involvement, and of the People’s responsibility [through sin] for 

negative events in history.  

 

2. This Piyyut features prominently among the Yosse ben Yosse 

Piyyutim for its wortspielerei, and for the Paytan’s deft the play on 

words.  
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 We Have No High Priest – גדול כהן לנו אין

1 We have no High Priest 

 To atone for us 

 And how shall we find atonement, to 

 Expiate our errors 

 

2 We have no Urim and Thumim1205 

 To inquire for judgment 

 And how shall we find a light1206 

 While the object of our desire is in darkness.  

       [We have sinned] 

 

3 The Avodah has ceased 

 From the House of Avodah 

 And how shall we worship the Pure One1207 

 While a foreigner enslaves us 

 

4 There ceased from His abode 

 All fire and guilt offerings 

 And how shall we offer fire offerings 

 While the fire has been extinguished on the altar. 

       [We have sinned…] 

 

5 The joy of casting lots1208 

 Has faded from it 

 And how shall we make a jubilant pilgrimage 

 While we are in exile 

 

6 The repairers of the breach1209 

 Have been scattered1210 for our faults 

 And how shall we repair the breach1211 

 While there is none who can withstand the assault.  

       [We have sinned…] 

  

                                                           
1205 Num. 27:21. 
1206 PT, Yoma 7:3 explains the origin of the term Urim and Thumim, based on the root אור. They lit the way for Israel. The 

Piyyut contradicts Mishnah Sotah 9:12 which states that since the passing of the First Prophets the Urim and Thumim were no 
longer needed or in use. Yosse ben Yosse harks back to early times, seeking to re-enact the First Temple sacral judgment, in 
opposition to the rabbis who seek to enact a new form of Judaic legislative system.  

1207 The Pure One: an epithet for God. 
1208 Lev. 16:8 . 
1209 Isa. 58:12. 
1210 Exod. 19:22. 
1211 Ezek. 22:30. 
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7 Offerings of tear1212 and fullness1213  

 Have become scarce in it 

 And how shall we make our first offerings 

 While our eyes are tearful1214 
 

8 The blood that is to be dashed upon the altar1215 

 Is no longer1216 in the House of Sacrifice1217 

 And how shall we fling blood 

 While our own blood spills.  

      [We have sinned…] 
 

9 The offering of sweet spices incense1218 

 Has been removed from it 

 And how shall we offer the fragrance 

 While our own odour has soured 
 

10 The arrangement of oil lamps 

 Has dimmed, along with our yearning, 

 And how shall we prepare oil lamps 

 While our own flame has expired.1219 

       [We have sinned…] 
 

11 And the fragrance1220 has ceased 

 From the Place of our Respite1221 

 And how shall we bring offerings of tribute 

 While our House of Respite1222 is no more 
 

12 And first-fruits for offerings1223 

 Have stopped ripening in season 

 And how shall we make a pilgrimage on the Holiday of First Fruits1224 

 While there are no ripe fruit.1225  

       [We have sinned…]     

                                                           
1212 An epithet for wine, after Exod. 22:28. 
1213 An epithet for fruit of the offerings of first fruits,  ביכורים 
1214 Here the reference is to human tears. 
1215 Lev. 1:5. 
1216 Reference to 1 Chron. 11:13  פס דמים where the Philistines gathered for battle. The root פס makes reference to 

something that has ceased and no longer flows. The blood offerings no longer flow in the Temple. The insinuation is that 
foreign powers have caused the cessation of ritual practices.  

1217 2 Chron. 7:12. 
1218 Exod. 40:27. 
1219 BT, Pssachim Folio 2, Gmara 1. 
1220 Lev. 6:8 in reference to the Minchah meal-offerings. 
1221 An epithet for the Temple, after Psalm 95:11. 
1222 1 Chron. 28:2. 
1223 The meal-offering and the offering of first fruits are mentioned together in Lev. 23:17-18, and in Num. 28:26. 
1224 Shavuot is called חג הביכורים, the Holiday of the First Fruits, after Exod. 23:19. 
1225 Micah 7:1. 
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13 The whole offerings1226 

 Have disappeared from the Perfection of Beauty1227 

 And how shall we offer a sacrifice 

 While the House of Sacrifices1228 has been destroyed 

 

14 Our congregation has been given to gluttony1229 

 And strangers have risen up against it1230 

 And how shall we come to the City of our Inheritance1231 

 While our estate is in the hands of others.  

       [We have sinned…] 

 

15 Offerings of fat 

 No longer give their fragrant scent 

 And how shall we make fat offerings 

 While our harvest has thinned1232 

 

16 There are no longer in it 

 Goat offerings of atonement for sin 

 And how shall we make a sin offering 

 While our share of sin is overwhelming.  

       [We have sinned…] 

 

17 Ablutions of purification 

 Are no more in the Parvah Chamber1233  

 And how shall we1234 bathe in purity 

 While there are no more such ablutions 

 

18 Rows of precious stones1235 

 No longer fill the settings of stones 

 And how shall we remove the stony heart1236 

 While stones are cast upon us.1237  

       [We have sinned…]  

                                                           
1226 Psalm 51:21. 
1227 An epithet for Jerusalem, after Psalm 50:2. 
1228 2 Chron. 7:12. 
1229 An epithet for the Congregation of Israel, after Lam. 1:11. The root  זללcan be in reference to gluttony, but also to a 

cheapening, a state of being in abject misery and worthlessness.  
1230 Psalm 54:5. 
1231 An epithet for Jerusalem, after Deut. 12:9. 
1232 Psalm 81:17. 
1233 In accordance and agreement with Yoma 3:3. 
1234 Actually, a reference to the High Priest who must, on Yom Kippur, immerse himself five times and sanctify his hands 

and his feet ten times.  
1235 On the Breastplate of Judgment, see Exod. 28:17-20. 
1236 Ezek. 11:19. 
1237 Lam. 3:53. 
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19 The Forest of Lebanon1238 

 Has been trampled1239 

 And how shall the Groom’s1240 heart be ravished 

 By the Bride of Lebanon1241 
 

20 Our splendour1242 has withered1243 

 And our radiance1244 has dimmed1245 

 And how shall the Pre-eminent One1246 be extolled 

 By the City of Beautiful Eyes1247  

       [We have sinned…] 
 

21 The atonement of bullocks 

 Has passed from the Palanquin1248  

 And how shall we sacrifice a bull 

 While there is no one1249 to make the atonement possible 
 

22 Our sacrifices of atonement 

 Have gone from the place where our God has desired to dwell1250 

 And how shall we offer gifts1251 

 While our corpses consume away. 1252 

       [We have sinned…] 
 

23 We have not prepared frankincense1253 

 In the Hill of Lebanon1254 

 And how shall sin be whitewashed1255 

 For she who is fair as the moon1256     

                                                           
1238 An epithet for the Temple, after 1 Kings 7:2. 
1239 Isa. 5:5. 
1240 Song of Sol. 1:16. 
1241 An epithet for the Congregation of Israel, after Song of Sol. 4:8. 
1242 An epithet for Jerusalem, after Lam. 2:15. 
1243 The roots שממ refers to desertification and abandonment.  
1244 A possible epithet for God, after Psalm 27:1. 
1245 If the epithet refers to God, then this verb refers to a clouding over, a barrier that hinders communication between 

Israel and God.  
1246 An epithet for God, after Song of Sol 5:10. 
1247 An epithet for Jerusalem, after 1 Sam. 16:12, where reference is made to the beauty of King David. The beauty of the 

city reflects on the People; now that the city has been ravaged, her beauty has been devastated and hence the ability of the 
People to glorify God.  

1248 An epithet for the Temple, after Song of Sol. 3:9. 
1249 Priests. 
1250 Psalm 132:14. 
1251 Psalm 76:12. 
1252 Psalm 39:12. In another version of the Piyyut, the last line reads:”,ואין שורש ישי"  translated as” And there is no scion 

of Yishai,” a King of the House of David, after Isa. 11:10. The reference is to the abolition of both the Kingdom of Israel and the 
destruction of the Temple, and hence to the cessation of sacrifices. See )1991( ,פיוטי יוסי בן יוסי,אהרון מירסקי , p. 213 

1253 Offered with the Meal-Offering, after Lev. 2:1. 
1254 An epithet for the Temple, after Song of Sol. 4:6. 
1255 Isa. 1:18. 
1256 An epithet for the Congregation of Israel, after Song of Sol. 6:10. 
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24 Loggs1257 of oil have dried 

 From the Fruitful Hill1258 

 And how shall we pour oil 

 Upon the meal and oil offering.1259  

       [We have sinned…] 

 

25 Flowing myrrh1260 has evaporated 

 From the One who is Perfumed by Myrrh1261 

 And how, on Mount Moriah1262 

 Shall the Bag of Myrrh1263 rest 

 

26 The brazier1264 has shattered 

 And can no longer collect the glowing embers 

 And how shall we offer sweet spices 

 While we have been ruined.  

       [We have sinned…] 

 

27 Spikenard and saffron1265 

 Their perfume now dissipated 

 And how shall we respond: My Spikenard 

 Has sent forth its fragrance1266 

 

28 The drink offerings1267 

 Have ceased to be poured 

 And how shall we pour forth 

 As our Princeliness1268 was intended.  

       [We have sinned…] 

  

                                                           
1257 Logg is a measure for liquids, in reference to the measure of oil offered in the Meal Offering. See Mishanah Menachot 

9:3; Lev. 2:1. 
1258 Literally “Horn of oil,” like a cornucopia. An epithet for the Land of Israel, after Isa. 5:1. 
01259 Lev. 5:6. 
1260 Exod. 30:23. 
1261 An epithet for the Congregation of Israel, after Song of Sol. 3:6. 
1262 Gen. Rabah 55:7 links the מור in Moriah to myrrh.  
1263 An epithet for God, after Song of Sol. 1:13. 
1264 Coal pan with which the High Priest removes the glowing embers from the inner pyre. Lev. 16:12; Yo.ma 4:3 
1265 Song of Sol. 4:14. 
1266 Song of Sol. 1:12. 
1267 Num. 28:7. 
1268 Prov. 8:23. 
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29 The fine flour has been removed1269 

 From the preparation of breads1270 

 And how shall we prepare fine flour 

 While we are ensnared behind ramparts1271 

 

30 The sweet spices1272 have been removed 

 From handfuls 

 And how shall we mix spices 

 While we are wilting under heavy taxes.  

       [We have sinned…] 

 

31 The burnt offerings have departed 

 From the Forest of Burnt Offerings1273 

 And how shall we make burnt offerings 

 While the yoke is so heavy upon our shoulders 

 

32 The wood on the pyre 

 Is no longer set upon the altar of wood1274 

 And how shall we purify ourselves through the burning wood 

 While we have stumbled because of that piece of wood1275  

       [We have sinned…] 

 

33 Bullocks and goats1276 

 No longer burn 

 An how shall we burn a bull 

 While our Temple has burned 

 

34 The ornamental veil1277 had been rent 

 And the covering of the ark1278 has been slashed 

 And how shall we open our mouths in prayer 

 While we toil in hardship.  

       [We have sinned…] 

  

                                                           
1269 The root סלפ  insinuates a perversion of the way things ought to be; after Prov. 19:3. 
1270 Lev. 24:5-6. 
1271 Both “ramparts” and “fine flour” share a eponymous root סלל. 
1272 Lev. 16:12. 
1273 An epithet for the Temple, after Isa. 22:8. 
1274 Ezek. 41:22. 
1275 Lam. 5:13. The phrase “that piece of wood” may allude to the wood of the Cross.  
1276 Reference to the Yom Kippur offerings made by the High Priest, after Lev. 16:27. 
1277 That shields the ark from view. Exod, 26:20, 26:31, 30:6, 35:12, 36:34, 38:27, 39:34; Lev. 4:6. 16:1, 21:22, 24:2; Num. 

4:5, 18:7; 1 Chron. 3:14. 
1278 Exod. 25:17; Exod. 37:6. 
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35 Zion has become a desert 

 Jerusalem is in ruins 

 And how shall we mark for ourselves1279 

 The road to return 
 

36 The plate of the holy crown1280 has been removed 

 From the forehead of the Appeaser1281 

 And how shall we appease through offerings 

 While our grace before God has wilted like grass.1282  

        [We have sinned…] 
 

37 The Voice has ceased to speak1283 

 In the Tent1284  

 And how shall we pitch our tent1285 

 While our Tent has been devastated 
 

38 Sacrifice has ceased 

 From the sacrificial lambs 

 And how shall we make sacrifices 

 While Shalem1286 is in ruins.  

       [We have sinned…] 
 

39 The Multitude1287 has been removed1288 

 The boiled meal-offering1289 has grown cold 

 And how shall we mix the boiled meal offering  

 While we are tormented with boiling liquids 
 

40 The Wide Square1290 has been narrowed 

 And the celebrations therein have been padlocked 

 And how shall we open our mouths over our enemies1291  

 While our enemies judge1292 us. 

       [We have sinned…]         

                                                           
1279 Jer. 31:20. 
1280 Exod. 39:29. The word ציץ alludes to the staff of Aaron which had issued buds of flowers in miraculous evidence of 

Aaron`s special chosen status as Appeaser of God, who appeases God`s wrath for the sins of Israel through the sacrificial rituals 
of Yom Kippur at the Temple. Num. 17:23. 

1281 An epithet for the High Priest.  
1282 Isa. 40:7. 
1283 Num. 7:89. 
1284 An epithet for the Temple, in reference to the desert Tent of Meeting. 
1285 Jer. 10:20. 
1286 An epithet for Jerusalem, after Jer. 22:11 where the prophet makes reference to Shalem Son of Josiah King of Judea.  
1287 Literally "ten thousand," which is in reference to the Congregation of Israel, after Ezek. 16:7. 
1288 From Zion. 
1289 Lev. 6:14; see also Mishnah Menachot 7:1. 
1290 An epithet for the Temple, after Ezek. 41:4. 
1291 1 Sam. 2:1. 
1292 Deut. 32:31. 



334 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  



335 
 

 

41 The People who have lacked for nothing have been made to sigh 

 The sacrifice offerings have stopped 

 And how shall we pay homage1293 

 While we are far off from peace1294 

 

42 The unblemished seven lambs1295 

 Have disappeared from our land 

 And how shall we praise sevenfold1296 

 While we are sevenfold tormented.1297  

       [We have sinned…] 

 

43 Prayer has ceased 

 From the House of Prayer1298 

 And how shall we respond in prayer 

 While God has blocked the firmament1299 to prayer. 

 

44 The daily sacrifices ended 

 From the Forest of Offerings 

 And how shall we offer our daily devotions 

 While the Temple has been abandoned. 

       [We have sinned…] 

 

***** 

 

  

                                                           
1293 See line 22 above. 
1294 Lam. 3:17. 
1295 Of the Month Offering, Num. 28:11. 
1296 Psalm 119:164. 
1297 Lev. 26:28. 
1298 An epithet for the Temple, after Isa. 56:7. 
1299 Lam. 3:44. 
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 אין לנו כהן גדול

WE HAVE NO HIGH PRIEST 
 

SOURCES CITED: SUMMARY 
 

 

 

Genesis  

Exodus 9 

Leviticus 13 

Numbers 5 

Deuteronomy 2 

Joshua  

Judges  

I Kings 1 

II kings  

I Samuel 2 

II Samuel  

Isaiah 8 

Jeremiah 3 

Ezekiel 5 

Hosea  

Joel  

Amos  

Obadiah  

Jonah  

Micah 1 

Nahum  

Habakkuk  

Zephaniah  

Haggai  

Zechariah  

Malachi  

Psalms 10 

Proverbs 2 

Job  

Song of Songs 10 

Ruth  

Lamentations 6 

Ecclesiastes  

Esther  

Daniel  

Ezra  

Nehemiah  

I Chronicles 2 

II Chronicles 2 

Genesis Rabba 1 

Mishnah 2 

PT 1 

BT  1 
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 I Give Praise – אתן תהילה

 

 

 

 

TITLE:  I Give Praise .......................................................................תהילה אתן  

SUBJECT SUMMARY: An elegy to God’s greatness and His inclination to 

forgive His creatures’ sins.  

STRUCTURAL FEATURES: 

 Stanzas: 44 

 Acrostic system: ( 2 x  א"ב) 

 Complete/Incomplete: Appears complete 

 Other: -- 

NOTES: Ends with a single scriptural quote, which speaks of the ineffable 

nature of God’s glory. 
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 I Give Praise – תהילה אתן

1 I give praise1300 

 To the Praiseworthy God, 

 I recount with reverence 

 A few of His deeds:  

 

2 Everlasting God1301 

 For all eternity 

 Neither before nor after Him1302 

 Shall any other god exist.  

 

3 He is singular1303 

 And none be with Him,1304 

 He speaks and thus creates, 

 And nothing tarries before His word1305  

 

4 The sole judge,1306 

 His justice unblemished,1307 

 His word is Truth,1308 

 And grace is an ornament upon His lips.1309  

 

5 He is mighty in strength,1310 

 He pardons iniquity,1311 

 His is great in counsel1312, 

 And He overlooks transgression1313 

 

  

                                                           
1300 Psalm 69:31. 
1301 Psalm 93:2. 
1302 Isa. 43:10. 
1303 Isa. 37:2. 
1304 Deut. 32:12. 
1305 Isa. 40:26. 
1306 Job 23:13. 
1307 Psalm 92:16. 
1308 Psalm 119:160. 
1309 Prov. 31:26. 
1310 Psalm 103:20. 
1311 Micah 7:18. 
1312 Jer. 32:19. 
1313 Micah 7:18. 
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6 He reveals deep mysteries,1314 

 And extracts them from darkness, 

 He dwells in concealment,1315 

 And yet He sees all that we hide.1316  

 

7 Knowledge and wisdom 

 Come forth from His mouth,1317 

 And His eyes rove,1318 

 Yet no eye can behold Him1319 

 

8 His word creates  

 And His reign is eternal, 

 The world entire is filled with His glory,1320 

 And He cannot be contained by the vastness of the heavens.1321  

 

9 He dons glory,1322  

 Adorned by His Majesty,1323 

 His might is magnificent, 

 And His Name is as great as His might 

 

10 God is perfect in His ways1324 

 Everlasting and eternal,  

 All shall pass, 

 But He alone will forever endure.1325  

 

11 Even before He formed1326  

 The world upon the void, 

 The roar of waters1327 

 Testify to His greatness1328 

 

  

                                                           
1314 Job 12:22. 
1315 Psalm 91:1. 
1316 Jer. 23:24. 
1317 Prov. 2:6. 
1318 2 Chron. 16:9. 
1319 Job 34:29. 
1320 Isa. 6:3. 
1321 2 Chron. 2:5. 
1322 Psalm 104:1. 
1323 Psalm 96:6. 
1324 Psalm 18:31. 
1325 Psalm 102:27-28. 
1326 Isa. 44:5. 
1327 Psalm 93:4. 
1328 The word אדר is drawn from the word אדיר and from the verb להאדיר, to glorify, to testify to God’s greatness. 
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12 He resides in the heavens above1329 

 He is a matchless sovereign of all 

 Yet He gazes upon the most humble, 

 And upon the meek. 1330  

 

13 The smallest of His fingers hath 

 Fashioned the firmament with perspicacity,1331 

 The sun, the moon, and the stars, 

 Are but the creatures of His fingers1332 

 

14 With forethought and wisdom 

 Creation became, and was completed,1333 

 As He purposed in His heart,1334 

 So does it stand. 

 

15 Benevolent in all His deeds,1335 

 And merciful to all who flee toward Him1336 

 Righteous in all His ways 

 And close to His seekers1337 

 

16 He desires to find innocent 

 All the creatures He has created, 

 He is always striving 

 For the welfare of His chosen ones.1338  

 

17 Clear and pure of eyes,1339 

 He yearns for repentance, 

 Fond of acquittal, 

 He is quick to withdraw His anger1340 

 

  

                                                           
1329 Isa. 57:15. 
1330 Isa. 66:1-2. 
1331 Isa. 40:12. 
1332 Psalm 8:4. 
1333 Psalm 33:11. 
1334 Isa. 14:24. 
1335 Psalm 145:17. 
1336 The verse is evocative of the Piyyut אנוסה לעזרה; It can also be translated as:  “Those who are tested by Him,” after 

Deut. 8:2. 
1337 Psalm 26:6. 
1338 Psalm 105:6. 
1339 Hab. 1:13. 
1340 Psalm 78:38. 
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18 Compassionate to each succeeding generation 

 He speaks justice,1341 

 The crown on His head1342 

 Is the diadem of salvation.1343 

 

19 His right hand is always open 

 To those who repent of iniquity,1344 

 Always saying: 

 Return unto Me, and I will return unto you1345 

 

20 Out of clay He had fashioned1346 

 A person in His image,1347 

 His tender mercies are over all His works1348 

 And He knows and understands our nature.1349 

 

21 He is the epitome of Glory1350 

 Yet He watches over the meek 

 He listens to our every murmur1351 

 And to our every joyous song1352 

 

22 The legions of the heavens1353 

 All bow before Him, 

 The sun and the moon, 

 Kneel before Him.  

 

 

  

                                                           
1341 Isa. 63:1. 
1342 Ezek. 24:23. 
1343 Isa. 59:17. 
1344 Isai. 59:20. 
1345 Mal. 3:7. 
1346 Gen, 2:7. 
1347 Gen. 1:27. 
1348 Psalm 145:9. 
1349 Psalm 103:14. 
1350 Psalm 29:9. 
1351 1 Kings 8:28. 
1352 Psalm 51:16. 
1353 Neh. 9:6. 
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23 Never will He stretch a line of chaos1354 

 Against His creations 

 When He sits in judgment1355 

 He does not dwell on petulance1356 

 

24 He hath created, for His pleasure,1357 

 The world in all its complexity, 

 And proclaimed the generations for all time,1358 

 Who can be compared to Him.1359 

 

25 In the depths of one’s heart, 

 And through the secrets of one’s conscience, 

 He understands the thoughts1360 

 Of all human beings 

 

26 From Iniquity and perverseness1361  

 He hides his countenance 

 For He does not look upon wickedness1362 

 As He averts His eyes there from. 1363 

 

27 He is encircled by glowing radiance1364 

 And He is concealed in darkness1365 

 For none can gaze upon Him 

 And live1366 

 

 

  

                                                           
1354 Isa. 34:11. 
1355 Psalm 122:5. 
1356 Exod. 17:7. 
1357 Prov. 16:4. 
1358 Isa. 41:4. 
1359 Psalm 89:7. 
1360 I Chron. 28:9. 
1361 Num. 23:21. 
1362 Hab. 1:13. 
1363 Isa. 33:15 
1364 Ezek. 1:4. 
1365 Psalm 18:12. 
1366 Exod. 33:20. 
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28 Awesome in His deeds!1367 

 He demands a human’s contrition1368 

 Until he repents 

 So that long may he live.1369  

 

 

29 His strength is exalted1370 

 And He dons Righteousness,1371 

 Who is a god like Him,1372 

 So patient and forgiving1373 

 

30 He despises and abhors 

 Robbery with iniquity1374 

 But He adores and loves the pure of heart1375 

 For to obey is better than sacrifice.1376  

 

31 He arrests (the world) with His rebuke 

 And dries up the oceans1377 

 He bounds in his garment  

 All the waters of Creation1378 

 

32 He answers, with His grace,1379 

 The call of rams’ horns1380 

 And wipes clean all iniquities 

 As the wind blows clean the mists and the clouds.1381  

 

 

  

                                                           
1367 Psalm 66:5. 
1368 Psalm 90:3. 
1369 Ezek. 18:32. 
1370 Job 37:23. 
1371 Isa. 59:17. 
1372 Micah 7:18. 
1373 Num. 14:18; Joel 2:13. 
1374 Isa. 61:8. 
1375 Prov. 22:11. 
1376 I Sam. 15:22. 
1377 Job 12:15. 
1378 Prov. 30:4. 
1379 Psalm 22:22. 
1380 An allusion to the Shofar, and thereby to Rosh Hashanah. 
1381 Isa. 44:22. 
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33 He had wrought and done everything1382 

 With the word of His mouth1383 

 In all His ways  

 He seeks justice and judgment1384 

 

34 His mouth says: 

 Do this and live1385 

 For I do not desire 

 The death of the iniquitous. 1386 

 

35 He gazes into the future 

 He soars in His awesomeness1387 

 His throne is elevated1388 

 Yet He sees every humble creature,1389 

 

36 Girded with abundant power1390 

 He rides astride the wind,1391 

 He examines hearts1392 

 And forgets naught.  

 

37 He stridently calls out: 

 I am God, El-Shadai,1393 

 Return unto Me 

 And I will return unto you1394 

 

  

                                                           
1382 Isa. 41:4. 
1383 Psalm 33:6. 
1384 Deut. 32:4. 
1385 Gen. 42:18. 
1386 Ezek. 18:32. 
1387 Isa. 87:15; Psalm 47:3. 
1388 Isa. 6:1. 
1389 Psalm 138:6. 
1390 Isa. 63:1. 
1391 Psalm 18:11. 
1392 Psalm 7:10. 
1393 Gen. 17:1. 
1394 Joel 2:12; Mal. 3:7. 
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38 Come closer to Him,1395 

 With the force of repentance,  

 For His ears are keen1396  

 To hear the cries of the lowly.1397  

 

39 Merciful and compassionate,1398 

 Please judge us with kindness, 

 Acquit us in judgment 

 For we are but dust and ashes1399 

 

40 Revered in the heavens,1400 

 The King of the firmament,1401 

 He hears from up above 

 The cries of the destitute. 1402 

 

41 The sky is His throne 

 And the earth but a foot rest1403 

 His armour is Justice1404 

 And His garment is radiance1405 

 

42 His Name is most awesome 

 He is merciful and compassionate1406 

 To each and every generation1407 

 This is His righteousness.  

 

  

                                                           
1395 Joel 2:12. 
1396 Psalm 130:2. 
1397 Prov. 21:13. 
1398 Exod. 34:6. 
1399 Gen. 18:27. 
1400 Psalm 91:9. 
1401 Psalm 68:35. 
1402 Psalm 69:34. 
1403 Isa. 66:1. 
1404 Isa. 59:17. 
1405 Psalm 104:2. 
1406 Psalm 111:4. 
1407 Isa. 51:8. 
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43 His is perfect is all His ways1408 

 And brooks no evil1409 

 Every morning1410 He dispenses 

 His justice for all to see 

 

44 He weighs hearts1411 

 He is mighty in His every deed1412 

 Who can express 

 The mighty acts of God.1413  

 

As it is written in Your Holy Scriptures:  

“Who can express the mighty acts of God, who can make all of His praise heard.”1414 

 

 

***** 

 

 

 

 

 

***** 

 

                                                           
1408 2 Sam. 22:31. 
1409 Deut. 32:4. 
1410 Zeph. 3:5. 
1411 Prov. 21:2. 
1412 Jer. 32:19. 
1413 Psalm 106:2. 
1414 Psalm 106:2. 
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 I Praise My God – אהללה אלוהי

 

 

 

TITLE:  I Praise My God .............................................................אלוהי אהללה  

SUBJECT SUMMARY:  An elegy to God’s greatness with an emphasis on 

miraculous wonders. Review of ten miraculous victories of Israel over their 

foes, through the direct intercession of God. Speaks of God’s Majesty and His 

direct involvement in human history. The sovereignization of God.   

STRUCTURAL FEATURES: 

 Stanzas: 46 

 Acrostic system: ( 2 x  א"ב) + (4 x repetition of the letter ת as a 

cap). 

 Complete/Incomplete: Complete. 

 Other: Every strophe ends with the word מלוכה 

NOTES: Scriptural proof texts are interspersed in the Piyyut. May be 

intended for responsive reading by the congregation. Appears to be didactic, 

as part of the Rosh Hashanah order of prayers ]מלכויות, זכרונות ושופרות[. In this 

Piyyut the Paytan relies extensively on “external” sources and on non-

canonical texts.  
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 I Praise My God – אלוהי אהללה

1 I praise my God1415 

 I sing of His glory1416 

 I speak of His grace1417 

 I robe1418 Him with Majesty 

 

2 I extol1419 the Creator1420 

 Whose Word became deed1421 

 I shall glorify Him1422 for He 

 Is most worthy1423 of Majesty. 

 

3 I forever lionize1424 His might 

 For I am His legion1425 

 And He merits tale 

 Of His grand Majesty 

  

                                                           
1415 Psalm 69:31. 
1416 Psalm 59:17. 
1417 Psalm 96”3. 
1418 Exod. 29:5 speaks of the High Priest’s vestments. The אפוד is a unique item of clothing reserved only for the High 

Priest. Here the Paytan turns the object into a future-tense verb אאפדהו. The implication is that God is robed with an אפוד, 
with the High Priest’s vestments; or, alternatively, that the Priestly vestments are worthy of God, thus imbuing the High Priest 
with a measure of God’s glory.  

1419 Psalm 91:14. 
1420 Literally: The One who Acts, an epithet for God the Creator, after Prov. 16:4. 
1421 Psalm 33:9. 
1422 Exod. 15:2. 
1423 Jer. 10:7. 
1424 The Paytan uses the verb שננ which can be translated in several ways, as follows: (1) שינן : sharpened, after Psalm 64:4 

and 48:6 which speak of sharpened arrows. Similarly, in Deut. 6:7 the verse speaks of sharpening the mind as one sharpens a 
sword. (2) שינן: reiterated, as is commonly used in Modern Hebrew. (3) שינן: glorify, praise. Mirsky proposes that אשנן hails 
from Syriac whereas in Syriac שענן means to glorify [.אהרון מירסקי. )1991(. פיוטי יוסי בן יוסי. ירושלים: כתר] p. 93, footnote 3. (4) 

ש“  a reference to the Heavenly Choir of angels, after Psalm 68:18 :אשנן ם, ִסיַני ַבֹקדֶּ ב ֱאֹלִהים, ִרֹבַתִים ַאְלֵפי ִשְנָאן;    ֲאֹדנָּי בָּ כֶּ  which ”רֶּ
imbues the act of singing with a heavenly overtone, and the community singers with an angelic closeness to God. In my reading 
of the Piyyut it is probably safe to say that all four meanings can be folded into the word as one. I chose the English word 
“Lionize” to capture the cultural fear, awe, and reverence before the King of Beasts as an allegory of God’s might.  

1425 Exod. 7:4. 
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4 I proclaim in assembly1426 

 And exalt among the multitudes1427 

 Him, who has the excellence of dignity and the supremacy of power1428 

 And He, who is our Majesty. 

 

5 Come hither, oh Nations 

 Come forth, all you Kingdoms 

 See how magnificent He is  

 In His girded belt1429 of Majesty 

 

6 Declare His greatness with me 

 And let us exalt His name together1430 

 And do not adorn yourselves 

 With a crown of Majesty. 

 

7 The paths found while 

 Traversing the depths of the sea1431 

 All of you1432- look and consider 

 Him who is foremost in Majesty 

 

8 He hath trampled1433 their horses in the deep1434 

 All six hundred chariots1435 

 What use a man’s effort1436 

 Given the might of Majesty. 

 

  

                                                           
1426 Psalm 40:10. 
1427 Prov. 14:28. 
1428 Gen. 49:3. In Gen. Rabba 99:6, the Sages speak of the three crowns that were to garland Judah: the Priesthood, the 

Monarchy (after 1 Sam. 2:10), and the right of the First Born. I did not alter the English translation here to reflect the added 
layer of meaning, but one has to read the Piyyut with the additional information in mind.  

1429 Psalm 109:19    The word מזח in Modern Hebrew refers to a pier at a harbour. In Biblical Hebrew, the word carries a 
connotation of a tough and resolute girding of oneself before battle, after Job 12:22 The following verses speak of the ten 
heroic victories of the Israelites over the Nations, whereas God fought for and with the Israelites to victory.  

1430 Psalm 34:4. 
1431 A reference to the crossing of the Red Sea.  
1432 A reference to the Nations. 
1433 Psalm 91:13. 
1434 Hab. 3:15. 
1435 Exod. 14:7. 
1436 A reference to the humanity of the Pharaoh, after Prov. 24:5. 
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9 The noblemen listened 

 And then were agitated1437 

 They watched the destruction1438 

 And forsook all Majesty 

 

10 They spoke of His strength1439 

 All the Nations declared 

 This is the God, who shall be rightfully writ 

 In the name of Majesty. 

 

11 He hath battled the foremost1440 

 Of the Nations, and they perished,1441 

 For The Living One1442 swore1443 

 By the throne of Majesty 

 

12 And the enemy1444 will be derided in every generation 

 For he had not realized 

 Who had done battle at the Sea 

 And donned Majesty1445. 

 

13 He had sinned wilfully against his Master 

 That slave who dwells in the south1446 

 Because of that, the earth trembles1447 

 Because of a slave, who provocatively seeks Majesty  

 

  

                                                           
1437 Exod. 15:14. 
1438 Job 6:21. 
1439 Exod. 18:11. 
1440 A reference to Amalek, after Num. 24:20. 
1441 Exod. 17:8, 13. 
1442 An epithet for Moses, after the verse in Exod. 1:16 in which the Pharaonic decree sentences to death every Hebrew 

male newborn. Moses remained alive despite the edict, hence his sobriquet The Living One.  
1443 Num. 24:20. 
1444 A reference to Amalek.  
1445 Isa. 61:10. 
1446 A reference to Canaan, after Gen. 9:25. 
1447 Prov. 30:21-22. 
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14 The blessed seed1448 

 Have vanquished the cursed1449 

 Because they1450 raised their voices 

 To the Mighty in Majesty1451. 

 

15 Heshbon1452 and Bashan1453 

 Instigated a war 

 Blocking the path  

 Of the legions1454 of Majesty 

 

16 Their armies were destroyed1455 

 And their land was partitioned1456 

 And despite their strength 

 Thus fell their Majesty. 

 

17 The Canaanites were obtuse 

 For they are strangers1457  

 In the land of Shem 

 The seed of Majesty1458 

 

18 Bin Nun did slay them 

 Until he cleared the Land 

 For the Ark of the Covenant 

 Of the Lord1459 of Majesty. 

 

  

                                                           
1448 A reference to Israel, after Isa. 61:9. 
1449 A reference to the Canaanites, after Num. 21:3. 
1450 A reference to the Israelites who raised their voices to God in prayer, after Num. 21:3. 
1451 Isa. 33:21. 
1452 Heshbon was the city of Sihon the king of the Amorites, after Num. 21:26. 
1453 Og was the king of Bashan, after Num. 21:33. 
1454 A reference to Israel who are God’s army, after Exod. 7:4. 
1455 Amos 2:9. 
1456 Num. 21:24-25. 
1457 A reference to the forefather of the Canaanites, Noah’s son Ham, after Gen. 10:6. 
1458 A reference to Israel, with a Priestly overtone, for Israel serves God, after Exod. 19:6. 
1459 Joshua 3:11. 
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19 The denizens of Harosheth1460 

 Did tyrannize and oppress1461 

 And they1462 aided him without seeking reward1463 

 Thus to naught came their Majesty 

 

20 The war was fought through God’s intercession1464 

 With His own armies1465, who seek no reward 

 So may His enemies all be smashed1466 

 And to God His Majesty. 

 

21 Like a cedar in Lebanon1467 

 Assyria had grown 

 And hurled abuse1468: I shall remove1469 

 This giant Majesty 

 

22 A fiery angel stunned1470 them1471 

 In a sleepless night1472 

 And then all and sundry did know 

 That only to God1473 is this Majesty. 

 

  

                                                           
1460 Jabin king of Canaan reigned in Hazor. His captain was Sisera, who dwelt in Harosheth-Goiim, after Judges 4:2. 
1461 Judges 4:3. 
1462 Other kings came to the aid of Sisera, after Judges 5:19. 
1463 Tosefta Sotah 3:14. 
1464 The verb הלחים refers to God who caused the enemies of Israel to wage war upon Israel. It is in בניין הפעיל, a 

causative verb form.  
1465 A reference to the stars in the firmament who fought Sisera, meaning that Nature itself fought on behalf of Israel, after 

Judges 5:20. 
1466 Judges 5:31. 
1467 A reference to Sennacherib, the Assyrian king, after Ezek. 31:3. 
1468 Isa. 37:24. 
1469 Isa. 10:13. 
1470 2 Kings 19:35. 
1471 A reference to Sennacherib’s armies.  
1472 The Paytan uses the phrase ליל שימורים in reference to the Eve of Passover, after Exod. Rabba 18:5. 
1473 Isa. 45:14. 
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23 He1474 kneeled before Bel1475 in vain 

 Thinking he would ascend to the heavens1476 

 But his heart was changed from that of a man1477 

 And he lost his Majesty 

  

24 And he was returned to his senses 1478and kingdom 

 And then he acknowledged the might of God 

 He who elevates, and who humbles,1479 

 And he confirmed His1480 of Majesty. 

 

25 Toppled1481 like lambs1482 to the slaughter1483 

 But through stratagems and plots1484 

 The youthful one1485, adorned with vestments,1486 

 Defeated1487 them with God’s Majesty 

  

                                                           
1474 A reference to Nebuchadnezzar, who worshipped the god Bel.  
1475 The god Bel is mentioned in: Isa. 46:1 and in Jer. 50:2 in reference to the Babylonian god the Baal. A tantalizing 

possible source may be the narrative of Bel and the Dragon, which is incorporated as chapter 14 (14:1–22) of the extended 
Book of Daniel. The text exists only in Greek (while the oldest copies of the Book of Daniel are entirely in Hebrew and Aramaic). 
The original Septuagint text survives in a single manuscript, Codex Chisianus ( (also Chigianus; also known as "MS 88"; 
formerly Chigi Library R. VIII. 45, since 1922 part of the Vatican Library) is a 9th-century biblical manuscript, first edited in 1772. 
It contains what was only surviving version of the original Septuagint text of the Book of Daniel until the 1931 discovery 
of Papyrus 967 (Chester Beatty X, 3rd-century). The manuscript purports to be directly derived from the recension of the 
Septuagint made by Origen, ca. AD 240), The Septuagint text of the Book of Daniel had disappeared almost entirely from Greek 
tradition at the end of the 4th century, being superseded by the revised text of Theodotion in the 2nd-century CE. See: “Bel and 
the Dragon,” Wikipedia, last modified December 6, 2018, http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Bel_and_the_Dragon. See also: “Codex 
Chisianus 45,” Wikipedia, last modified October 15, 2017, http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Codex_Chisianus_88; “Daniel,” 
BibleAudio.com, http://www.biblicalaudio.com/daniel.htm. 

1476 Isa. 46:1; Isa. 14:13-15. 
1477 Daniel 4:13; Daniel 4:28. 
1478 Daniel 4:33. 
1479 Daniel 4:31-22. 
1480 Isa. 44:26 The root שלמ here is understood as ‘coming to terms’ with the Majesty of God, a realization of the 

undeniable truth, after Daniel 4:34. Mirsky understands the verb as a reference to Jerusalem, also called שלם, after Ezra 7:19 
See: [.אהרון מירסקי. )1991(. פיוטי יוסי בן יוסי. ירושלים: כתר] pp. 96-97, footnote 24. 

1481 Psalm 89:45. 
1482 An epithet for Israel, after Ezek. 34:31. 
1483 Psalm 44:23. 
1484 A reference to the stratagems of Hamman, after Esther 3:6 which were foiled by God through Mordechai.  
1485 Mordechai hailed from the tribe of Benjamin (Esther 2:5), and Benjamin was called the “youngest ruling them,” (Psalm 

68:28), hence the reference to youthfulness as the vehicle or instrument of salvation.  
1486 Esther 8:15. 
1487 The Paytan employs the root רדה which makes reference to defeating an oppressor, to overturning tyranny,  after Isa. 

14:6 and Lam. 1:13, and continuing the theme of Psalm 68:28 above.  

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Additions_to_Daniel
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Additions_to_Daniel
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Book_of_Daniel
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Biblical_Hebrew
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Middle_Aramaic
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Septuagint
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Codex_Chisianus
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Chigi_Library
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Vatican_Library
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Septuagint
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Book_of_Daniel
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Papyrus_967
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Chester_Beatty_Papyri
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Origen
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Theodotion
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26 Those who were sold for no treasure 

 And those redeemed with no funds1488 

 Glorify1489 Him, who directs the flow of water1490 

 And turns the very heart1491 of Majesty. 

 

27 The doves1492 were sold 

 To the sons of Greece1493 

 And they removed them1494 

 From the boundaries of the Land1495 of Majesty 

 

28 They bedevilled1496 the Covenant and the Laws1497 

 And caused the People to barter their God, 

 And they vanquished the ones who were without force1498, 

 These Priests1499 that serve in Majesty. 

 

29 The hirsute one1500 flattered 

 His father1501 by hunting 

 And crying out1502, he inherited 

 A sword and Majesty 

 

  

                                                           
1488 An epithet for the people of Israel, after Isa. 52:3. 
1489 The Paytan uses the word סולו from the root  סלה which makes reference to glorifying something beyond the worth of 

fine gold, after Lam. 4:2. 
1490 Prov. 21:1. 
1491 A reference to King Ahasuerus, who had a change of heart concerning the fate of the Jews.  
1492 An epithet for the people of Israel, after Song of Sol. 2:14. 
1493 A reference to the Maccabean rebellion. . 
1494 Joel 4:6. 
1495 A reference to the Land of Israel.  
1496 The Paytan uses a verb that has overtones of a curse, מארה, after Psalm 89:40. 
1497 The First Book of Maccabees 1:45-49 1 Maccabees was originally written in Hebrew and survives in a Greek translation. 

It relates the history of the Maccabees from 175 BCE until 134 BCE. See: “The Deuterocanon: The First Book of Maccabees,” St-
Takla.org, https://st-takla.org/pub_Deuterocanon/Deuterocanon-Apocrypha_El-Asfar_El-Kanoneya_El-Tanya__8-First-of-
Maccabees.html. See also: Josephus, Jewish Antiquities, Book 12, 5:4  (composed by the Jewish historian Flavius Josephus in the 
thirteenth year of the reign of Roman emperor Flavius Domitian which was around AD 93 or 94). 

1498 A reference to the war of the few and meek (Israel) against the many and mighty (Greece).  
1499 The Hasmonean Dynasty was a Priestly dynasty that ruled Judea semi-autonomously under the Seleucids, during 

classical antiquity, between c. 140 BCE and c. 116 BCE.  
1500 An epithet for Esau, after Gen. 27:11. 
1501 A reference to Isaac.  
1502 Gen. 27:38-40. 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/1_Maccabees
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Anno_Domini
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Josephus
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Domitian
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30 The smooth-skinned one1503 was exalted1504 

 To lord over his kin1505 

 And thus will return 

 To Jeshurun1506 their Majesty. 

 

As it is written in Your Torah: 

“He became King over Jeshurun when the numbers of the nations gathered- the tribes of Israel 

in unity.”1507 

 

31 In Zion You shall proclaim 

 Your name in awesome wonders1508 

 And as You succeeded in the past so shall You again 

 Return Israel’s reign of Majesty 

 

32 Arouse and awaken,1509 

 You, Joy of all the earth,1510 

 And establish Your throne 

 In the City of Majesty1511. 

 

As it is written in Your Holy Scriptures: 

“Fairest of sites, joy of all the earth, Mount Zion, by the northern side of the great king’s 

city.”1512 

 

33 The visage of the radiant moon 

 And the sun, You shall humble1513, 

 And their worshippers will be shamed 

 As You elevate Your reign in Majesty1514 

 

 

  

                                                           
1503 A reference to Jacob, after Gen. 27:11. 
1504 The Paytan writes סוגב which may be a spelling variation of שוגב [with the letter SIN rather than SHIN], which can be 

translated as “was exalted” in the passive form, after Psalm 148:13. 
1505 Gen. 27:29. 
1506  Jeshurun is one of the epithets for the people of Israel, after Deut. 32:15 and Deut. 33:26. 
1507 Deut. 23:5 This verse marks the turning point in the Piyyut, whereas the prior verses speak of past instances of God’s 

miraculous intercession on behalf of the people of Israel, and the verses henceforth speak of hopes for future salvific miracles.  
1508 Isa. 64:1-2. 
1509 Psalm 35:23 The verbs are to be read imperative, appealing to God to awaken Israel from its slumber after the 

Destruction. See: [.אהרון מירסקי. )1991(. פיוטי יוסי בן יוסי. ירושלים: כתר] p. 98, footnote 33. 
1510 Psalm 48:3. 
1511 A reference to Jerusalem, after Psalm 48:3. 
1512 Psalms 48:3. 
1513 Isa. 24:23; Psalm 71:24. 
1514 Isa. 24:23. 
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34 Adorn the City of Perfect Beauty1515 

 For the sake of the Clear as the Sun1516 

 And reveal to our leaders1517 

 The glory of The Majesty1518. 

 

As it is written by Your Prophets: 

“The moon will be humiliated and the sun will be shamed, for God, Master of Legions, will have 

reigned in Mount Zion and in Jerusalem, and there will be honour or His elders.”1519 

 

35 The legions of those who were redeemed from Zoan1520  

 Sang on the eve of the festival1521 

 That night of sleepless remembrance1522 

 Of the eroded1523 Majesty 

 

36 Those who marched in the path1524 in shallow measured waters1525  

 Witnessed with a wise manner1526 

 Where will they be settled1527 

 To accept His Majesty1528. 

 

 

                                                           
1515 An epithet for Jerusalem, after Lam. 2:15. 
1516 A sobriquet for the people of Israel, after Song of Sol. 6:10. 
1517 The word לנגדינו may be read as “before us,” but I translate it as “to our leaders,” from the word נגיד meaning 

“community elder,” after Jer. 20:1; 2 Sam. 6:21 and 7:8; I Kings 1:35; Daniel 9:25-26; 1 Chron. 9:11 and 9:20; and I1 Chron. 
31:12-13 In my reading of the Piyyut this translation captures the didactic message enveloped in the Piyyut, whereas the 
Priestly elders guide the Congregation toward God, and therefore hasten salvation. The translation also follows the Isa. verse 
24:23 which is the scaffold of this stanza.   

1518 Isa. 24:23. 
1519 Isa. 24:23. 
1520 An epithet for Egypt, after Num. 13:22; Isa. 19:11 and 19:13; Psalm 78:12 and 78:43. 
1521 Isa. 30:29. 
1522 A reference to the first night of Passover, after Exod. 12:42. 
1523 The root סחפ refers to objects that are washed by torrents of rain or water, thus a reference to the drowned Egyptian 

chariots that were in pursuit of the Israelites and drowned miraculously in the Red Sea, thus in effect miraculously vanquishing 
the Egyptian Pharaoh’s stratagem against the Israelites, eroding his power over the People.  

1524 The word שעל shares a common connotation as משעול, which may be translated as a foot-path, after Isa. 40:12. 
1525 The Israelites who crossed the Red Sea, after Exod. m14:29 and 15:19. 
1526 The compound word רוח שכל has to be translated contextually, for the expression does not appear as such in the 

sources. The word שכל refers to learning, after Psalm 42:1 and 32:8 for example, among many instances in the Hebrew Bible. 
The word רוח can be translated as “spirit” in order conform to the rest of the stanza, which speaks of prophetic wisdom [ רוח

[הקודש  that the People had, sagaciously and portentously envisioning their establishment as a nation in the Land of Israel.  
1527 Exod. 15:17. 
1528 Exod. 15:18. 
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As it is written in Your Torah: 

“You will bring them and implant then on the mount of Your heritage, the foundation of Your 

dwelling place, that You, God, have made- the Sanctuary, my Lord, that Your hands established. 

God will reign for all eternity.”1529 

 

37 The gates of the Abode1530 have been rent1531 

 The Eternal Dwelling1532 place, 

 Because from the midst of its walls 

 There ceased all Majesty 

 

38 The Holy One will return 

 To those walls for all time 

 And then they shall raise their heads up 

 As You renew Your Majesty. 

 

As it is written in Your Holy Scriptures: 

“Raise up your heads, Oh gates, and be uplifted, you everlasting entrances, so that the King of 

Glory may enter. Who is this King of Glory? God, the mighty and strong, God the strong in 

battle. Raise up your heads, Oh gates, so that the King of Glory may enter. Who is this King of 

Glory? God, master of Legions, He is the King of Glory, Selah.”1533 

 

39 The pampered one1534 lay down, 

 Confident that she will not be widowed1535 

 That her days have been extended 

 And long was her Majesty1536 

 

40 Fight for her, the redeemers,1537 

 Remove the mantle of kingship1538 from Edom, 

 And place the greatcoat on the Lord,1539 

 The splendour of Majesty. 

 

 

  

                                                           
1529 Exod. 15:17-18. 
1530 A reference to the Temple in Jerusalem.  
1531 Job 16:8. 
1532 An epithet for the Temple in Jerusalem, after I Kings 8:13. 
1533 Psalms 24:7-10. 
1534 A reference to the indulgence in material delights, in reference to Babylon, after Isa. 47:8. 
1535 Isa. 47:8. 
1536 Despite Babylon’s confidence in its enduring and lasting reign, its kingdom eventually met its demise.  
1537 Obad. 1:21. 
1538 Jonah 3:6. 
1539 Exod. 23:17. 
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As it is written by Your Prophets: 

“And saviours will ascend Mount Zion to judge the Mountain of Esau, and the kingdom will be God’s.”1540 

 

41 God despises falsehood1541 

 Yet deceit is on our tongues1542 

 He sought the truth, but none was found1543 

 And thus He distanced His Majesty1544 

 

42 Almighty God1545 remove 

 All iniquity from Your legions1546 

 And they will call out and proclaim You1547 

 With the acclaim of Majesty. 

 
As it is written in Your Torah: 

“He perceived no iniquity in Jacob, and saw no perversity in Israel. God his God is with him and the acclaim of the 

King is in him.”1548 

 

43 Don Your grandeur1549 

 Gird1550 Yourself with might, 

 Lest a stranger1551  

 Take the reins of Majesty 

 

44 The universe will be sustained 

 When evil will be shirked1552 

 And righteousness will attend His footsteps1553 

 And He will be crowned1554 with Majesty. 

 

  

                                                           
1540 Obad. 1:21. 
1541 Prov. 6:16-17. 
1542 Isa. 59:3. 
1543 Isa. 59:4. 
1544 Isa. 59:9. 
1545 One of the Names of God, which describes God’s omnipotence, after Gen. 17:1; Job 27:10. 
1546 Israel is the Legion of God, after Exod. 12:41. 
1547 Num. 23:21. 
1548 Num. 23:21. 
1549 Psalm 93:1. 
1550 The root אזר refers to a girding of oneself (usually God) with a ‘belt’ [Ezek. 23:15; 2 Kings 1:1; Isa. 11:5; Job 12:11] of 

strength and might, after Jer. 1:17; Psalm 65:7. 
1551 Invader.  
1552 Job 35:13. 
1553 Isa. 41:2. 
1554 The verb  יוצנף is in a passive form, hailing from the מצנפת, the High Priest’s miter. The Paytan alludes to the Priestly 

vestments, and implies that the High Priest acts as a diadem of glory to God, after Exod. 28:4. 
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As it is written in Your Holy Scriptures: 

“God has reigned, He has donned grandeur, God has donned strength and girded Himself, even the world of men is 

firm, it shall not falter.”1555 

 

45 Execute vengeance upon the Nations, 

 Rebuke the Peoples, 1556 

 Break the staff of the wicked,1557  

 You, who rule with Majesty 

 

46 Cast out the false gods,1558 

 You alone shall be glorified,1559 

 You will forever be called 

 The Singular Majesty. 

 
As it is written by Your Prophets: 

“God will be the King over all the land, on that day God will be One and His Name will be One.”1560 

 

As it is written in Your Torah: 

“Hear Oh Israel, God is our God, God is the One and Only.”1561 

 

***** 

  

                                                           
1555 Psalm 93:1. 
1556 Psalm 149:7. 
1557 Isa. 14:5. 
1558 Isa. 2:18. 
1559 Isa. 2:17. 
1560 Zech. 14:9. 
1561 Deut. 6:4. 
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לעזרה אנוסה  – I Flee for Help 

 

 
 

TITLE:  I Flee for Help ................................................................לעזרה אנוסה  

SUBJECT SUMMARY: A messianic account of history with some 

apocalyptic elements. Redemption is associated with שופרות as part of the 

Yom Kippur service, but also as an auditory artistic element with meditative 

qualities.   

STRUCTURAL FEATURES: 

 Stanzas: 46 

 Acrostic system: ( 2 x  א"ב) + (4 x repetition of the letter ת as a 

cap). 

 Complete/Incomplete: Complete.  

 Other: Every strophe ends with the word קול 

NOTES: Proof texts enhance the didactic tenor of the piyyut, which is rich in 

allusions, images, metaphors, and artistic elements. A solid example of Pesher 

exegesis, in which contemporary events are read into scripture, and in which 

scripture points prophetically into present and future times. Appears to be 

didactic, as part of the Rosh Hashanah order of prayers  מלכויות, זכרונות[

  .ושופרות[
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 I Flee for Help – לעזרה אנוסה

1 I flee for help1562 

 And, there, next to me, I find 

 God, who stands by me1563 

 When I call out with my Voice 

 

2 He who, in Divine Assembly1564 

 Resides within me, 

 And here, in this Temple Minor,1565  

 I chant1566 to Him with my Voice.  

 

3 Seek me out, gather me unto You,1567 

 For I am like a lamb astray,1568 

 I have been shorn and silenced,1569 

 Without protest in my Voice 

 

4 As my shearers said: 

 Oh, she1570 is banished,1571 

 Her Protector and Companion1572 

 Will not roar with His Voice.1573 

 

5 I exult in His Laws,1574 

 So pleasing to my palate are they,1575 

 He lends His ear to me and whispers:  

 Let Me hear your Voice. 

 

  

                                                           
1562 Isa. 10:3. 
1563 Deut. 4:7. 
1564 Psalm 82:1. 
1565 An epithet for the Synagogue, after Mishnah Berachot 6:1 in reference to the Quorum of prayer at the synagogue.  

Also in Ezek. 11:16.  
1566 Isa. 10:14. 
1567 Ezek. 34:11. 
1568 Jer. 50:17. 
1569 Isa. 53:7. 
1570 Meaning Israel. 
1571 Jer. 30:17; Ezek. 34:4. 
1572 Psalm 121:5. 
1573 Jer. 25:30. 
1574 Psalm 119:48. 
1575 Song of Sol. 2:14. 
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6 But He has vanished and forsaken me, 

 Like a fawn on distant mountains,1576 

 For He hath sought a signal and a sign 

 In my dwellings, but He heard no Voice.  

 

7 He, who rushed from one cut up offering to the next,1577 

 Please return him to me 

 Perhaps he will appease You, 

 For once he heeded Your Voice.1578 

 

8 Bring goodness unto him,1579 

 And gaze upon the lamb-offering bound at Moriah,1580 

 He, whose silent complicity at the altar will advocate  

 For those who did not heed Your Voice.  

 

9 Remove from the smooth-skinned one1581  

 Those menacing hirsute hands,1582 

 For his supplication still echoes,1583 

 And unto You he turns his Voice 

 

10 Deliver us, for  

 The Testimony 1584 shall not be forgotten 

 From his offspring, 

 Who will not cease to sound their Voice.1585  

 

11 And my seers and prophets 

 Are the sons of my mother,1586 

 And in yesteryears they were incensed and chastised me1587  

 To heed Your Voice 

 

  

                                                           
1576 Song of Sol. 2:17. 
1577 An epithet for Abraham, after Gen. 15:10. 
1578 Gen. 26:5. 
1579 A reference to Israel, after Zeph. 3:1.  
1580 An epithet for Isaac, after Gen. 22:8. 
1581 An epithet for Jacob, after Gen. 27:11. 
1582 An epithet for Esau, after Gen. 27:11. 
1583 A reference to Gen. Rabba 65:20: As long as the sound of Jacob rings within synagogues, the hands of Esau do not 

harm Israel.  
1584 An epithet for the Torah, after Psalm 19:8, as well as after Deut. 31:21. 
1585 Esther 9:28. 
1586 Song of Sol. Rabba 1:6. 
1587 Song of Sol. 1:6. 
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12 As they stood upon their watch1588 

 And called out, 

 So the mystery be revealed to them, 

 And He rejoined them with His Voice.  

 

13 He1589 has eluded me1590 

 And I roamed1591 and did seek Him, 

 For He is omnipresent, 

 Hither and yon I still cry with my Voice 

 

14 The memory of my Beloved is exulted below1592, 

 And His grandeur in the heavens,1593 

 The whole world is filled with His awesome glory,1594 

 And the legions of heaven raise up their Voice.  

 

15 Colossal waves are His armies1595 

 Wherein His paths stretch forth, 

 And they have spoken: We did not perceive a likeness,1596 

 Nothing but a Voice1597 

 

16 I searched in the wilderness 

 Is it there, and He said: It is not here, 

 Before He bestowed upon us His might,1598 

 He terrified me with His Voice.1599  

 

17 The Pure One1600 has bounded 

 Over mountains and went onward,1601 

 And from His abode on the Mountain of Myrrh1602 

 He gave sound to His Voice1603 

  

                                                           
1588 Hab. 2:1. 
1589 Literally “That One,”  a reference to God, after Exod. 15:2. 
1590 Song of Sol. 5:6. 
1591 Literally “circumambulated,” after Song of Sol. 3:2. 
1592 A reference to the Earth, stated in opposition to the heavenly choirs that also extoll God’s grandeur. The dynamic is 

reversed: The earthly choir speaks of God’s heavenly glory, while the heavenly choir sings of Gods grandeur upon the earth.  
1593 Psalm 93:4. 
1594 Isa. 6:3. 
1595 Psalm 77:20. 
1596 Deut. 4:12. 
1597 A reference to God’s voice, after Psalm 29:3. 
1598 Psalm 29:11. 
1599 Psalm 29:8. 
1600 An epithet for God, after Hab. 1:13. 
1601 Song of Sol. 2:8. 
1602 An epithet for Moriah, God’s abode, after 1 Sam. 2:29 and Song of Sol. 4:6. 
1603 Jer. 25:30. 



389 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  



390 
 

 

18 I have sullied the Loveliness,1604 

 And He removed His Presence from me, 

 But on the Appointed Day1605  

 My ears will ring with His Voice.  

 

19 I am dear to Him,1606 

 And He has come with me into captivity,1607 

 I am wholeheartedly with Him, 

 He has given me assurance with His Voice  

 

20 He went [with me]1608 down to Shin’ar, 

 And settled [with me] in Eilam,1609 

 Then He gathered us with His leonine Roar1610 

 With His colubrine hissing Voice.1611 

  

21 He destroyed the bear1612 that had set upon me, 

 When the Holy Rites were disabled1613 

 And caused it to be decreed in an epistle1614 

 And averted disaster with His Voice 

 

22 He has helped me vanquish 

 The four headed beast,1615 

 And I, with everlasting1616 gratitude,1617 

 Do thank Him with my Voice.  

 

  

                                                           
1604 An epithet for the Temple, wherein God resides, after Psalm 84:2 
1605 Prov. 7:20. 
1606 Isa. 43:4. 
1607 Psalm 91:15; Isa. 43:14; See also Mechilta Bo, Tractate Passcha, Ch. 14. 
1608 1 Sam. 2:27. 
1609 Jer. 49:38. 
1610 Hosea 11:10. The lion is a sobriquet for Babylon, after Jer. 4:7, and Daniel 7:4. 
1611 Jer. 46:22. The snake is also an allusion to Babylon, after Deut. 8:15. 
1612 A reference to the Persian empire, after Daniel 7:5. 
1613 The Holy Rites are a reference to the Avodah at the Temple. 
1614 A reference to the Persian King Darius, after Ezra 6:1-15. 
1615 A reference to Greece, after Daniel 7:6, alluding to the Hasmonean rebellion.  
1616 Psalm 68:33. 
1617 Mishanah, Tractate Shabbat 21:2. 
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23 Then to the beast of the reeds1618  

 Did He trade1619 the Land, 

 The doubter of heaven,1620 

 Whose impudence rang out in one Voice1621 

 

24 To God, who is my saviour, 

 From within the iron teeth1622 I implored, 

 As my legs sank in thick mire,1623 

 I shouted with my Voice.  

 

25 The eschaton 

 He did not reveal to me,1624 

 When, in my Land,  

 Will the saviour, like a dove1625, sound his Voice 

 

26 Even from prophets1626 and seers1627 

 He hid the mystery of the End of Days1628, 

 Even my watchmen1629 know not 

 When redemption will ring out in His Voice.1630  

 

27 I entreat You to gaze upon me and see1631 

 My destitution and my hardship,1632 

 I have no one, 

 And to whom shall I appeal with my Voice 

 

28 I shall forever hope 

 That all prophesies will come true to a word, 

 For those who heard1633 

 In the silence and stillness- Your Voice.  

  

                                                           
1618 Psalm 65:31. A reference to Rome, after Daniel 7:7 and Lev. Rabba.  
1619 Ezek. 30:12. 
1620 A reference to Eddom [Rome], who not only denies God but profanes His Name, after Daniel 7:8. 
1621 Psalm 73:25. 
1622 A reference to Rome, after Daniel 7:7. 
1623 Hab. 2:6. 
1624 Psalm 39:5. 
1625 Song of Sol. 2:12. 
1626 Daniel 1:17. 
1627 Prophets, after Isa. 29:12. 
1628 Daniel 12:9. 
1629 Prophets, after Ezek. 3:17. 
1630 Isa. 52:8. 
1631 Psalm 142:5. 
1632 Lam. 3:19. 
1633 Prophets, after Job 4:16. 
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29 My heart will gladden1634  

 And rejoice within me,1635 

 When I shall hear my Beloved knocking1636 

 On my door with His Voice 

 

30 He will for all eternity 

 Be etched upon my heart,1637 

 Like you did the, under the apple tree1638 

 You had aroused me with Your Voice.  

 
As it is written in Your Torah: 

“On the third day when it was morning, there was thunder and lightning and a heavy cloud on the mountain, and 

the sound of the Shofar was very powerful, and the entire people that was in the camp shuddered.”1639 

 

31 You have elevated me, God,  

 Above all the daughters,1640 

 For it was for me 

 That at Sinai You sounded Your Voice 

 

32 You are supreme above all others, 

 Exceedingly exalted,1641 

 And for all time You will be preeminent, 

 Like the trumpeting sound of Your Voice.  

 
As it is written in Your Holy Scriptures:  

“God has ascended midst acclamation, God with the  

blasts of the Shofar.”1642 

  

                                                           
1634 Isa. 61:10. 
1635 Jer. 23:9. 
1636 Song of Sol. 5:2. 
1637 Song of Sol. 8:6. 
1638 A reference to Mount Sinai, after Song of Sol. 8:6. 
1639 Exod. 19:16. 
1640 A reference to the Nations, after Prov. 31:29. 
1641 Psalm 97:9. 
1642 Psalm 47:6. 
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33 He1643 bleated and cried1644 in the wilderness 

 When, like a bird1645, he took wing and flight from Egypt, 

 Like a cooing dove1646 

 From the Assyrian cage he gave Voice 

 

 

34 Remember the bird1647 of Your Land, 

 Protect Your silent dove1648, 

 Sound out Your Shofar,1649  

 And hiss1650 to it with Your Voice.  

 

As it is written by Your Prophets:  

“It shall be on that day that a great Shofar will be blown, and those who are lost in the land of 

Assyria and those cast away in the land of Egypt will come together, and they will prostrate 

themselves to God on the holy mountain in Jerusalem.”1651 

 

35 Bind1652 Your Laws unto me, 

 Lest they fly away like an eagle,1653 

 Lest they hide,1654 

 Those who give Voice1655 

 

36 I study Your perfection1656, 

 And look up to my teachers, 

 As when in Sinai our envoy1657did speak1658 

 And God did respond to him with His Voice.  

 
As it is written in Your Torah:  

“The sound of the Shofar grew continuously much stronger, Moses would speak and God would respond to him with 

a voice.”1659  

                                                           
1643 A reference to Israel. 
1644 Isa. 42:14. 
1645 Psalm 102:8. 
1646 Hosea 11:11. 
1647 A reference to Israel, after Psalm 84:4. 
1648 A reference for the Congregation of Israel, after Psalm 56:1. 
1649 Isa. 27:13. 
1650 Call unto them to gather them, after Zech. 10:8. 
1651 Isa. 27:13. 
1652 Isa. 8:16. 
1653 Prov. 23:5. 
1654 The root כנפ can refer to birds’ wings, but in context, the reference here is to a verse in Isaiah which uses the root in 

reference to concealment, see Isa. 30:20. 
1655 A reference to the people of Israel who disregard the words of the prophets.  
1656 An epithet for the Torah, after 2 Sam. 22:31. 
1657 Moses is called the Envoy, after Prov. 25:13. 
1658 Exod. 19:19. 
1659 Exod. 19:19. 
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37 The year ebbs,1660 

 And the time of Judgment1661 is upon us,  

 Now an advocate1662 shall rise to speak of our merit 

 And to implore with his Voice 

 

38 As the month1663 is consecrated, 

 And the Holy Day is appointed, 

 I shall sound out the Shofar1664 

 And He will answer me with His Voice.  

 
As it is written in Your Holy Scriptures: 

“Blow the Shofar at the moon’s renewal, and the time appointed for our festive day. Because it is a decree for 

Israel, a judgment day for the God of Jacob. ”1665 

 

39 Passions will spring from the tombs,1666 

 The rocks will set forth with a howling,1667 

 As the dry bones will rise 

 From the dust and give Voice 

 

40 The mountains will be crowned with Your banners, 

 And the Shofar will ring out in the Land, 

 To sing Your praises 

 With those who had hitherto had no Voice.1668  

 
As it is written by Your Prophets: 

“All you inhabitants of the world and dwellers of the earth- you will see when the banner is hoisted up upon the 

mountains, and when the Shofar sounds you will hear.” 1669 

 

41 Doubt shall be cleaved from the heart, 

 Lest it divert us, 

 Lest our ears be blocked 

 To the sound of Your Voice 

 

  

                                                           
1660 This phrase could be understood as the end of the calendar year at Rosh Hashanah, or an eschatological reference to 

the End of Days.  
1661 A reference to Rosh Hashanah, the Day of Judgment. 
1662 Mirsky understands the advocate to be the Paytan himself, or the cantor who implores God on behalf of the 

congregation. See: .אהרון מירסקי. )1991( פיוטי יוסי בן יוסי, p. 116, 43. 
1663 A reference to the month of Tishre, wherein the holiday of Rosh Hashanah is observed. Ibid. p. 116, 44. 
1664 Psalm 81:4-5. 
1665 Psalm 81:4-5. 
1666 Isa. 42:11. 
1667 Psalm 104:23. 
1668 Job 4:16. 
1669 Isa. 18:3. 
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42 Answer me,1670 as You did in the past, 

 The Law You bequeathed us 

 Which made me shudder,1671 

 Before the flames and Your Voice. 

 
As it is written in Your Torah: 

“The entire people saw the thunder and the flames, the sound of the Shofar and the smoking mountain; the people 

saw and trembled and stood from afar.”1672 

 

43 He, who derives perspicacity,1673 

 Is a wise and praiseworthy man, 

 He, who composed songs of splendoured praise,1674  

 And sings them with his mellifluous Voice 

 

44 All will give adoration, 

 And let everyone hear, 

 While, unto God the Almighty,    

 They sweeten their Voice.  

 
As it is written in Your Holy Scriptures: 

“Halleluiah. Praise God in His Sanctuary, praise Him in the firmament of His power.  Praise Him for His mighty 

acts, praise Him as befits His abundant greatness. Praise Him with the blast of the Shofar, praise Him with lyre and 

harp. Praise Him with drum and dance, praise Him with organ and flute.  Praise Him with clanging cymbals, praise 

Him with resonant trumpets. Let all souls praise God, Halleluiah. ” 1675 

 

45 The Children of Zion prevailed, 

 To whom did the people of Greece succumb,1676 

 As You flashed Your bolts of lightning,1677 

 And You stunned them1678 with Your Voice 

 

46 Do please daze my oppressors, 

 And sound once again Your Shofar,1679 

 To sweep, like a thundering storm, the southern nations all,1680 

 With naught but Your Voice.   

                                                           
1670 An alternative translation here could be: Return to me. See: Deut. 33:4. 
1671 At Mount Sinai, after Exod. 19:16. 
1672 Exod. 20:15. 
1673 Prov. 3:13. 
1674 A reference to King David’s Psalms, after 2 Sam. 23:1. 
1675 Psalm 150:1-6. 
1676 Zech. 9:13. 
1677 Zech. 9:14. 
1678 2 Sam. 22:15. 
1679 Zech. 9:14. 
1680 An alternative translation here could be: Like a thundering storm from the south/ Then will come forth Your Voice.  
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As it is written by Your Prophets: 

“God will appear to them and His arrow will go forth like the lightning, and God the Lord will blow with a Shofar 

and go forth in southern tempests. God, Lord of Legions, will protect them.”1681 

 

***** 

 

 

***** 

                                                           
1681 Zeph. 10:14-15. 
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 I am in Dread Because of My Deeds – במעשי אפחד

 

 
 

TITLE:  I Am in Dread Because of My Deeds ...........................במעשי אפחד  

SUBJECT SUMMARY: Part of the Yom Kippur prayer section of זכרונות.  

The enormity of sin as an explication of the catastrophic disaster which has 

befallen the people of Israel with the destruction of the Temple and the 

subsequent exile. A prayer for the restoration of Israel’s past good fortune. If 

the People will again remember God, God will remember with favour His 

People.  

STRUCTURAL FEATURES: 

 Stanzas: 46 

 Acrostic system: ( 2 x ב"א ) + ( 4 x repetition of the letter ת as a 

cap). 

 Complete/Incomplete: Complete. 

 Other: Every strophe ends with the word זכרון .  

NOTES: An emphasis on congregational responsive readings. The prayerful 

tone of supplication is most evident in this piyyut, whereas it is often more 

obscured in the other piyyutim. Appears to be didactic, as part of the Rosh 

Hashanah order of prayers ]מלכויות, זכרונות ושופרות[.  
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 I am in Dread Because of My Deeds – במעשי אפחד

1 I am in dread because of my deeds, 

 I am troubled all the time, 

 I tremble in fear of the Day of Judgment 

 When I come forth for Remembrance.  

 

2 I supplicate before the Compassionate One,1682 

 I pray to the Merciful One,1683 

 I implore the One, who hath mandated for me  

 A Day of Remembrance.  

 

3 When I stand to be judged 

 Whom shall I lean on? 

 And who shall seek for me 

 Justice on the Day of Remembrance? 

 

4 I have trust in our Forefathers, 

 And I have benefited from their good deeds, 

 They have stood by me and protected me, 

 In the past of Remembrance.  

 

5 I became strong  

 As if to say: Expunge me,1684  

 Lest there be erased from my heart1685 

 Thy name and Your Remembrance 

 

6 A mere man, should he stand  

 Before Him, will he be effectual, 

 When I am asked if I have any 

 Merit for Remembrance.  

 

  

                                                           
1682 Isa. 55:6. 
1683 The Compassionate, The Merciful: Both are epithets for God, after Exod. 34:6. 
1684 Exod. 32:32. 
1685 Exod. 32:10. 
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7 I rejoiced in he who dons the Ephod1686 

 And the Breastplate of Judgment,1687 

 Upon which there was etched  

 My1688 name for all Remembrance 

 

8 He who had hurried to take the brazier1689 

 Until the contagion was arrested, 

 When the un-consecrated man1690 approached Him 

 And was set ablaze for all Remembrance. 

 

9 Gaze upon me, God, 

 As I stand before Thee, 

 There is no man in my midst1691 

 Whose mark1692 deserves Remembrance 

 

10 Will a person rise and pray1693 on my behalf 

 To avert the wrath,1694  

 After the covenant given for all generations 

 That his name has merit1695 for Remembrance. 1696 

 

11 And who disdains all lucre,1697  

 And who can say: I stand as a witness, 

 And could even add: My witness 

 Is the Lord, in His Remembrance 

 

  

                                                           
1686 An epithet for the High Priest. The Ephod is one of the High Priest vestments. It is understood to have been an apron-

like vestment made of gold, turquoise, purple, and scarlet wool. See: Exod. 28:6. 
1687 Exod. 28:15. 
1688 The Breastplate of Judgment was engraved with the names of the twelve tribes. Here the Paytan refers to the 

Congregation of Israel in the first person, as if he speaks for them.  See: Exod. 28:21. 
1689 An epithet for Aaron, after Num. 17:11-13. 
1690 An epithet for Korach, after Num. 17:5. 
1691 Isa. 13:7. 
1692 A reference to one’s deeds that leave a mark, good or bad, that is engraved upon their countenance, after Ezek. 9:4. 
1693 A reference to Phineas son of Elazar son of Aaron the Kohen, after Psalm 106:30. 
1694 Num. 25:11. 
1695 Before God, on behalf of the People. 
1696 The stanza makes reference to the exclusive soteriological role of the Priestly caste, after the verses:  “And the LORD 

spoke unto Moses, saying:  'Phinehas, the son of Elazar, the son of Aaron the priest, hath turned My wrath away from the 
children of Israel, in that he was very jealous for My sake among them, so that I consumed not the children of Israel in My 
jealousy.  Wherefore say: Behold, I give unto him My covenant of peace;  and it shall be unto him, and to his seed after him, 
the covenant of an everlasting priesthood; because he was jealous for his God, and made atonement for the children of Israel.” 
Num. 25:10-13. 

1697 A reference to Samuel, after 1 Sam. 12:3. 
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12 Who could, with a suckling lamb, 

 Atone for us,1698 

 And who, for the merit of the Two Fawns1699 

 Could advocate for us favourably in Remembrance.   

 

13 A man who can witness His fury and say:  

 Punish me in their stead,1700 

 A man who is favoured by God1701 

 And can be effective at the time of Remembrance 

 

14 He who called out to God1702, and returned 

 The sword1703 into its sheath,1704 

 And was placed on a sun-like  

 Throne1705 for Remembrance.  

 

15 I waited during the draught 

 For him, who can open the clouds and bring rain,1706 

 For him who resuscitated the child,1707 

 Who had been all but lost from Remembrance 

 

16 He lives forever to see the Covenant fulfilled, 

 As he said: I have acted in great zeal, 

 But the people have forsaken 

 The Covenant of Remembrance. 1708 

 

  

                                                           
1698 A reference to Samuel, 1 Sam. 7:9. 
1699 An epithet for Moses and Aaron, after Song of Sol. Rabba 4:5, and Psalm 99:6 [referring to Moses and Aaron as God’s 

Priests, and to Samuel as one who could invoke God’s name; they called upon God and He answered them. Their intercession 
was efficacious]. 

1700 A reference to David, after 1 Chron. 21:17. 
1701 1 Sam. 13:14. 
1702 A reference to David, after 1 Chron. 21:26. 
1703 Of the destroying angel. Ibid.  
1704 1 Chron. 21:27. 
1705 A reference to the eternal House of David, after Psalm 89:37. 
1706 A reference to Elijah, after I Kings 17:1 Interestingly, the rabbis, in Sanhedrin 113, Folio A, say that the “key” to rain 

making has not been given to any human emissary. Yosse ben Yosse appears to dispute this by placing the “key” in Elijah’s 
hand. Mirsky points out the discrepancy but leaves it unresolved. See:  .אהרון מירסקי. )1991(. פיוטי יוסי בן יוסי p. 103, footnote 
15. 

1707 A reference to Elijah, after I Kings 17:23. 
1708 A reference to Elijah, after I Kings 19:10. 
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17 I used to have  

 An atoner of sins, 1709 

 With a burned offering, used 

 To mitigate the wrath of Remembrance 

 

18 With a mixture of herbs and aromatics 

 For Him, who dwells in His Abode, 

 Blood and fat for the fragrance, 

 And bread for Remembrance.  

 

19 I now represent myself 

 My embers empty, 1710 

 Because Israel is not widowed from its God 

 And I am committed to Remembrance1711 

 

20 God1712, I trust in You1713 

 And not in nobles,1714 

 For they lie in their graves,1715 

 Whereas Your Name lives for all eternity in Remembrance.1716   

 

21 All these men have supported me,1717 

 As I have begged for Your mercy, 

 Without them I would have perished1718 

 And would not be part of Remembrance 

 

22 For they did not come demandingly 

 Unto You,  

 But rather they came with praises for You in their mouths1719 

 Which they cherish in Remembrance.  

  

                                                           
1709 An epithet for a Priest, after Gen. 32:21. 
1710 Ezek. 24:11. 
1711 Jer. 51:5. 
1712 The name of God spelled with a Yod and a Hey is, in the original, actually written by the scribe as a Kof and a Hey, lest 

the Name be profaned. See:  .אהרון מירסקי. )1991(. פיוטי יוסי בן יוסי  p. 104, footnote 20. 
1713 Psalm 55:24. 
1714 Psalm 146:3. 
1715 Meaning that they are mortal. 
1716 Psalm 135:13. 
1717 A reference to the righteous leaders of Israel, mentioned in the above stanzas, who had interceded with God on behalf 

of the People.  
1718 Num. 17:28. 
1719 Psalm 149:6. 
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23 It is for this day there was ensconced 

 The sum of all deeds 

 For the Beginning of all Days,1720 

 And the header of Remembrance 

 

24 Upon it to be read, 

 That which was written in pen of iron, and with the point of a diamond1721 

 To be revealed and explicated 

 And made known for Remembrance.  

 

25 Death and life, 

 Peace and war, 

 Famine1722 and satiation, 

  Come before You in Remembrance. 

 

26 The deeds of a man, 

 And the measure of his steps, 

 Are forgotten by humans, 

 But are God’s Remembrance.  

 

27 My path had deviated,1723 

 Who could recount,  

 It is for naught that my deeds were recorded, 

 My sins writ for Remembrance 

 

28 A man will be faced 

 With his deeds as proof, 

 And much as he try to deny,1724 

 His deeds testify in Remembrance.  

 

29 Declare the cogitations of God, 

 All humanity as one,1725 

 All who pass under His Staff,1726 

 As sheep before the shepherd for Remembrance 

  

                                                           
1720 A reference to Rosh Hashanah, after PT Rosh Hashanah, Ch. 1, Halacha 3 [53, A]. 
1721 A reference to the sins of the People, after Jer. 17:1. 
1722 Isa. 58:11. 
1723 Isa. 40:27. 
1724 Job 16:8. 
1725 Psalm 49:3. 
1726 Lev. 27:32. 
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30 He, who shut the door1727 

 For the innocent during times of affliction and fury, 

 Until the wrath ebbs 

 And they can emerge back in Remembrance.  

 
As it is written in Your Torah: 

“God remembered Noah and all the beasts and all the animals that were with him in the Ark, and God caused a 

spirit to pass over the earth, and the waters subsided.”1728 

 

31 Work Your miracle for the living,1729 

 Lest we be like the dead, 

 For will Your truth be told 

 In tombs, will there be Remembrance 

 

32 You once arose to redeem us with Your might 

 Please redeem us again, even though we are not worthy, 

 For the sake of Your wonders, 

 Act for all Remembrance.  

 
As it is written in Your Holy Scriptures: 

“He made a memorial for His wonders, Gracious and Compassionate is God.”1730 

 

33 Train Your eyes1731, God, 

 Upon those who dwell in your Gardens,1732 

 Harken those who speak 

 Of your Law in rapt Remembrance 

 

34 Their deeds are before You, 

 And their reward is from You,1733 

 Those who eat the bread of toil,1734 

 And who are written before you in Remembrance.  

 

 

  

                                                           
1727 A reference to Noah, after Gen. 7:16, who shut the door of the ark and emerged therefrom after the flood; and a 

reference to the people of Israel, after Isa. 26:20. 
1728 Gen. 8:1. 
1729 Psalm 88:11-12. 
1730 Psalm 111:4. 
1731 Eccles. 2:11. 
1732 A reference to those who study the Torah. 
1733 Isa. 40:10. 
1734 Psalm 127:2. 
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As it is written by Your Prophets: 

“Then those who fear God spoke to one another, and God listened and heard, and a book of remembrance was 

written before Him for those who fear God and those who give thought to His Name.”1735 

 

35 There appeared foxes, 

 Who spoiled the vineyards,1736 

 Who sought to cut off from the vine,1737 

 Both roots and all Remembrance1738 

 

36 They oppressed the people with hard labour,1739 

 And the people cried out and were saved,1740 

 For the sake of the Ancient Mountains,1741 

 Whose deeds were etched into Remembrance.  

 
As it is written in Your Torah: 

“God heard their moaning, and God remembered His covenant with Abraham, with Isaac, and with Jacob.” 1742 

 

37 Before1743 You looked well into future generations 

 And You found them wanting,1744 

 So You replaced them and effaced them 

 From Remembrance 

 

38 You chose the thousandth generation 

 And You bequeathed1745 them Your word, 

 For their sake and for the sake in every generation, 

 Your Law is inscribed for Remembrance.  

 
As it is written in Your Holy Scriptures: 

“He remembered His covenant forever- the Word He commanded for a thousand generations.”1746 

 

  

                                                           
1735 Mal. 3:16. 
1736 Song of Sol. 2:15. 
1737 A reference to Israel, after Isa. 5:7. 
1738 A reference to the Egyptians who sought to injure Israel, after Song of Sol. Rabba, A. 
1739 Exod. 1:13. 
1740 Exod. 2:24. 
1741 An epithet for the Forefathers, after Deut. 33:15. 
1742 Exod. 2:24. 
1743 The word refers to the time before creation, after Psalm 119:152. 
1744 Eccles. 12:1. 
1745 Job 20:29. 
1746 Psalm 105:8. 
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39 The Lofty One1747 desired1748 

 The bride of his youth,1749 

 Her dead and her poor 

 Come forth in Remembrance 

 

40 She hastened to followed You1750 

 In the valley of wilderness and in the shadow of death, 

 The love of her betrothal 

 Is a monument to Remembrance.  

 
As it is written by Your Prophets: 

“Go and call out in the ears of Jerusalem, saying: Thus said God: I recall you  the kindness of your youth, the love 

of your nuptials, your following Me into the Wilderness, into an unsown land.” 1751 

 

41 The people have dealt corruptly1752 

 And they bear their disgrace before their foes, 

 For they invoked the name of a statue,1753  

 And did not bear God’s Name in Remembrance1754 

 

42 In an instant they were all but lost,1755 

 But for the one who stood in the breach before Him,1756 

 And reminded Him of His  

 Covenant of Remembrance.  

 
As it is written in Your Torah: 

“Remember for the sake of Abraham, Isaac, and Israel, Your servants, to whom You swore by Yourself and You told 

them, ‘I shall increase your offspring like the stars of heaven, and this entire land of which I spoke, I shall give to 

your offspring and it shall be their heritage forever.”1757 

 

  

                                                           
1747 An epithet for God, after Isa. 57:15. 
1748 Deut. 10:15. 
1749 Jer. 2:2. 
1750 Song of Sol. 1:4. 
1751 Jer. 2:2. 
1752 Exod. 32:7. 
1753 A reference to the Golden Calf. 
1754 Joshua 23:7. 
1755 Exod. 33:5. 
1756 A reference to Moses, after Psalm 106:23. 
1757 Exod. 32:13. 
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43 You despised from the Beginning, 

 The multitude of the nations, 

 You chose and desired us above them, 

 As a testament to Remembrance1758 

 

44 Those called Refuse Silver1759 

 You took a forgotten generation, 

 Procure1760 us once more 

 Before we were cast off from all Remembrance.  

 
As it is written in Your Holy Scriptures: 

“Remember Your congregation, which You acquired long ago, You redeemed the Tribe of Your heritage; the 

Mountain of Zion, the one where You rested Your Presence.” 1761 

 

45 The Wholesome one1762 saw 

 After whose name shall his progeny be called,1763 

 And so he crossed his hands 

 As a sign of Remembrance 

 

46 Remember with fondness the people who, like Ephraim, 

 Are Your delightful child,1764 

 For he is my firstborn, 

 As You have mandated for all Remembrance.  

 
As it is written by Your Prophets: 

“Is Ephraim My favourite son or a delightful child, that whenever I speak of him I remember him more and more? 

Therefore My inner self yearns for him, I will surely take pity on him- the Word of God.” 1765 

***** 

 

                                                           
1758 Psalm 19:8. 
1759 A reference to Israel during the First Temple, after Jer. 6:30. 
1760 Isa. 11:11. 
1761 Psalm 74:2. 
1762 An epithet for Jacob, after Gen. 25:27. 
1763 A reference to Ephraim, after Jer. 31:8. 
1764 Jer. 31:19. 
1765 Jer. 31:19. 
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 אפחד במעשי

I AM IN DREAD BECAUSE OF MY DEEDS 
 

SOURCES CITED: SUMMARY 
 

 

 

Genesis 4 

Exodus 12 

Leviticus 1 

Numbers 5 

Deuteronomy 2 

Joshua 1 

Judges  

I Kings 3 

II kings  

I Samuel 3 

II Samuel  

Isaiah 10 

Jeremiah 8 

Ezekiel 2 

Hosea  

Joel  

Amos  

Obadiah  

Jonah  

Micah  

Nahum  

Habakkuk  

Zephaniah  

Haggai  

Zechariah  

Malachi 1 

Psalms 15 

Proverbs  

Job 2 

Song of Songs 2 

Ruth  

Lamentations  

Ecclesiastes 2 

Esther  

Daniel  

Ezra  

Nehemiah  

I Chronicles 3 

II Chronicles  

Genesis Rabba  

Mishnah  

PT 1 

BT   

Song of Songs Rabbah  2 
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 Despite Our Transgressions – אמנם אשמינו

 

 
 

TITLE:  Despite Our Transgressions ..........................................אשמינו אמנם  

SUBJECT SUMMARY: A congregational prayer for forgiveness. God is 

manifest in history and events are related to the People’s conduct.   

STRUCTURAL FEATURES: 

 Stanzas: 46 

 Acrostic system: ( 4 x  א"ב)   

 Complete/Incomplete: Appears complete.  

 Other: Two phrases per line [unlike most piyyutim where there 

are 4 phrases per line]. 

NOTES: Introduced by two verses which become alternating responsive 

phrases for the congregation to recite after the paytan’s stanzas. The piyyut is 

written in the first person plural, as a congregational piyyut. An appeal to God 

for pardon. Relate present misfortune to God’s retribution for the People’s 

sins in straying from God’s instructions.  
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 Despite Our Transgressions – אשמינו אמנם

1 It is Your manner, our God      

 To suspend Your anger1766 

 Against the iniquitous and the just 

 And that is Your renown.1767 

 

2 For Your sake, our God, 

 Act, not for our sake,1768 

 Look upon us standing before you, 

 Inadequate and empty-handed. 

 

3 Indeed, our transgressions 

 Are too grave to be recounted 

 The sorrows of our generation 

 Are more numerous than can be spoken of, 1769  

 

4 For we have not hearkened 

 Your rebuke,1770 as we ought to have understood 

 Even as we are enveloped by tortures 

 Like a rebellious man1771, we have deliberately done evil.  

 

It is Your manner, our God 

To suspend Your anger 

Against the iniquitous and the just 

And that is Your renown. 

 

5 Even as You spoke to us: Return-1772 

 We have hidden our faces.   

 We pretended to seek You 

 But we did not return unto You. 

 

  

                                                           
1766 Exod. 34:6. 
1767 Isa. 48:9. 
1768 Psalm 115:1. 
1769 Psalm 40:6. 
1770 Prov. 17:10. 
1771 Ibid. 
1772 2 Kings 17:13-14. 
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6 In good times1773 we did not yearn for You 

 And in the midst of plenty we disregarded You-  

 And now in the time of our need 

 How will You be found?1774  

For Your sake, our God, 

Act, not for our sake, 

Look upon us standing before you, 

Inadequate and empty-handed. 

 

7 We have no great deeds1775  

 With which to appear before You, 

 Amputees1776 in our action 

 We are shamed, now that we must pay for our deeds.  

 

8 We have exhausted and consumed1777 

 The merit of our forefathers,  

 The capital and its fruit both1778 

 Cannot fully suffice.1779  

It is your manner ... 

 

9 Our beloved treasures1780 

 Have been humiliatingly taken from us1781 

 Those who beat at Your gates 

 With the force of good deeds and their heroism. 

  

10 We have become haughty of speech1782  

 But please deliver us in Your mercy,  

 Suspend Your verdict 

 Of the revolving flaming sword.1783  

For your sake ... 

  

                                                           
1773 Deut. 28:47. 
1774 1 Chron. 28:9. 
1775 Psalm 71:16. 
1776 1 Sam. 2:31. 
1777 Job 13:28. 
1778 Mishnah Pe’ah 1:1. 
1779 Job 20:22. 
1780 Isa. 2:16. 
1781 Jer. 44:10. 
1782 Psalm 17:10. 
1783 Gen. 3:24. 



428 
 

 

 

 

         

                  

 

 

 

 

         

 

 

 

      

 

              

 



429 
 

 

11 We have been made bare, presented like an empty vessel1784 

 Like husks of grain 

 We have become but chaff1785 

 Which no one wishes to gather.  

 

12 Indeed, when 

 Grain is gathered in its season1786 

 Fire now laps having been lit 

 In the dry straw.1787 

  It is your manner ... 

 

13 So what can we say 

 And how can we justify ourselves,1788  

 And what shall we utter 

 So our words will be awash with some boon?1789  

 

14 And who amongst us who can speak1790 

 Would speak plainly for us1791 

 And will not be ashamed 

 As he opens his mouth?  

 For your sake ... 

 

15 This is our foolish manner1792 

 We have come into folly,  

 Iniquitous sinners 

 Gluttonous and inebriates.1793 

 

 

  

                                                           
1784 Jer. 51:34. 
1785 Psalm 1:4. 
1786 Hosea 2:11. 
1787 Isa. 5:24. 
1788 Gen. 44:16. 
1789 Psalm 45:3. 
1790 Exod. 24:14. 
1791 Isa. 32:4. 
1792 Psalm 49:14. 
1793 Deut. 32:15. 
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16 Who amongst us can say- 

 I have cleansed my heart?1794  

 We are but seed implanted in wombs 

 To be born and to die in vanity.1795  

It is your manner... 

 

17 Having seen wonders 

 We have put our mark on the land1796 

 Marked by the sign of the covenant 

 And by the righteous laws.1797  

 

18 We were considered the Holy seed1798 

 Children of the Living God-1799 

 Yet we have become defiled1800- and have been called: 

 The nation that has sullied the Name of God.1801  

For your sake... 

 

19 Your eyes are too pure 

 To behold evil,1802  

 In times of yore You did not see 

 Iniquity in Jacob.1803 

  

20 We yearn for 

 Food1804 that is not ours-  

 And thus we have been slain, the old and the young,  

 Consumed, as if by fishes.1805  

It is your manner ... 

 

 

  

                                                           
1794 Prov. 20:9. 
1795 Eccles. 6:4. 
1796 Ezek. 9:4. 
1797 Deut. 28:10. 
1798 Isa. 6:13. 
1799 Hosea 2:1. 
1800 Ezek. 22:5. 
1801 Isa. 6:5. 
1802 Hab. 1:13. 
1803 Num. 23:21. 
1804 Psalm 111:5 and Mal. 3:10. The root טרפ has a connotation of devouring food, after Gen. 37:33. 
1805 Jonah 2:1-11. The Paytan is evoking Jonah’s experience and his prayer of repentance.  
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21 God, when we were impoverished 

 You have delivered us with mercy,  

 You held us in Your hand1806 

 When we were weakened.  

 

22 You enlightened us: 

 Do this and you shall live-1807  

 No hands fell upon us1808 

 Like the city1809 that was overthrown in a moment.1810  

For your sake... 

 

23 Like a seal upon a heart1811 

 You have set us, our King, 

 Like a soul, bound1812 

 With love’s twines.1813 

 

24 As we become evil doers 

 Having aligned ourselves with idols-1814 

 Now that our heart has separated1815 from You, 

 We are guilty.  

It is your manner ... 

 

25 You spoke to us, to better us,1816 

 Not a Word has failed to come to pass,1817  

 The words of your faithfulness 

 Have not been false unto us.-1818 

 

  

                                                           
1806 Lev. 25:35. 
1807 Gen. 42:18; Deut. 11:13; Jer. 17:24. 
1808 Lam. 4:6. 
1809 Sodom.  
1810 Gen. 19:25. 
1811 Song of Sol. 8:6. 
1812 Hosea 11:4. 
1813 Gen. 44:30. 
1814 Hosea 4:17. 
1815 Hosea 10:2. 
1816 Jer. 32:40. 
1817 Joshua 21:43. 
1818 Psalm 89:34. 
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26 Our heart and our mouth have not been equal 

 Like an earthen vessel overlaid with silver dross1819 

 With a mocking flattering lip 

 We have spoken with a double heart. 1820 

For your sake ... 

 

27 You smote the belly-crawling creature1821 

 Before debating its guilt1822 

 You castigated 

 Those who have a forked tongue.-1823 

 

28 From a scorner’s chastisement1824 

 A fool cannot learn1825 

 He that smites his fellow in secret1826 

 With coals of broom-wood.1827   

It is your manner ... 

 

29 You have put dread 

 In the hearts of men1828 

 Teaching them the laws of a vow, and of bearing false witness, 1829   

 When making an oath between two men,1830  

 

  

                                                           
1819 Prov. 21:23. 
1820 Psalm 12:3. 
1821 Gen. 3:14. 
1822 Gen. Rabba 20:2. 
1823 Eccles. 10:11. 
1824 Prov. 22:10. 
1825 Prov. 21:11. 
1826 Deut. 27:24. 
1827 Psalm 120:4. 
1828 Deut. 6:13. 
1829 Deut. 23:22-24; Num. 30:2-17. 
1830 Exod. 22:10. 
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30 You said: “I cause it to go forth”1831 

 Concerning those who swear falsely by Your Name- 

 We have become riddled with oaths1832 

 So much so, that the land is in mourning.1833 

 

 For your sake ... 

 

31 You have shouldered1834 the weight of the world 

 You have been feet to the lame,1835  

 You buttress the world with Truth1836 

 And with peace and with justice.1837 

 

32 We have distorted judgments1838  

 And truth has failed as well-1839 

 We have turned and returned seeking 

 Peace, and found none.1840  

 

  It is your manner ... 

 

33 You are most high1841 

 Upon Your lofty elevated throne,1842  

 Your eyes behold 

 The lowly and the meek.1843  

 

 

  

                                                           
1831 Zech. 5:4. 
1832 The Paytan uses the root פרצ, implying a wide distribution of sin, after Gen. 28:14. 
1833 Jer. 23:10. 
1834 The Paytan uses the root סבל implying that God has borne the weight of the world with sorrow. The root carries both 

connotations, of bearing weight, and of suffering.  
1835 Job 29:15. 
1836 Mishnah Avot 1:18. 
1837 Zech. 8:16. 
1838 Hab. 1:4. 
1839 Isa. 59:14. 
1840 Ezek. 7:25. 
1841 Psalm 97:9. 
1842 Isa. 6:1. 
1843 Isa. 6:2; Isa. 57:15. 



438 
 

 

 

 

         

 

 

 

 

 

 

         

 

 

 



439 
 

 

34 You said1844 unto us- seek humility-1845 

 And you will be shielded from anger,  

 But we were brazen with a proud heart1846 

 And our eyes were haughty.1847  

 

 For your sake... 

 

35 Your countenance is always1848 

 Gazing upon the Beloved Land of all lands,1849  

 You call on her in her seasons and You water her1850 

 And You make grow and thrive her bountiful crops.  

 

36 Lest man rob 

 God1851 

 Of the fruit You have given to be tithed 

 Lest the land’s bounties wither.1852  

 

  It is your manner ... 

 

37 You have fashioned the wilderness1853 

 Your labour is measured in years, 

 There is a time of service to man upon the earth1854 

 His toil measured in days.  

 

  

                                                           
1844 The Paytan uses the root פצה which evokes a bird chirping, a song, after Isa. 10:14. 
1845 Zeph. 2:3. 
1846 Prov. 16:5. 
1847 Prov. 21:4. 
1848 Deut. 11:12. 
1849 Jer. 3:19. 
1850 Psalm 65:10-11. 
1851 Mal. 3:8. 
1852 Hosea 9:2. 
1853 Isa. 41:18. 
1854 Job 7:1. 
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38 You have commanded a rest on the seventh day1855 

 But they did not take respite.  

 You have commanded the Land of the Deer1856 to lay fallow on the seventh year-1857 

 And the Land did not rest.1858   

 

For your sake ... 

 

39 We approached Your countenance1859 

 With a fool’s offering in hand1860 

 Trying t buy Your leniency 

 With empty flattery that is not heartfelt.  

 

40 Please accept, as if it is the fragrance of sacrifice 

 The little righteousness we have done,1861  

 Please take our words 

 As if they were a handful of flour, like the offerings of the poor.1862  

 

It is your manner ... 
 

41 We roamed at large and have not come unto You1863 

 In our obstinacy we did say,  

 Oh Elevated One,1864 you have bent-over for our sake 

 Like a supple green cypress.1865  

 

42 Even as You have thrust us with Your left hand,  

 Please do draw us near with Your right.  

 Gaze upon the leaven in our hearts 

 The heart’s imagination that is evil from our youth. 1866 

 

For your sake ... 

 

  

                                                           
1855 Exod. 20:10. 
1856 Dan. 11:16. 
1857 Lev. 25:2. 
1858 Lev. 26:35. 
1859 Psalm 95:2. 
1860 Prov. 17:16. 
1861 Prov. 16:8. 
1862 Lev. 2:2. 
1863 Jer. 2:31. 
1864 Isa. 57:15. 
1865 Hosea 14:9. 
1866 PT Sota Folio 47-A. 
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43 We have repented with a heart full of pride 

 Bringing You gifts of the injudicious 

 We have been whipped by disgrace1867 

 That is our lot 

 

44 Please regard my pronouncements  

 And may our desire be fulfilled 

 Even as we sink into oblivion1868 

 Your mercy will greet us.1869 

 

It is Your manner, our God 

To suspend Your anger 

Against the iniquitous and the just 

And that is Your renown. 

 

45 Please heal1870 

 A wind-blown leaf1871 

 Please find forgiveness 

 For dust and ashes1872 

 

46 Please cast our sins1873 

 And pardon Your creatures1874 

 Look at us, bereft of intercessors1875 

 And treat us with kindness.  

 

For Your sake, our God, 

Act, not for our sake, 

Look upon us standing before you, 

Inadequate and empty-handed. 

 

***** 

 

                                                           
1867 Isa. 10:26. 
1868 Psalm 30:10. 
1869 Psalm 79:8. 
1870 Jer. 30:17. 
1871 Job 13:25. 
1872 Job 42:6. 
1873 Micah 7:19. 
1874 Job 14:15. 
1875 Isa. 59:16. 
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 I Speak of Great Works – גדולות אספר

 

 

 

TITLE:  I Speak of Great Works ................................................גדולות אספר   

SUBJECT SUMMARY: A brief description of the High Priest service 

[Avodah] on Yom Kippur. Interspersed with verses from scripture and quotes 

from Mishnah Yoma. Begins with Creation, leads to Cain and Abel, the Three 

Fathers, and then to the birth of Levi as the most important constitutive 

element- the Priestly service as mediator for the People with God.  

STRUCTURAL FEATURES: 

 Stanzas: 46 

 Acrostic system: ( 2 x  א"ב)  x1 + ( 2 x 2  )  ת as cap . Ends with 

the word יחד in prominence.  

 Complete/Incomplete: Appears complete  

 Other: Some rhyming. 

NOTES: Brief review of scripture. Focus on Avodah. Brief and not detailed. 

Focus on responsive reading of scripture and Mishnah.  
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 I Speak of Great Works – גדולות אספר

1 I speak of the greatness1876 

 Of Him who has worked tremendous feats1877  

 He spoke and thus created 

 And His works are eternal1878 

 

2 He has strengthened the thin veil of firmament1879, turning it into His throne1880 

 And He has fashioned the world as his foot-rest 

 He uncovered the light for use during the day 

 And he has secreted the darkness as eventide for the festive ball.1881  

 

3 He arranged the firmament1882 

 To bear brooks of water1883 

 And the remaining water He chased into the nether regions 

 So that they would push forth the grasses and bushes and wild plants1884 

 

4 He made the world glow 

 With the light of the rulers of the day and the night1885 

 To preside over the reckoning of days1886 

 And the occasions of festivals.  

 

5 The mighty that are locked in the abyss1887 

 And the scaly fish 

 The crawling creatures and the spawn of fire 

 He let propagate in the shallows of the water He left in His wake1888 

 

  

                                                           
1876 Psalm 145:6; stanzas 1-2 refer to the First day of creation, we call Sunday.  
1877 Job 5:9. 
1878 Psalm 145:6; Eccles. 3:14. 
1879 Isa. 40:22. 
1880 Isa. 66:1. 
1881 The word  ,נשף depicting the evening, with an insinuation that evening is a social gathering time of the day, appears in 

several stances in the bible, as follows: Jer. 13:16; Job 7:4; Job 24:15  In other biblical sources, the root נשפ  usually pertains to 
issuing a puff of wind in anger. My understanding is that the chosen root here implies a divinely mandated darkness, often 
initiated in anger, as light is reserved for the worthy.  

1882 Gen. Rabbah 4:2; stanza 3 refers to the Secomd day of creation, we call Monday. 
1883 Gen. Rabbah 4:4. 
1884 Psalm 65:10; Job 35:16; These phrases refer to the Third day of creation, we call Tuesday.  
1885 Gen. 1:17-18; The stanza refers to the Fourth day of creation, we call Wednesday.  
1886 Gen. 1:14. 
1887 The stanza refers to the Fifth day of creation, we call Thursday. 
1888 Isa. 40:12. 
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6 And even in the soil of the earth1889 

 He fashioned a multitude of creatures 

 And He decided to fashion 

 Man to rule all of Creation. 1890 

 

7 He made man in His image1891 

 And donned him with privilege1892 

 And placed him under the glorious canopy1893  

 And instructed him and gave him decrees to test him 

 

8 He cleaved a help meet for him1894  

 She is drawn from him, she is not foreign 

 A slithering reptile seduced her 

 And she laid a snare at the feet of the innocent fawn. 1895 

 

9 The seducer’s limbs were passed over1896 

 And his repast is mud 

 Hers is a fate of sorrow, his is toil1897 

 And all of Creation is fated to rot1898 

 

10 Their tendency is toward the evil inclination1899 

 And desire is their wont 

 And their offspring 

 A field worker and a sheep herd.1900 

 

  

                                                           
1889 Gen. 1:24; The phrasing refers to the Sixth day of creation, we call Friday. 
1890 Gen. 1:26. 
1891 Gen. 1:26. 
1892 Psalm 8:6. 
1893 Ezek. 28:13. 
1894 Gen. 2:24. 
1895 The word עופר, meaning fawn, shares a root with עפר, meaning soil, in reference to the creation of Man from the soil 

of the earth. See: Gen. Rabbah 14:7. 
1896 Gen. 3:14. 
1897 Gen. 3:16. 
1898 Ibid.  
1899 Gen. 3:16. 
1900 The “field worker: is an epithet for Cain, and the “sheep herd” an epithet for Abel, after Gen. 4:2. 
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11 And the two brought a gift offering1901 

 To Him who examines men’s hearts1902 

 And He accepted the young one’s offering1903, and rejected the older one’s1904 

 And then a brother defiled himself with murder1905 

 

12 And the blood of the slain one called out to the Lord1906 

 And the killer was punished1907 

 Having confessed his sin 

 And he was shielded with a mark.1908  

 

13 The sons of the third generation of man1909 

 And those fashioned in His image began to call on God 

 Then He who meets vengeance upon His adversaries1910 

 Instigated a call to the sea 

 

14 Those who tell God to move aside have transgressed1911 

 So much so that they were obliterated in the flood waters1912 

 And from the faithful who were ensconced  

 All the families of mankind populated the earth.1913  

 

15 The traitors conspired 

 To ascend above the heights of the clouds1914 and they were scattered1915 

 And the forefather who hailed from a city and was righteous1916 

 Did not come into their council 1917 

  

                                                           
1901 Gen. 4:3-4. 
1902 1 Chron. 29:17. 
1903 Gen. 4:4. 
1904 Gen. 4:5. 
1905 Gen. 4:8. 
1906 Gen. 4:10. 
1907 Gen. 4:11-12. 
1908 Gen. 4:15. 
1909 Gen. 4:26. 
1910 Nahum 1:2. 
1911 Gen. 6:5. 
1912 Gen. 6:13. 
1913 Gen. 9:19. 
1914 Isa. 14:14 referring to Gen. 11:4. 
1915 Gen. 11:8. 
1916 A reference to Abraham, after Isa. 41:2. 
1917 Gen. 49:6. 
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16 He brought sinners near1918 

 To Him who is eternal1919 

 And He tried him ten fold1920 

 And he did not tarry even when He asked for his son as an offering.1921  

 

17 A lamb was served up to the blade1922 

 And placed on a pyre for fire 

 God, look upon his ashes1923 

 When You castigate  us 

 

18 Goodly are the tents1924 of the pure one1925 

 And we gather in his tents1926 

 Seeking at all times 

 His God who is his stanchion, to shelter us.1927   

 

19 His name1928 was endeared to the heavens 

 And an emissary angel was enfeebled before him 

 And He shattered before him1929 

 The sword and the fiery shafts of the bow1930 

 

20 The striking and mighty tribes1931 

 Emerged from his loins 

 And from among them rose king1932 and prophet1933 

 And a servant to attend and to serve1934.  

 

  

                                                           
1918 Gen. Rabbah 39:24. 
1919 Exod. 15:2. 
1920 Avot 5:4. 
1921 Gen. 22:8. 
1922 A reference to the Binding of Isaac, after Gen. 22:8. 
1923 Tanchuma, Vayera 23. 
1924 Num. 24:5. 
1925 An epithet for Jacob, after Gen. 25:27. 
1926 Psalm 84:11. 
1927 Psalm 9:10. 
1928 A reference to Jacob, after Gen. 32:25. 
1929 Psalm 76:4. 
1930 Isa. 66:19. 
1931 A reference to the twelve tribes that hailed from Jacob. 
1932 A reference to Moses, after Exod. 18:13. 
1933 A reference to Miriam, after Exod. 15:20. 
1934 A reference to Aaron, the Priest, after Exod. 38:21. 
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21 The greats from tribe of the chosen1935 

 Will rejoice when the lot is cast1936 

 For the commanding man of their household 

 To serve Him in turns1937, in accordance with His Commandment 

 

22 He will be instructed in the art of being a High Priest 

 By the elders of the tribe1938 

 To prepare the daily orders 

 And keep the appropriate times for each of the works.  

 
As it is written in the  Torah: 

“As hath been done this day, so the LORD hath commanded to do, to make atonement for you.”1939   

  

23 Responsible for blood sprinkling1940, mixing incense1941 and arranging the oil lamps1942 

 For sacrificing the head and the limbs 

 To teach the edicts of sacrifices1943 

 And to confess on the eve of the Fast 

 

24 Come the evening he will not eat his fill1944 

 Lest he fall asleep and be defiled with nightly emission 

 And he was sworn by the leaders of his tribe 

 Lest he make light of his duty.  

 

25 They1945 snap their finger1946 

 And sing to keep him awake 

 Until half night1947 

 And the chosen mighty men of valour1948 gather 

 

  

                                                           
1935 A reference to the Priests, after Lev. 21:10; See also DSS 11QT LVII 8. 
1936 Prov. 16:33. 
1937 Lev. 8:34; See also 1 Chron. 26:13. 
1938 In Tractate Yoma 1:3 the Mishnah claims that the rabbinic sages instructed the High Priest; here the Paytan claims that 

the elders of the tribe, from which the High Priest hails, instructed him.  
1939 Lev. 8:34. 
1940 Lev. 16:15. 
1941 Lev. 16:12. 
1942 Yoma 1:2. 
1943 Joshua 1:8. 
1944 Yoma 1:4. 
1945 Junior priests, after Yoma 1:7. 
1946 Yoma 1:7. 
1947 Gen. 14:15. 
1948 A reference to the priests, after 1 Chron. 7:40. 
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26 They cast ballots1949 to choose 

 Who will raise the ashes1950 

 And the second one who will set up the sacrifice1951 

 And the third for the incense.1952  

 

27 The emissaries told1953 him: the dawn has lit up1954 

 And he undressed and made an ablution1955 

 And wore his eight garments1956 

 And he sanctified the daily lamb1957 

 

28 He then took the blood and sprinkled it 

 And he lit incense and arranged the oil lamps 

 And sacrificed the head and the flesh 

 The meal offering, and the libation to be poured on the altar.1958  

 

29 He went to the middle of the Parvah Chamber 

 And became sanctified through ablutions 

 And he donned white linen 

 And was further sanctified1959 

 

  

                                                           
1949 Yoma 2:2. 
1950 Yoma 2:3. 
1951 Yoma 2:3. 
1952 Yoma 2:4. 
1953 The word  נמו is drawn not from the root נמ which speaks of sleep, but from the root נהמ which describes the roar of a 

lion, after Prov. 20:2. 
1954 In Yoma 3:1 the Mishnah employs the word ברקאי which is derived from the root ברק but has a foreign sound to it. 

The Paytan chooses the more Hebrew sounding expression ברק נגה. The expression ברק נגה does not appear in the bible. ברק 

ברק  is a compound word. The first word נגה  mirrors the Mishnaic terminology and also evokes a lightning-like first ray of sun; 
the Qumranic texts also use the word (4Q169, 3-4ii4; 4Q392, 1,9), for it is a common one in scripture (appearing 18 times in the 
Hebrew Bible) as well as in the quotidian speech. The word נוגה however, which appears only 4 times in the bible (all describing 
the righteous individual, not the physiognomy of sunlight), and thrice in the Qumran scrolls (4Q468b1; 11Q22,1,2; 1QHa, xiv, 
18) is an almost painterly lexical choice. It speaks of a glow, a brightness more diffuse than lightning-like ray of sun, it evokes a 
softer dawn and captures the chilly air of morning when the sky blushes with anticipation of the day. 

1955 Lev. 16:4; Yoma 3:4. 
1956 Exod. 28:4,36,42. 
1957 Yoma 3:4. 
1958 Yoma 3:4. 
1959 Yoma 3:6. 
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30 Redolent as a hero to all who happened upon him1960 

 As he approached his bullock1961 

 And placed both his hands 

 Upon him, confessing.1962 

 
And thus did he say: "O Lord, I have committed iniquity, transgressed, and sinned before you, 

I and my house. O Lord, forgive the iniquities, transgressions, and sins, which I have done by committing iniquity, 

transgression, and sin before you, I and my house. As it is written in the Torah of Moses, your servant: “For on this 

day shall atonement be made for you to clean you. From all your sins shall you be clean before the Lord" 1963 

 
 And the Priests and the people standing in the Courtyard- upon hearing the glorious, awesome Name, the Ineffable 

one, emanating from the mouth of the High Priest in holiness and in purity, they would kneel and prostrate 

themselves, and give thanks, and they would say: "Blessed is the name of glory of his kingdom forever and ever." 

And he too would intend to complete the Name simultaneously with those reciting the blessing; then he would say to 

them: “You will be cleansed.”1964 

 

31 He went up to the Yessod Gate1965 

 And there stood the People's he-goats 

 And he cast lots upon them 

 For God, and to his perdition1966 

 

32 He prepared1967 them with crimson1968 

 This one for slaughter, and this one to be pushed hard1969 

 And for the second time he approached his bullock 

 To confess his own sins and his tribe’s. 1970 

 

  

                                                           
1960 Psalm 19:6. 
1961 Yoma 3:8. 
1962 Lev. 16:6. 
1963 Lev. 16:30. 
1964 Yoma 3:8. 
1965 Yoma 3:9 refers to this place as eastern wing of the Courtyard. The Talmud (Yerushalmi, Eiruvin, Chapter 5 halakha 1) 

finds no less than seven names for the eastern gate which divides the priestly Courtyard [wherein only the priests and Levites 
could assemble] from the women’s Courtyard [wherein lay people could congregate]. The names are: Itton, Yessod 
[foundational], Tiḥon/Tavekh [central], Sur, Ḥarissit, Ḥadash [new], Elyon [upper]. 

1966 Yoma 4:1 after Lev. 16:7-8. 
1967 The root עתד comes from Prov. 24:27 and refers to a preparation, a provision of necessary goods.  
1968 Yoma 4:2  The Mishnah uses the word זהורית whereas the Paytan uses the word שני which insinuates a connection to 

the threads embroidered in the fabrics of the Tent of Meeting and the Temple, after Exod. 25:4 
1969 Lev. 16:7-10 The Paytan employs the word דחי which refers to shoving, to pushing away, after Psalm 118:13; and to 

rejection, after Prov. 14:32. 
1970 Lev. 16:11; Yoma 4:2. 
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And he came to his bullock a second time and put his two hands on it and made the confession. And thus did he say, 

"O Lord, I have committed iniquity, transgressed, and sinned before you, I and my house and the children of Aaron 

[the priests], your holy people. O Lord, forgive, I pray, the iniquities, transgressions, and sins which I have 

committed, transgressed, and sinned before you, I, my house, and the children of Aaron, your holy people.1971  

 
As it is written in the Torah of Moses, your servant: “For on this day shall atonement be made for you to clean you. 

From all your sins shall you be clean before the Lord.”1972 

 

33 He turned1973 to it1974 to slaughter1975 it 

 And a blossom1976 stirred the blood1977 

 And he, with a red1978 brazier 

 Gathered embers of fire 

 

34 He walked over and scooped1979 

 From a tureen,1980 into a ladle  

 And kept1981 it in his left hand 

 And stood1982 between the curtains.  

 

  

                                                           
1971 Yoma 4:2. 
1972 Lev. 16:30.  
1973 In the Mishnah the verb is “he came to” בא לו אצל פרו (Yoma 3:8), but the Paytan prefers the verb  פנה 
1974 To his bullock. 
1975 In the Mishnah the verb is שחט (Yoma 4:3), but the Paytan prefers the verb  טבח 
1976 An epithet for a novice priest. This is a common turn of phrase for novices in Hebrew.  
1977 Lest the blood congeal. See Yoma 4:3 
1978 The colour red is a sobriquet for gold. See Yoma 4:4. 
1979 Yoma 5:1. 
1980 The word מגס is rare. It refers to a deep bowl, like a deep soup bowl, a tureen. See: “Definition of mag,” Hebrew 

Dictionary, http://milog.co.il/%D7%9E%D7%92%D7%A1/e_58495/%D7%9E%D7%99%D7%9C%D7%95%D7%9F-
%D7%A2%D7%91%D7%A8%D7%99-%D7%A2%D7%91%D7%A8%D7%99  The Paytan adds a new Temple instrument here, which 
is not mentioned in the Mishnah (Yoma 5:1). The Mishnah does mention the tureen in Yoma 6:7. 

1981 The Mishnah uses the verb  נטל (Yoma 5:1), whereas the Paytan uses the verb נטר. This may be a transcription error, 
or an intentional deviation from the Mishnaic text.  

1982 The Mishnah maintains that the High Priest reached   עד שמגיע (Yoma 5:1) the space between the two curtains that 
separated the Hall and the Holy of Holies. The Mishnah proceeds to describe in great detail the route taken by the High Priest. 
The Paytan ‘makes’ the High Priest stand still between the two curtains, and does not make any reference to the route 
described in Yoma 5:1.  
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35 He piled the incense1983  

 And the Abode filled with smoke1984 

 And he supplicated in the Hall1985 

 At the edge of the House of Habitation1986 

 

36 He traversed1987 to take the blood 

 And returned to his place 

 And he whipped once upwards 

 And seven1988 downward, at the count.1989  

 
And so he would count: One, one plus one, one plus two, one plus three, one plus four, one plus five, one plus six, 

one plus seven.1990  

 

37 He drew1991 the he-goat and sacrificed the he-goat of the People 

 And did unto it as he had unto the bullock’s blood 

 And thus he sprayed both their blood 

 In the Hall upon the ark cover1992 

 

38 He approached the golden altar1993 

 And cleansed it with the mixture of blood 

 Four times around the altar 

 And seven times for its purification.1994  

 
And so he would count: One, one plus one, one plus two, one plus three, one plus four, one plus five, one plus six, 

one plus seven1995.  

 

  

                                                           
1983 The Mishnah in Yoma 5:1 gives more visual information, stating that the incense was piled upon the glowing coals in 

the brazier.  
1984 Yoma 5:1. 
1985 The Mishnah calls it הבית החיצון Yoma 5:1. 
1986 An epithet for the Temple, after I Kings 8:13. 
1987 2 Sam. 19:18. 
1988 Seven times.  
1989 Yoma 5:3. 
1990 Yoma 5:1. 
1991 The Mishnah in Yoma 5:4 says that the he-goat was brought [it is not indicated by whom] to the High-Priest. The 

Paytan gives more independent agency to the High Priest who drew the he-goat toward himself, on his own with no assistance.  
1992 Exod. 25:17 The Mishna says that the blood was sprayed on the curtain that shielded the Holy of Holies and the Ark 

therein from the Hall. Yoma 5:4. 
1993 Yoma 5:5. 
1994 Yoma 5:6. 
1995 Yoma 5:1. 



464 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



465 
 

 

And then he would come to the goat which is to be sent forth and lay his two hands on it and made the confession. 

And thus did he say, "O Lord, your people, the house of Israel, has committed iniquity, transgressed, and sinned 

before you. Forgive, O Lord, I pray, the iniquities, transgressions, and sins, which your people, the house of Israel, 

have committed, transgressed, and sinned before you. As it is written in the Torah of Moses, your servant: “ For on 

this day shall atonement be made for you to clean you. From all your sins shall you be clean before the Lord.”1996 

 

39 A man who is accustomed1997 cast it1998 the rocky cliff 

 And came to sacrifice the animal’s fat 

 Outside, his disciples burned 

 The skin and the flesh and the dung1999 

 

40 And he ran and recited, in the order2000 

 And became sanctified through ablutions2001 

 And he donned the eight vestments 

 And was further sanctified 

 

41 He sacrifices the offerings in thanksgiving2002 

 And he undressed and bathed 

 And he donned white linen  

 And was further sanctified2003 

 

42 He returned the implements of the incense 

 And became sanctified through ablutions 

 And he donned the eight vestments 

 And was further sanctified2004 

 

  

                                                           
1996 Lev. 16:30; Yoma 6:2. 
1997 Lev. 16:21 uses the phrase: איש עתי. I translate the Paytan’s רגיל along the lines of the Rashbam’s [רבי שמואל בן מאיר] 

exegesis on the Lev. phrase, given the Paytan’s intentional choice of words. The Mishnah in Yoma 6:3 however, diminishes the 
importance of the appointed man and of his knowledge of the desert routes, saying  מסרו למי שהיה מוליכו... הכל כשרים

  .they handed the he-goat to whoever led it to the dessert, anyone could do it ,להוליכו
1998 The he-goat. 
1999 Lev. 16:27 and Yoma 6:7. 
2000 Yoma 7:1. 
2001 Yoma 7:3. 
2002 Yoma 7:3. 
2003 Yoma 7:4. 
2004 Yoma 7:4. 
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43 The daily sacrifice of dusk, for its fragrance2005 

 He offered as evening had come 

 And smoke rose from the mixture of incense 

 Between the meat offerings and the libation.  

 

44 Having completed all the works2006 

 He cleaned the oil lamps and lit them2007 

 And for the tenth time he was sanctified2008 

 And donned his own2009 clothes.  

 

45 The congregation exulted, singing2010 

 Greeting the faithful messenger2011 

 Because their Creator’s desire  

 Was, in his hands, successfully executed 

 

  

                                                           
2005 The Paytan has the High Priest make the incense offering after he returned the implements. The Mishnah in Yoma 7:4 

does not refer to the implements as having been returned yet, they are still in use as before.  
2006 The word תכלית  makes reference not only to the completion of the works, after the root  כלה,  but also to the very 

purpose, the end, the objective of the Avodah itself. It has a deeper connotation, whereas the Avodah has a spiritual aim, it is 
not only an order of actions. The Paytan invests the ritual with purpose, and imbues the High Priest with the spiritual 
responsibility.  

2007 Yoma 7:4. 
2008 Yoma 3:3. 
2009 The Paytan uses the phrase בגדי הון following Prov. 6:31”… all the substance of his house.” The word הון appears 18 

times in the Hebrew Bible, denoting wealth and property. It never appears in the Mishnah and in other rabbinic texts it only 
appears in quotes from the Bible (Tosefta, BT, PT, Mekhilta, Gen. Rabba, Exod. Rabba, Lev. Rabba, Numbers Rabba, Song of 
Solomon Rabba, Esther Rabba, and in Aggadic Midrashim). In the Qumran literature this word appears no less than 110 times 
(Abegg, Bowley and Cook, The Dead Sea Scrolls Concordance, Vol. 1, The Non-Biblical Texts from Qumran). The Mishnah refers 
to the priestly every-day clothes as בגדי עצמו (Yoma 7:4).  

2010 The Mishnah does not “record” any singing at this reunion, Yoma 7:4. 
2011 An epithet for the High Priest, after Prov. 25:13. 
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46 The pure righteous2012 multitudes 

 Escorted him to his abode2013 

 The congregation2014 celebrate in delightedly 

 As he emerged2015 unharmed.  

 

***** 

 

 

 

***** 

                                                           
2012 The Mishnah does not make reference to the new spiritually pure status of the Congregation.  
2013 In Exod. 15:13 the word נוה refers to the Abode of God, as do nine other biblical appearance of the word. The Paytan, 

in employing the sobriquet for a ‘home’, thus imbues the home of the High Priest with a measure of the Temple sacredness. 
The Mishnah merely calls it ביתו, his home (Yoma 7:4).  

2014 The stanza is divided in two, each portion restates the other, completing it, in a style which evokes biblical songs. The 
word יחד can be read as an adverb, in which case the line would read in English: “Together, they celebrated delightedly.” But 
the word יחד can also be read as a distinctive noun, following Shemaryahu Talmon’s study (Shemaryaho Talmon, “The Sectarian 
דיח ,” Vetus Testamentum 3, (1953, April): 133-140). Talmon compared the word יחד as it appears in the Hebrew Bible, and as it 

appears in the Dead Sea Scrolls of Qumran. Whereas Schechter reads the word as an adverb, Talmon reads the word as a noun 
which is rendered in English by community, congregation, assembly, and covenant. The word, according to Talmon, carries a 
technical quality, referring to the governing body of the community, after 1 Chron. 12:18. The original meaning of the term יחד 
has, over time, become diluted to “friendly togetherness,” but Talmon demonstrates amply that in the OT and in the DSS, until 
the beginning of the Christian era, יחד was read as a “covenantal community.” In Yosse ben Yosse’s Piyyut אכרעה ואברכה, he 
once again employs the word יחד in a covenantal sense. We know that the Qumran community described itself as היחד,  אנשי 

 and so forth. The noun may have been thus commonly used among priestly sages. This היחד, סרך היחד, עצת היחד, יחד אל
issue merits further investigation, but I have chosen to translate the term along Talmon’s interpretation as it appears to capture 
the essence of the Piyyut better as a noun, rather than as an adverb.  

2015 From the Holy of Holies. 
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 In the Beginning He Scrutinized – חקר בדעת אז

 

 

TITLE:  In the Beginning He Scrutinized ...........................................חקר בדעת אז  

SUBJECT SUMMARY: Extensive review of Creation, the Three Fathers, 

Amram’s three descendants, culminating in the Priestly caste as privileged. Lead to 

the High Priest service [Avodah] on Yom Kippur at the Temple. Detailed account.  

STRUCTURAL FEATURES: 

 Stanzas: 138 

 Acrostic system: ( 2 x  א"ב)  + (Reverse  2 x א"ב ) +   (2 x  א"ב) + 6 x 

repetition of letter ת  as cap.  

 Complete/Incomplete: Appears complete. Some missing phrases 

[manuscript characteristic] especially noticeable where reference is 

made to Aharon as a particularly important descendant of Amram. 

 Other: Of all the Piyyutim, this one has the most unusual and most 

“unruly” or creative orthography.  

NOTES:   
1. Avodah account relies on scripture and on Mishnah Yoma. Recitation of the 

quotes may be by the congregation or by the Paytan/cantor, lending credibility 

to the detailed description of the Avodah, and connecting the congregants to 

the service. The Piyyut appears complete but may be truncated as it ends 

abruptly. 

 

2. A complex Piyyut which is both like [in subject matter and emphases] and 

unlike  [morphologically and stylistically] other Piyyutim in this compendium.  

More polished than most , deftly displaying greater tendencies toward rhyming 

and wortspielerei. Verses from other Yosse ben Yosse Piyyutim are rephrased 

here, especially from  גבורות אזכיר  .  

 

3. The orthography in this Piyyut is less polished and less careful than in other 

Piyyutim. The letter Yod is liberally “sprinkled,” the letter Hey is at times 

dropped [e.g. Stanza 103  ומיפו"מיפו" .  

 

4. One of the three Piyyutim whose provenance remains unclear. Attributed to 

Yosse ben Yosse by Aaron Mirsky.  The unique morphological characteristics 

make the provenance more difficult to ascertain. The attribution of the Piyyut 

to Yosse ben Yosse is further complicated by the unusual reference to rabbinic 

presence and supervision at the Temple, unlike all other Piyyutim which assert 

priestly autonomy and independence [e.g. stanzas 73, 77, and 84]. 
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 In the Beginning He Scrutinized – חקר בדעת אז

1 In the beginning He scrutinized 

 He counseled with wisdom 

 He devised and schemed 

 And examined sagaciously2016 

 

2 There is naught but Him2017 

 With none but Him could we take counsel2018 

 There is no other god by His side2019 

 Who can fail His spoken word.2020 

 

3 With His right hand 

 He cultivates2021 His abode2022 

 And even if one thinks He is borne by the heavens 

 He is the bearer thereof2023 

 

4 He is alone an unparalleled 

 Master of two multitudes2024 

 King of His Hosts2025 

 Master of His Dominion.2026 

 

5 He laid the foundations of the world,2027 as His footrest2028 

 And set boundaries2029 

 And He fills the earth2030 

 And the earth is within Him2031 

 

  

                                                           
2016 Prov. 8:12; Prov. 3:19-20. 
2017 Isa. 45:6. 
2018 Isa. 40:14. 
2019 Deut. 32:12. 
2020 Joshua 21:43. 
2021 Isa. 48:13. 
2022 Deut. 26:15. 
2023 Isa. 44:24. 
2024 The word ריבותיים denotes two measures of ריבוא, a word that denotes 10,000, or a multitude. In Ezra 2:64 the 

prophet counts the multitude of returnees from the Babylonian exile, and in Neh. 7:66 the prophet counts the multitude of 
priests who returned to Jerusalem, thus making two ריבוא, or in a creative and singular wortspiele:  ריבותיים denoting two 
distinct multitudes who return from exile to rebuild the Temple.  

2025 Isa. 47:4. 
2026 Job 25:2. 
2027 Isa. 48:13; Psalm 104:5; Prov. 3:19. 
2028 Lam. 2:1; Isa. 66:1. 
2029 Psalm 104:9. 
2030 Jer. 23:24; Isa. 6:3. 
2031 Exod. 33:21. 
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6 The earth’s resident denizens 

 Resemble but insects 

 The earth’s powerful rulers and wealthy men 

 Are considered as naught.2032  

 

7 He spoke, and He illuminated2033 

 And with a line He divided2034 

 Light for the toil of day 

 And darkness for rest2035 

 

8 They2036 are fated to flee 

 One from the other 

 But though them He is blessed 

 Illuminator and bedimmer.2037 

 

9 The Creator gazed 

 And there were cold waters2038 

 Concealing from view2039 

 The glory of His Creation 

 

10 He set half the waters in the firmament2040 

 Where they are suspended upon His Word2041 

 And from them He brings rain2042 

 Lest the brooks lie bereft.2043  

 

11 In them2044 shall the wind 

 Storm, and do His bidding2045 

 From water He fashioned snow like wool 

 Like ashes and like snow flakes.2046 

 

  

                                                           
2032 Isa. 40:22-23. 
2033 Gen. 1:3. 
2034 Isa. 34:17. 
2035 Psalm 104:23. 
2036 The light of the sun and the light of the moon which are mutually exclusive, after Gen. 1:16-18; Psalm 148:6; Josh. 

10:12. 
2037 Referring to God as creator of light and of darkness alike, after Psalm 18:29; 2 Sam. 22:2. 
2038 Jer. 18:14. 
2039 Gen. 1:9. 
2040 Gen. 1:6. 
2041 Gen. Rabba 4:3. 
2042 Psalm 68:10; Ezek. 34:26; Jer. 5:24; Joel 1:23; Zech. 10:1. 
2043 Psalm 65:10. 
2044 Referring to the water of the seas.  
2045 Psalm 148:8. 
2046 Psalm 147:16-17. 
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12  And the rest of the waters2047 He rebuked 

 To the labyrinthine depths of the abyss2048 

 He ordered them thus with the wind 

 And they await there until He will summon them.2049  

 

13 He endowed2050 the world with grasses 

 And fruit bearing trees2051 

 He taught them to bring benefit 

 […] every creature2052 

 

14 In them is enfolded the eternal2053 memorial  

 Of His wondrous works2054 

 Harvesting on the day of sowing seeds 

 And reaping on the day of planting. 

 

15 He contemplated safeguarding the Light2055 

 So that it will rest solely with Him 

 But how will, in palpable darkness, 

 His creatures navigate through Creation?2056  

 

16 He consigned the Torch2057 to the day 

 And Candles2058 for the small of night2059 

 They2060 know their course in the sky 

 Lest they trespass.2061  

                                                           
2047 Referring to the subterranean waters.  
2048 Psalm 104:7. 
2049 Amos 5:8. 
2050 Gen. 30:20. 
2051 Gen. 1:11-12. 
2052 Isa. 48:17. 
2053 In the eternal future, Nature will obey God and will allow men to harvest their crops on the same day they plant and 

seed them, after Sifre, Bechukotay 1:3. 
2054 Psalm 111:34. 
2055 There are two plausible interpretations of this stanza, affecting our understanding and translation of the Piyyut: (a) The 

Light refers to the Torah, after Prov. 6:23; or (b) the Light refers to the hidden light which God had ensconced and reserved for 
the righteous for the End of Time, after Gen. Rabba 3:6; Isa. 30:26. I chose the former, even as Mirsky opts for the latter, see: 
 ..p. 224, footnotes 15-16   אהרון מירסקי )1991(. פיוטי יוסי בן יוסי. 

2056 Psalm 91:6. 
2057 An epithet for the sun, which intimates a connection with the covenant between the parts that God made with 

Abraham, in which He foretold the exile, the return, and the endurance and burgeoning of the people of Israel, after Gen. 15:1-
15. 

2058 Referring to the Stars, the lesser celestial bodies, after Gen. 37:9. 
2059 Prov. 7:9. 
2060 There are two plausible interpretations of this stanza, affecting our understanding and translation of the Piyyut: (a)The 

celestial bodies know well their preordained course as they journey across the sky, after Gen. 1:16; or (b) The sun and the stars 
help all creatures navigate the earth, and by inference, the Light of God [the Torah] illuminates the path of all His creations, 
after Psalm 119:34.  

2061 Lest the celestial bodies trespass on each other’s domains, or, according to the second interpretation, lest the people 
sin and transgress.  
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17 Quick finned creatures2062 

 Flying winged beings2063 

 At His Word 

 Became a multitude and spread out2064 

 

18 The Good One2065 designated as food2066 

 For the Nation of His choosing2067 

 And all the Creatures and all the grasses2068 

 For the nations He rejected.2069  

 

19 He made abundant2070 in places of settlement2071 

 And even in the wilderness2072 

 Swarms of insects2073 

 And dust crawlers2074 

  

20 He assigned from amongst them2075 

 The horned animals with split hoofs2076 

 For the King’s repast2077 

 And for the nourishment2078 of His Hosts.  

 

21 When He completed2079 

 Until there was nothing wanting 

 And the fullness of His sufficiency was manifest2080 

 And there was nothing missing2081 

 

 

  

                                                           
2062 Referring to fish, after Lev. 11:9. 
2063 Referring to birds as well as to flying insects, after Gen. 7:14; Daniel 9:27; Deut. 4:17-18. 
2064 Gen. 1:20-22. 
2065 An epithet for God, after Jer. 33:11. 
2066 The Laws of Kosher foods, as outlined in Lev. 11; Deut. 14:1-21. 
2067 The Chosen People are Israel, after Psalm 135:4; Deut. 14:2. 
2068 Gen. 9:3. 
2069 The other nations, the un-elected, the un-chosen, after Isa. 41:9. 
2070 Gen. 1:22; Gen. 1:28. 
2071 Psalm 107:4; Exod. 16:35. 
2072 Psalm 88:13. 
2073 Literally: things that one steps on and quashes, after Gen. 1:24. 
2074 A reference to snakes and serpents, after Gen. 3:1-4. 
2075 The beasts and animals He created.  
2076 Denoted which beasts are to be eaten and which are not, after Lev. 11:2; Deut. 14: 4-10; Psalm 68:32. 
2077 For sacrifices to be offered to God, after Lev. 23:8. 
2078 Daniel 1:3. 
2079 Referring to Creation, after Gen. 2:2. 
2080 Job 20:22. 
2081 Isa. 40:26. 
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22 Then He saw 

 That the sacrificial animals had been prepared2082 

 And the table was set2083 

 But there was no one to enjoy it.2084 

 

23 He taught us the ways of 

 Humility by consulting2085 

 The Spirit Creatures2086 

 Who dwelt in the hedges2087 

 

24  To weave2088 a human form 

 In the image of His appearance2089 

 To make him2090 eminent2091, and to diminish his stature2092 

 To be lesser than God.2093 

 

25 He brings forth the dawn in the east and sets the sun in the west2094 

 He puts to sleep and reveilles2095  

 He feeds2096 and he starves2097 

 He lifts one up and He brings one low2098 

 

  

                                                           
2082 Prov. 9:2. 
2083 Psalm 23:5. 
2084 Literally: “No one whose head could be anointed with oil,” after Psalm 23:5; Psalm 104:15. 
2085 Gen. Rabba 8:8. 
2086 The souls of the righteous, after Gen. Rabba 8:7. 
2087 1 Chron. 4:23. 
2088 The Paytan connects the Creation of Man with the High Priest’s vestments, after Exod. 38:29; Psalm 139:15. 
2089 Man is created in God’s image, after Gen. 1:26; Man was created in the image of God and would have elicited the 

same fear as the fear from God (unless God made Man lesser, as in the next line), after Babylonian Talmud Tractate Sanhedrin, 
Folio 56:B. 

2090 A reference to Man, after Gen. 1:28. 
2091 To be the top of the food chain, to be above all other creatures. 
2092 Lest Man presume to have divine powers, and lest other creatures consider Man a god, see footnote 74 above.  
2093 Psalm 8:6. 
2094 Isa. 45:7. 
2095 1 Sam. 26:12. 
2096 Psalm 136:25; Prov. 30:8. 
2097 Deut. 8:3; Ezek. 36:29; 1 Sam. 2:5. 
2098 1 Sam. 2:7. 
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26 He looks to the past2099 

 And He can see2100 the future 

 He understands2101 the mysteries of the sky 

 And the wonders of the land2102  are His song.2103  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
2099 Isa. 41:22-23. 
2100 The verb צופה can refer to God as the One who watches and sees, or to the prophets, called Watchmen, who are  sent 

by God to tell of the future, after Jer. 6:17; Ezek. 33:2. 
2101 Daniel 8:5. 
2102 Psalm 104:32; Psalm 95:4. 
2103 The Psalms are an elegy to God, the Piyyut likewise speaks of God’s wonders and is a song to God, of God, and offered 

to God, after Psalm 150; Psalm 104.  
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27 He poured liquids and solidified2104 

 And fashioned a mortal2105 

 And enveloped him2106 with sinew and bone2107 

 Which He covered with skin2108 

 

28 And He blew His essence into the creature2109 

 And poured His spirit2110 

 He lit the spirit2111 

 And illuminated a lamp.2112  

 

29 He filled him with intelligence2113 

 And blessed him with abundant2114 understanding 

 And set six commandments2115 

 Before him to follow 

 

30 He said: Lest you die2116 

 By lust for the Tree of Knowledge 

 Which allows men to reject living for the moment 

 And to desire life eternal.2117  

 

  

                                                           
2104 Job 10:9-12. 
2105 The Paytan uses the word שאר which can be translated either as one’s progeny, after Lev. 18:6, or as flesh, after Psalm 

78:20. The over arching meaning is mortality, for humans are but flesh and therefore subject to death, and once dead, they live 
on only through their children. I therefore comingled the two possible meanings and enfolded them into the word “mortal.”  

2106 Man.  
2107 Ezek. 37:6. 
2108 Ezek. 37:6; Gen. 3:21. 
2109 Gen. 2:7. 
2110 God imbued Man with a soul, after Isa. 44:3. 
2111 Referring to Man’s soul, after Prov. 20:27. 
2112 Referring to the Torah, after Prov. 6:23. 
2113 The Paytan uses the word סיכל [pronounced as sechel], meaning “intelligence,” after 1 Chron. 22:12; it has to be noted 

that the correct spelling of “intelligence’ is שכל [pronounced as sechel as well], but the root the Paytan chose here  סכל implies 
that Man looks upon the world and learns its mysteries, that is, Man’s intelligence depends upon examination, after Mishnah 
Tractate Avot 4:26. 

2114 The Paytan uses the word  איסמו which is a verb derived from the noun  אסם, a granary, a storehouse, after Deut. 
28:8. 

2115 Gen. Rabba 16:6 lists the six commandments given by God to Adam and Eve, after Gen. 1-3. 
2116 Gen. 2:17. 
2117 The Paytan implies that knowledge of God’s universe confers a measure of eternal life upon men, but I think the 

Paytan refers here to Lam. 3:40 wherein scripture calls men to repent and return unto God, introducing the Day of Atonement 
in small steps to the congregation.  
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31 He2118 was attentive to his2119 needs 

 Lest he be solitary2120 

 I will make him a helpmeet2121 and teach him  

 The ways of a man with a woman2122 

 

32 He2123 brought upon him2124 a luxuriating2125 sleep2126 

 And made him inebriated with slumber 

 And from the rib of his side 

 He prepared an opposite2127 for him. 

 

33 He laid a serpent trap2128 

 At the feet of the guileless woman2129 

 And she lured2130 to thoughtless2131 error2132 

 Together they were burdened2133 

 

34 The decree2134 of his God 

 He2135 did not want to obey 

 And acted on desire and evil inclination 

 Rather than on the wishes of the Creator.2136  

 

  

                                                           
2118 God. 
2119 Adam.  
2120 Gen. 2:18. 
2121 Eve.  
2122 Prov. 30:19. 
2123 God. 
2124 Adam. 
2125 Gen. 18:12; Neh. 9:25; Psalm 36:9. 
2126 Gen. 2:21-23. 
2127 Gen. 2:20; Job 18:12 intimates that the “fall of Adam” is due to the calamity brought on by Eve’s insubordination.  
2128 Gen. 3:1. 
2129 Prov. 9:13. 
2130 Job 31:9; Job 31:26. 
2131 Prov. 14:15. 
2132 The Paytan “plays” with the sounds of words here:  פתן [serpent], פותה [guileless woman], פתי [thoughtless man]. 
2133 Referring to the burden of God’s rebuke and punishment of Adam, Eve, and the Serpent, after Psalm 140:12; Gen. 

3:14-19. 
2134 Esther 1:20. 
2135 Man.  
2136 The Paytan “plays” with the root ,יצר first to denote the evil inclination of man יצר [yetzer], then to denote the 

Creator  .[yotzer]  יוצר 
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35 They stood like the inhabitants of Za’anan2137 

 Their shame2138 exposed2139 

 And their dignity2140 was replaced 

 By a shroud of wilting leaves2141 

 

36 The viper was made […] 

 For the one who smites with tongues2142 

 To be hit by the heel of man2143 

 And its fodder was perverted.2144  

 

37 His2145 countenance darkened2146 and he could not rest 

 In the shelter of Eden2147 

 Because on the day of his betrothal to Eve2148 

 He made apparent his folly 

 

38 His sustenance2149 was to be eked with difficulty2150 

 And similar exertion was the verdict of birth2151 

 Sorrow and death were made the lot of every creature2152 

 And the wilderness was made desolate2153 and thorny.2154  

 

  

                                                           
2137 Za’anan is a city whose residents were iniquitous, after Micah 1:11. 
2138 Their genitals, after Hosea 2:12. 
2139 Referring to Adam and Eve, after Gen. 2:25. 
2140 The Glory of God in whose image Man and Woman were made, dimmed because of their sin, after Ezek. 1:28; Job 

26:6. 
2141 Referring to the fig leaves with which Adam and Even covered their genitals after eating the forbidden fruit, Gen. 3:4. 
2142 An epithet for Man, after Prov. 21:6. 
2143 Gen. 3:15. 
2144 Gen. 3:14. 
2145 Adam’s countenance.  
2146 Became mournful, after Psalm 35:14; Job 30:28. 
2147 Adam and Eve were cast from Eden, after Gen. 3:23-24. 
2148 On the Sixth Day of Creation Adam and Eve became wed, upon their copulation, after Gen. 2:24. 
2149 The Paytan “plays” with the word שבר [shever], whereas it can refer to sustenance and food, after Gen. 42:1, but it can 

also mean “hurt” or “failure,” after Jer. 8:11. 
2150 Gen. 3:19. 
2151 Gen. 3:16. 
2152 Dust to dust, ashes to ashes, after Gen. 3:19; Gen. 18:27; Jer. 31:39. 
2153 Zeph. 2:13. 
2154 Gen. 3:18; “thorny” after the nettles in Zeph. 2:9, and the thistles in Prov. 24:31. 
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39 His lust welled up2155 in him2156 

 To mate2157 with the woman of his passion2158 

 And she gave birth to a first born who worked the field2159 

 And to his second a shepherd2160 

 

40 They each brought a gift offering  

 To please their Creator 

 The first born brought the overflowing bounty of the field2161 

 And the young one brought the first-born lambs of his flock.2162 

 

41 The Almighty2163 refused the senior’s2164 

 And accepted the younger one’s gift2165 

 And jealousy ravaged the cruel2166 one’s heart 

 And he murdered2167 his brother2168 

 

42 He2169 who heard the crying sound of blood 

 Punished him2170 […] 

 And he2171 supplicated so He shielded him2172 

 […] 

 

43 And his2173 lust welled again to mate2174 

 And He had brought him offspring2175 

 And established a lineage 

 Of the descendants of the murdered one2176 

 

  

                                                           
2155 Psalm 45:2. 
2156 Adam.  
2157 The Paytan evokes Lev. 18:23 here, to speak of the baseness of unchecked sexual desire. 
2158 Eve.  
2159 Cain, after Gen. 4:2. 
2160 Abel, after Gen. 4:2. 
2161 Cain brought the leftover vegetable bounty to offer God, after Gen. 4:3. 
2162 Able chose the best of his flock for God, after Gen. 4:4. 
2163 Gen. 17:1. 
2164 Gen. 4:5. 
2165 Gen. 4:4. 
2166 Referring to Cain, after Gen. 4:5-6; Amos 1:11. 
2167 Gen. 4:8. 
2168 Abel. 
2169 God, after Gen. 4:10. 
2170 Cain, after Gen. 4:11-12. 
2171 Cain, after Gen. 4:13. 
2172 Gen. 4:15. 
2173 Adam. 
2174 Gen. 4:25. 
2175 Gen. 4:25. 
2176 Seth is in Abel’s stead, after Gen. 4:25-26. 
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44 The first among transgressors 

 Were the Sons of Seth2177 who rose up  

 And called in the Name of God2178 

 But being Godless they perished.2179  

 

45 They grew mighty in the world2180 

 They were rich with equanimity 

 They said unto God: Depart from us2181 

 What good are You to us 

 

46 The mocked2182 and derided2183 

 The Torch2184 who had cautioned them 

 They […] as  eccentric  

 And they acted unwisely.   

 

47 he Judge2185 let loose the knot 

 Of the satchel of clouds2186 

 And He split open the waters of the abyss2187 

 Upon them all and they dispersed2188 

 

48 He made bountiful the land 

 Through the Righteous one2189 and his family2190 

 And the few2191 

 Creatures that were ensconced in the Ark.2192  

 

  

                                                           
2177 Gen. 4:26. 
2178 The Paytan uses God’s epithet אלוה, after Isa. 44:8. 
2179 Gen. 6:13; Gen. 7:23. 
2180 Gen. 6:4. 
2181 Job 22:17. 
2182 Gen. 27:12. 
2183 Prov. 13:13. 
2184 An epithet for Noah, after Gen. 6:9. 
2185 An epithet for God, after Psalm 7:12. 
2186 Job 26:8. 
2187 Gen. 7:10-11 mentions the waters of the abyss first and the rain second; the Paytan reverses the order here.  
2188 The verb נפצו can be read both as “they dispersed,” after Gen. 9:19; Gen. 10:32; Isa. 33:3; Ezek. 34:6 – and as “they 

were crushed” after Gen. 6:21-23.  
2189 An epithet for Noah, after Gen. 6:9. 
2190 Gen. 9:18. 
2191 Gen. 6:19-20. 
2192 Gen. 8:1. 
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49 He appeased God with fragrance2193 

 And He vowed never again to smite any of the living2194 

 And He set a rainbow in the cloud2195 

 And the waters of Noah will henceforth no longer inundate.2196  

 

50 They wanted to perch above2197 

 Those who dwell below 

 And God who dwells above2198 

 Dispersed them below2199 

 

51 He drew near and had come2200  

 A friend2201 from afar 

 And healed2202 the lot 

 Of all kinfolk of the land2203 

 

52 He2204 was first to understand 

 Who is the Master of the Earth2205 

 And who rules the heavens2206 

 And who commands the Hosts of Heaven.2207  

 

53 The steps of the lame2208 

 He set on an even place2209 

 So they would not seek guidance from the dead2210 

 For the sake of the living 

 

  

                                                           
2193 Referring to the sacrifice Noah offered God after the Flood’s waters had abated, after Gen. 20-21. 
2194 Gen. 8:21; Gen. 9:11. 
2195 Gen. 9:13. 
2196 Isa. 54:9. 
2197 Referring to the Tower of Babel, after Gen. 11:4. 
2198 Referring to God, after Isa. 57:15; Isa. 33:5. 
2199 Gen. 11:7-9. 
2200 Isa. 41:5. 
2201 Referring to Abraham, after Gen. 12:1; Psalm 139:2. 
2202 Abraham brought the salubrious words of God, after Prov. 16:24. 
2203 Gen. 12:3; Gen. 28:14; Amos 3:2. 
2204 Abraham.  
2205 Referring to the omnipresent God, after Joshua 3:11; Psalm 114:7. 
2206 I1 Chron. 20:6; I1 Chron. 29:12. 
2207 Psalm 24:10. 
2208 Referring to those who stray from God, after Judges 5:6. 
2209 Referring to the right path, God’s path, after Psalm 26:12; Psalm 143:10. 
2210 Referring to lifeless idols, after Isa. 8:19. 
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54 Forged in a trial of fire2211 

 And persecuted in war2212 

 God told him: Go forth, for your sake,2213  

 And He forever exalted2214 him.2215 

 

55 He gave him a fruit2216 

 From dried branches2217 

 He tested him2218 and tested him2219 by asking him for a gift2220  

 And he did not tarry2221  

 

56 He redeemed the son with a horned creature caught in the shrub2222 

 Thus earning the Fathers merit2223 

 That was to be the salvation of their descendents 

 From the menace of horned animals2224 

 

57 He was behind his brother in the womb2225 

 And then he2226 was named2227 

 And from him He exalted2228 

 The battalions2229 of Hid pride 

 

  

                                                           
2211 Referring to Abraham who was thrust into the crucible fire by Nimrod, after Gen. Rabba 38:13. 
2212 Gen. 14:14-15. 
2213 Gen. 12:1. 
2214 Psalm 107:41; Psalm 148:13; Psalm 73:12; Prov. 18:10; Deut. 2:36 The Paytan writes סיגבו using non-standard 

orthography [with the letter Samech], whereas the standard spelling is  שיגבו [with the letter Sin]. The root is often associated 
with God. Thus the Paytan ties Abraham’s elevated status to his abiding faith in God.  

2215 Gen. 12:2-3. 
2216 Referring to Isaac, after Song of Sol. 2:13. 
2217 The miraculous fruit from a dried up branch, after Ezek. 17:24 : Gen. 18:12. 
2218 Abraham.  
2219 Gen. 22:1. 
2220 Referring to the sacrifice of Isaac, after Gen. 22:2. 
2221 Abraham woke up early to fulfill God’s request, after Gen. 22: 3. 
2222 Gen. 22:13. 
2223 Gen. 22:16-18; Gen. Rabba 63:2. 
2224 Referring to the nations of the world that threatened Israel, after Daniel 8:3-8. 
2225 Referring to Jacob, after Gen. 25:23; Hosea 12:4. 
2226 Jacob, after Gen. 25:26. 
2227 Gen. 25:26. 
2228 Exod. 15:21. 
2229 A reference to the Twelve Tribes that hailed from Jacob, after Gen. 49:28. 
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58 His Might2230 he studied2231   

 Residing in tents2232 

 And God decreed for his descendants2233 

 A mighty inheritance.  

 

59 He left2234 and supplicated the heavens2235  

 And his tormentor2236 was enfeebled before him2237 

 Secured by the promise of his Nurturer2238 

 Who stood over and above him2239 

 

60 Blessed by his forefathers2240 

 To bear magnificent fruits2241 

 He2242 indeed bore fruit 

 In the manner of his ancestors’ benedictions.2243  

 

61 counted in the number of 

 The signs2244 in the firmament 

 And they have no measure 

 Like His battalions2245 

 

62 A secret was revealed to the mother2246 

 In the third son2247  

 “Now this time my husband will be joined unto me”2248  

 Said the Modest one.2249 

 

                                                           
2230 An epithet to God’s Torah, after Psalm 68:34-36. 
2231 Gen. Rabba 63:10. 
2232 Jacob studied Torah, after Gen. 25:27. 
2233 Deut. 33:4. 
2234 Jacob left the Land of Israel in order to find a wife in Padan Aram, after Gen. 28:7. 
2235 Jacob prayed in Beit El, after Gen. 28:20. 
2236 Esau, after Gen. 33:4; Sifre BeHa’alotcha, 11. 
2237 Gen. 33:16. 
2238 A reference to God, after Esther 2:7. 
2239 A reference to the ladder, after Gen. 28:13-15. 
2240 Jacob was blessed by the merit of his forefathers, after Gen. 28:4. 
2241 The twelve Tribes of Israel, after Gen. 28:3.  
2242 Jacob. 
2243 Gen. 48:16. 
2244 The Twelve Tribes parallel the twelve zodiac signs.  
2245 God’s countless stars, after Gen. 15:5. 
2246 Referring to Leah who was told that her third son would be elected to serve God, after Gen. 29:34.  
2247 Levi. 
2248 Gen. 29:34. 
2249 Leah.  
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63 The appeaser of God2250  

 Through the work of the hands2251 

 By offering incense for God’s nose 

 And burnt offerings at the Altar. 2252 

 

64 From the vineyard of my beloved2253 

 Who was anointed with oil2254 

 There sprang forth a bloom-making vine2255 

 Which delivered three tendrils2256 

 

65 To the Prince2257 among them  

 He appeared in the burning bush2258 

 To Zoan,2259 to shallows of the sea2260 

 And to His commandment […]2261 

 

66 To the Prophetess2262  

 The dancing woman of the people’s encampments2263 

 A well pursued them2264 

 And quenched the people’s thirst.  

 

67 As […] 

 A covenant to His consecrated people 

 To be His servants2265 

 To […] 

 

  

                                                           
2250 Referring to the Kohanim who offer sacrifices to God, after Gen. Rabba 71:4. 
2251 Referring to the Avodah at the Temple, after Deut. 33:11. 
2252 Deut. 33:10. 
2253 Referring to Levi, who hailed from Jacob, after Isa. 5:1. 
2254 1 Sam. 16:17-18. 
2255 Referring to Amram, after Psalm 80:12. 
2256 The Paytan uses non-standard orthography again, writing  סריגים with a Samech, instead of  שריגים with a Sin. [Note: 

 .is a woven or knitted fabric ]. Referring to Aaron, Miriam, and Moses, after Gen. Rabba 88:5; Gen סריג is a branch, and שריג
40:10; Joel 1:7. 

2257 A reference to Moses, after Isa. 55:4; 2 Kings 20:5. 
2258 Exod. 3:2. 
2259 Referring to the Exod. which redeemed Israel from Egypt, after Num. 13:22. 
2260 Referring to the crossing of the Red Sea on Israel’s flight from Egypt, after Exod. 14:15-31; Isa. 40:12. 
2261 An apparent reference to Moses’ ascent to Mount Sinai, after Exod. 24:12-17 
2262 A reference to Miriam, after Exod. 15:20. 
2263 Song of Sol. 7:1; Exod. 15:20. 
2264 Babylonian Talmud Tractate Ta’anit Folio 9:A. 
2265 Deut. 18:5. 
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68 As […] 

 Their eternal inheritance2266 

 And from the surplus of their King’s table2267 

 To […] 

 

69 They sit at the gate  

 Of His tent for seven days2268 

 Washing their hands2269 

 And offering sanctification and oil2270 

 

70 Appointed to […] 

 From before the Tent was erected2271 

 For all their generations to come 

 To welcome the Tenth Day.2272 

 
As it is written:  

“And it shall be a statute for ever unto you: in the seventh month, on the tenth day of the month, ye shall afflict your 

souls, and shall do no manner of work, the home-born, or the stranger that sojourns among you.  For on this day 

shall atonement be made for you, to cleanse you; from all your sins shall ye be clean before the LORD.  It is a 

Sabbath of solemn rest unto you, and ye shall afflict your souls; it is a statute for ever.”2273 

 

71 The sanctified members of the Tribe2274 

 Cast a lot 

 Who will rise to be the Head2275 

 To be master of his brethren2276 

 

  

                                                           
2266 Num. 18:19. 
2267 The “Kin’s repast” is a reference to the sacrifices made to God at the Temple. The priests received a portion thereof for 

their sustenance. The two stanzas (67 and 68) appear to make reference to Aaron and his descendents who were chosen to 
serve God at the Temple. Given the preceding stanzas which describe Moses and Miriam respectively, it is logical that Aaron 
would be next. The incomplete verses recall verses in  אתה כוננת  for instance, which speak of the three eminent elect siblings.  

2268 Lev. 8:35. 
2269 A reference to the ablutions and sanctifications required of the priests, after Lev. 8:6; Exod. 30:21. 
2270 Lev. 8:30. 
2271 The Paytan emphasizes the elected status of the Priestly Caste, which preceded the erection of the Traveling 

Tabernacle and the Temple as well. Their status is above Time, eternal and immutable, after Exod. 29:9. 
2272 A reference to the Day of Atonement, the subject of the Piyyut, after Lev. 16:29. 
2273 Lev. 16:29-31. 
2274 Referring to the Priests who are cautioned to remain sanctified, after Lev. 21:1. 
2275 The High Priest is elected by his brethren to serve and to be the preeminent of the caste, after 1 Chron. 16:40; Lev. 

21:10. 
2276 Gen. 27:29. 
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72 The mansion of his residence2277 

 His abode is in the holy Temple 

 To stand on the threshold2278 

 And abide by the Law fully. 2279 

 

73 The men who are charged with finding a replacement for him2280 

 A replacement Kohen 

 Lest […] 

 And the Avodah will be disrupted2281 

 

74 His disciples sprinkle on him 

 Purifying waters2282 

 Because the reward2283 of the blood  

 Has been given as law for all generations.  

 

75 They portion the offering 

 Half the fragrant surplus 

 And not in equal shares 

 As with the bequest of a father to his sons2284 

 

76 For seven days he makes sacrifices 

 And follows the order of the service for each 

 With the blood and the incense and the oil lamps 

 And offering the head and the leg first.2285  

 

  

                                                           
2277 The High Priest had a residence at the Temple, after Tosefta Tractate Kippurim 1:2. 
2278 Referring to the threshold of the Temple, after Psalm 84:11. 
2279 Lev. 8:34. 
2280 This is the first Piyyut in which Yosse ben Yosse does not assert full priestly control over the Temple proceedings and 

“allows” rabbinic intrusion in the appointment and preparation of the High Priest prior to the Yom Kippur service. In all other 
Piyyutim the Paytan insists on priestly autonomy. Referring to the rabbis who appoint a substitute High Priest in case the 
elected one is defiled, after Mishnah Yoma 1:1. 

2281 Palestinian Talmud Tractate Yoma 1:1. 
2282 Referring to the sanctifying waters of the Red Heifer, after Num. 19:1-13; Num. 31:23. 
2283 The reward of the High Priest is a measure-for-measure, equal to his service at the Temple during which he sanctified 

elements of the Temple with the blood as a “ritual detergent” [Brettler, How to read the Jewish Bible, 79-80 regarding the 
rituals of Lev. 16:16]. Mirsky offers a different interpretation of the line, regarding the sanitizing waters as a substitute for the 
blood and oil with which Moses sanctified Aaron and the priests in the desert, after Lev. 8:30. See:  אהרון מירסקי )1991(. פיוטי

 .p. 232, footnotes 75   יוסי בן יוסי. 
2284 The High Priests receives a larger share of the sacrifices than do his kinfolk, after Lev. 2:10. 
2285 Mishnah Yoma 1:2. 
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77 And […] 

 And elders2286 surround him2287 

 And together they study 

 The Laws of the Tenth Day2288 

 

78 And […] 

 The Central […]2289 

 The sacrifices of the day 

 They march in procession before him.2290  

 

79 They […] mark for […] 

 […] 

 And he places […] 

 […] 

 

80 The […] 

 In the evening they reduce his victuals2291 

 […] so he will not fall asleep 

 Lest he have a nocturnal emission.2292  

 

81 His associates2293 join him 

 […] 

 […] Incense2294 

 And they make him take an oath in the Name 

 

82 Do not stray from the Law2295 

 […] do not burn incense 

 But only before 

 The Lord of Mysteries.2296  

  

                                                           
2286 In his other Piyyutim, Yosse ben Yosse asserts that the priests had sole jurisdiction over the proceedings, but here he 

appears to assert rabbinic supervision over the High Priest, after Mishnah Yoma 1:3. 
2287 The High Priest. 
2288 Mishnah Yoma 1:3; Mishnah Yoma 1:6. 
2289 An apparent reference to the Central Gate of the Temple, after Mishnah Yoma 1:1:3; Palestinian Talmud Tractate 

Eruvin 5:1. 
2290 Mishnah Yoma 1:3. 
2291 Mishnah Yoma 1:4. 
2292 Palestinian Talmud Tractate Yoma 1:4. 
2293 The Paytan uses the word דבקים which may be translated as “those who cleave to him,” after Deut. 4:4; Psalm 63:9; 

Job 41:9. Mirsky interprets the associates as being the rabbinic elders, after Mishnah Yoma 1:3 [See:  אהרון מירסקי )1991(. פיוטי

 p. 233, footnotes 82]  but my reading proposes that the Paytan is referring to priestly associates, especially in view   יוסי בן יוסי. 
of the Job 41:9 citation, which connects the associates with brothers, or kin. The High Priest is not sworn in by the Sanhedrin, 
but by his priestly cohorts. 

2294 Referring to the Incense Ward, which the Mishnah calls בית אבטינס in Mishnah Yoma 1:5. 
2295 Mishnah Yoma 1:5. 
2296 Psalm 91:1. 
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83 Weeping and sobbing 

 Because he had been considered thoughtless2297 

 And they2298 also weep lest they find fault 

 With one who is innocent of transgression 

 

84 He turns to seek knowledge 

 As a wise and insightful person 

 But he will, before those who are wiser than him,  

 Not be haughty.2299  

 

85 Should his heart 

 Be obscured from wisdom2300 

 And from reading scripture 

 They2301 occupy him with speech 

 

86 If he is unschooled 

 And if he has not learned doctrine2302 

 They recount the deeds of the Kings of old 

 They thus slacken his heart.2303  

                                                           
2297 Mishnah Yoma 1:5 narrates the tearful goodbyes between the High Priest and the Sanhedrin sages, but does not 

explain why so lachrymose the moment. The Talmud fills the gap by telling the tale of an errant Boethusite priest [Boethus was 
one of the High Priests who was beloved by the people, but whose interpretation of Jewish tradition contradicted rabbinic 
views. He came to be regarded as the epitome of error by the rabbis. See: Josephus, The Jewish War, 5:13.1], alleged to have 
disobeyed rabbinic instruction as to how to correctly mix the incense, as a cautionary tale which interjects the proceedings and 
is purposefully inserted into the narrative. Here, the elders of the Sanhedrin swear in the High Priest so he will follow their 
instruction and not fall into the Boethusite error; and they cry because they may have suspected an innocent man of being a 
Sadducee, a Zaddokite heretic, while the High Priest cries for having been thus been the object of calumny. According to the 
Mishnah the High Priest is mandated to follow the Sanhedrin’s instruction, and he is not a priestly agent but a rabbinic agent in 
this discourse. The Paytan often uses a Qumranic term -the word פתי, paralleling but not identifying with the Talmudic 
expansion that the suspicion was that the High Priest was a Zaddokite heretic. Here Yosse ben Yosse disagrees somewhat and 
casts the elders’ suspicion not in sectarian terms but in intellectual terms. A יפת  is an un-informed person, a person who is in 
error because of his thoughtlessness and stupidity, after Prov. 14:15. The DSS 4Q177 9,7 equates  אויל and  פתי unschooled and 
foolish. The Paytan does not think that being a Zaddokite is an error, but that being a fool can jeopardise the efficacy of the 
ritual and that, he thinks, is worth crying about. 

2298 The elders, after Mishnah Yoma 1:5. 
2299 This statement is unique in the Yosse ben Yosse Piyyutic oeuvre. It even goes further than Mishnah Yoma 1:6  in 

attributing pre-eminence to the rabbis at the Temple. The verse here asserts that the High Priest must be diffident and submit 
to the rabbis, honouring their greater wisdom. In all other Piyyutim the Paytan insists on the very opposite. In the Piyyut  אזכיר

 the Paytan describes the High Priest’s humility with regard to the golden vestments [stanza 152]. But in this Piyyut, the גבורות
author relates humility to the rabbinic authorities. This brings into question, for me at least, and based on stanzas 73 and 77 
above.  

2300 In Mishnah Yoma 1:6 the narrative proffers that the High priest could wither be schooled or unschooled. The author of 
this Piyyut “spends” two stanzas describing a limited High Priest who is unschooled, not literate, and needs the elders to read to 
him from scripture. This is yet another instance where I note a departure from the other Yosse ben Yosse Piyyutim.  

2301 The elders, after Mishnah Yoma 1:6. 
2302 An epithet for the Torah, after Prov. 4:2. 
2303 The couplet יפג ליבו comes from Gen. 45:26 where the narrative speaks of Jacob’s heart growing faint upon hearing of 

the alleged death of Joseph. In Hab. 1:4 a similar verse speaks of the Law being slacked. In his other Piyyutim, Yosse ben Yosse 
speaks of delighting the High Priest with Torah, or occupying his mind with the Law; but here his heart grows faint upon hearing 
the recitation of Torah. It is a curious choice of words.  
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87 Should slumber overtake him 

 And if he wishes to doze 

 With the snapping of fingers 

 Singers2304 waken him 

 

88 The sound of the din2305 

 Of the City he hears 

 And his sleep is cast off 

 Until the night is cleaved in half.2306  

 

89 Those who are of the Noble Tribe2307 

 Thus was their custom 

 Since ancient times, and each would vigorously 

 Pursue commandments.2308  

 

90 The chiefs2309 witnessed 

 The pushing and breaking of limbs 

 And so they2310 prepared a lottery 

 To decide who will clear the ashes form the altar 

 

91 As the […] 

 […] the dawn 

 And for clearing the ashes of the internal altar 

 And oil lamps in […]2311 

 

92 In […] 

 To cast a lot […] 

 To earn a blessing2312 

 “Bless, LORD, his family”2313   

                                                           
2304 In the Mishnah Yoma 1:7 account, and in every Yosse ben Yosse Piyyut, the High Priest is kept awake by novice priests. 

Here, the author recounts Levites, the Singers at the Temple after 1 Chron. 6:17, are in charge of keeping the High Priest awake.  
2305 Isa. 66:6; Isa. 22:2 In Mishnah Yoma the narrative presents an insular Temple, within whose confines the ceremonies 

and rituals are conducted by lofty men, independent of the people. The Paytan adds an interesting element in this stanza, 
similar to stanza 140 in אספר גבורות , which entirely absent from the Mishnah narrative. Here the city sounds enter the 
Temple. The two way “traffic” suggests an organic connection between the Temple and the people, for whom the ceremonies 
and rituals are being performed. 

2306 Mishnah Yoma 1:8. 
2307 A reference to the Priestly Caste, after Exod. 24:11. 
2308 Mishnah Yoma 2:1-2. 
2309 Referring to the elders of the Beth Din, the rabbis, after Mishnah Yoma 2:2 and after 1 Sam. 21:8. This is another 

departure from the usual Yosse ben Yosse narrative which minimizes, excludes and negates rabbinic presence at the Temple 
elsewhere, but follows the Mishnah closely in this particular Piyyut.  

2310 The rabbinic sages. 
2311 Mishnah Yoma 2:3. 
2312 Mishnah Yoma 2:4. 
2313 Deut. 33:11. 
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93 The man Chamberlain2314 

 […] sends an emissary2315 

 And he will give a signal 

 When the glowing light2316 has flashed across the sky2317 

 

94 They treat him2318 with pomp and reverence 

 To the one who is greater than his brethren2319  

 And they draw a screen2320 

 Between him and the People.  

 

95 He rushes to make his ablutions outside2321 

 And he dons eight2322 

 And he hastens to sanctify 

 His hands and his feet 

 

96 He holds the Daily Sacrifice 

 And slaughters2323 it in accordance with the Law 

 And another one stirs 

 But he2324 receives it.  

 

97 He sprinkles the blood 

 And services the oil lamps 

 And offers meat 

 And meal offerings and liquid libations2325   

                                                           
2314 Jer. 20:1; Mishnah Yoma 3:1 Note: Yosse ben Yosse employs a different technical term for the supervisor of the rites. 

He calls him  פקיד . The Mishnah calls him the ממונה, the appointed man. Interestingly, the Qumran community’s technical 
term for the role of overseer, (who was the second most important officer who was at the head of the community and oversaw 
the reception of new members to the Yaḥad) was.  

 .James H. Charlesworth, “Community Organization,” in Encyclopedia of the Dead Sea Scrolls, Vol. 1, edited by L] פקיד
Schiffman and J.C. VanderKam (Oxford, UK: Oxford University Press, 2000), 135]. 

2315 Mishanh Yoma 1:3. 
2316 The word  )נגה )נוגה suggests a bright glowing light that has some holiness attached to it, after Ezek. 10:4; Prov. 4:18 
2317 Mishnah Yoma 3:1 uses the word ברקאי which has an Aramaic origin, after Tosefta Kippurim 1:15; Palestinian Talmud 

3:5 The word ברקאי is unique. It is “unpacked” in the Talmud through a story and a “recorded” conversation, which illustrate 
the essential importance of noting the first rays of sun as they pierce the night sky. The word ברקאי derives from the word ברק, 
lightning, which evokes a dagger-like image of a light that vanquishes the darkness. It is at once a poetic word and a legal word, 
as it is used in the Mishnah. 

2318 The High Priest. 
2319 Lev. 21:10. 
2320 Mishnah Yoma 3:4   In his other Piyyutim, Yosse ben Yosse specifies the type of fabric the screen was made of, usually 

  .Here there is no mention of the type of fabric .[stanza 149 for example ,אזכיר גבורות :See] שש
2321 Mishnah Yoma 3:4. 
2322 Referring to the eight golden priestly vestments, after Mishnah Yoma 3:4. 
2323 The Paytan uses the words from Mishnah Yoma 3:4 almost verbatim. This phase of the Avodah is usually omitted in the 

other Piyyutim.  
2324 The High Priest. 
2325 Mishnah Yoma 3:4. 
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98 The bring him to the Pravah  

 To the Ward of the Sacred Ablutions 

 And they draw a screen2326 

 Between him and the People.  

 

99 And he further sanctifies 

 His hands and his feet 

 And he disrobes and bathes 

 And dons the sacred linen vestments2327 

 

100  And he approaches the bullock 

  Which is of his2328 own wealth 

  Which is standing between  

  The Chamber and the Altar.2329 

 

101  The glow of his face2330 is beautiful for the People  

  He approaches his bullock 

  And puts his two hands2331 

  Solemnly upon the bullock 

 

102  He divulges his trespasses 

  He confesses his errors 

  For himself and for  

  His home2332 he thus atones.  

 
And thus did he say: "O Lord, I have committed iniquity, transgressed, and sinned before you,  

I and my house. O Lord, forgive the iniquities, transgressions, and sins, which I have done by committing iniquity, 

transgression, and sin before you, I and my house. As it is written in the Torah of Moses, your servant: “For on this 

day shall atonement be made for you to clean you. From all your sins shall you be clean before the Lord.”2333  

  

                                                           
2326 Mishnah Yoma 3:6 specifies the type of fabric as בוץ and Yosse ben Yosse in his other Piyyutim specifies it as שש [see 

 .stanza 190], but the author here remains silent as to the type of fabric אזכיר גבורות 
2327 Mishnah Yoma 3:6. 
2328 The High Priest purchased the bullock.  
2329 Mishnah Yoma 3:8. 
2330 The Paytan uses the words זיו פניו to denote the High Priest’s beautiful countenance. The word  זיו  is an Aramaic 

word, which appears but once in the Bible, in I Kings 6:37 to denote the name of the seventh month. It appears four times in 
Targum Onkelos, the Aramaic translation of the Bible, but never in any of the other Yosse ben Yosse Piyyutim which, as has 
been noted, are conspicuously devoid of foreign words and are written in Hebrew.  

2331 Mishnah Yoma 3:8 and Mishnah Menachot 9:8 claim the High Priest placed two hands on the bullock, based on Lev. 
16:21.The Paytan claims in אזכיר גבורות  [stanza 193] that the High Priest place one hand on the bullock. Here the Paytan 
adopts the Mishnaic account unchanged.  

2332 The Paytan uses the word נוה to denote the family of the High Priest, after (inter alia) Isa. 33:20; Jer. 31:20 where the 
word refers to “place of habitation” rather than “family.” The emphasis of place over the people of the household, after Lev. 
16:30. 

2333 Lev. 16:30; Mishnah Yoma 3:8. 
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103  He hastens to the Itton Gate 

  Which is north of the Altar 

  And his Deputy and the Head of the Household2334 

  Are one this side and on that side2335 

 

104  Golden lots2336 

  He finds in a vessel 

  Prepared to snag 

  The People’s he-goats.2337  

  

105  He rummages and raises them2338 

  In his right hand and in his left 

  This one engraved for The Name2339 

  And that one for the wilderness2340 

 

106  Joy and happiness2341 

  Are granted to the generation  

  As the right hand raises 

  The lot of the People’s he-goats.2342  

 

107  His Deputy tells him:  

  Raise your right hand,  

  As he raises it 

  In the right hand2343 

 

108  And the Head of the House hold retorts:  

  Raise your left hand,  

  As he raises it 

  In the left hand.2344 

 

  

                                                           
2334 Mishnah Yoma 3:9. 
2335 Meaning “on either side of the High Priest.” The orthography used here  מיפו ומיפו is unusual, whereas the letter Yod 

is superfluous and the word has to end not with a Vav but with the letter Hey. Similar orthography [although without the 
excessive Yod] appears in Ezek. 40:34. It is the only iteration of this phrase in the Yosse ben Yosse oeuvre.  

2336 The author uses the word חלש [read as CHELESH] to denote the lots. It is the only such use in the Yosse ben Yosse 
oeuvre. It does not appear in the Hebrew Bible. The Mishnah refers to them as גורלות as does Yosse ben Yosse in אזכיר גבורות 
stanza 195.  

2337 Mishnah Yoma 3:9. 
2338 Mishnah Yoma 4:1. 
2339 Referring to the Name of God, after Mishnah Yoma 4:1. 
2340 Lev. 16:22. 
2341 Isa. 60:15. 
2342 This stanza appears to be de novo, whereas the Mishnah does not recount this, and Yosse ben Yosse follows the 

Mishnaic narrative and also makes no mention of the delight cited here.  
2343 Mishnah Yoma 4:1. 
2344 Mishnah Yoma 4:1. 
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109  As they2345 are given2346 he says 

  For The Name, for expiation 

  And he marks them with crimson2347  

  One to be sacrifices and one for the desert cliffs2348 
 

110  As he speaks he approaches 

  His bullock a second time 

  To confess 

  For himself and for his Standard.2349 
 

And thus did he say,  

"O Lord, I have committed iniquity, transgressed, and sinned before you, I and my house and the children of Aaron 

[the priests], your holy people. O Lord, forgive, I pray, the iniquities, transgressions, and sins which I have 

committed, transgressed, and sinned before you, I, my house, and the children of Aaron, your holy people. As it is 

written in the Torah of Moses, your servant: “For on this day shall atonement be made for you to clean you. From 

all your sins shall you be clean before the Lord.”2350  

 

111  He is commanded to slaughter it 

  And he drains the blood into a vessel2351 

  And another one2352 stirs it 

  At the level of the Sanctuary.2353 
 

112  He ascends to the Altar2354 

  Facing the west 

  And draws the burning embers2355 

  With a full Brazier made of red hued gold.2356 
 

  

                                                           
2345 The lots. 
2346 Each lot is “given” to the appropriate he-goat. 
2347 Mishnah Yoma 4:2. 
2348 Mirsky comments on the unusual phrasing here, whereas the author is untypically brief and does not specify the 

manner and location of the red crimson mark on either of the two he-goats. See:  .אהרון מירסקי )1991(. פיוטי יוסי בן יוסי   p. 
235, footnotes 111. 

2349 Meaning the House of Aaron. 
2350 Lev. 16:30; Mishnah Yoma 4:2. 
2351 The orthography used here is untypical, whereas the word  כלי appears 17 times in Yosse ben Yosse’s works, always as 

יכל  and never except here as כילי [read KEYLI]. Similarly in the last line of this stanza, the author writes רוביד [read ROVEYD] 
instead of the typical רובד [read ROVED].  

2352 Another priest. 
2353 Mishnah Yoma 4:3 specifies that that the blood was placed on the fourth stair in the Courtyard.  
2354 Mishnah Yoma 4:3. 
2355 Ezek. 1:13; Lev. 16:12. 
2356 Mishnah Yoma 4:4. 
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113  From below him 

  At the Courtyard level 

  They bring out for him  

  A Ladle and a Tureen2357 for the incense2358 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
2357 Mishnah Yomah 5:1 recounts that the High Priest received the Ladle and a Brazier .]מחתה[ The Paytan recounts a Ladle 

and a Tureen [מגס],  as it also appears in אתה כוננת  [stanza 136, footnote 394]. Elsewhere the Paytan speaks of the Brazier, 
therefore Mirsky’s assumption that Yosse ben Yosse refers to the מגס  as a מחתה  interchangeably is not supported, in my 
opinion, and the two vessels are not interchangeable. See:  .אהרון מירסקי )1991(. פיוטי יוסי בן יוסי   p. 198, footnote 155. This 
Tureen is not mentioned in the Mishnah, but it is not clear where the Paytan draws information from. 

2358 Mishnah Yoma 5:1. 
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114  He takes a Brazier heaped2359 

  With finely ground incense2360 

  And takes a handful 

  And places it in the Ladle.  

 

115  He takes it2361 in his left hand 

  And holds the Brazier in his right2362 

  And he places the weigh 

  Of his right arm on his left arm2363 

 

116  He enters the Sanctuary 

  And enters the space between the Ornamental Curtains2364 

  And he enters from the side2365  and reaches to touch 

  The northern wall.  

 

117  He faces [... south]2366 

  And walks to the middle of the Hall2367 

  While the Ark of the Covenant was there2368  

  He met with the Staves 

 

118  He draws the Ornamental Curtain 

  Backwards very forcefully2369 

  And he extricates himself and he stands 

  Before […] 

 

  

                                                           
2359 Mishnah Yoma 5:1; The language here [the root גדש]recalls the Babylonian Talmud Tractate Yoma Folio 47:A. 
2360 Mishnah Yoma 4:4; Mishnah Yoma 5:1. 
2361 The Ladle.  
2362 Mishnah Yoma 5:1. 
2363 This element is not mentioned in the Mishnah. See: אזכיר גבורות, stanza 207, footnote 682. 
2364 Mishnah Yoma 5:1 debates whether there was a single Ornamental Curtain or two, but concludes that there were two. 

The Paytan only mentions one in  אזכיר גבורות]  stanza 207, footnote 685 for example], but here the author harmonizes his 
narrative with the Mishnah. This is the only instance in the entire Yosse ben Yosse oeuvre that the Paytan mentions two 
Ornamental Curtains. In all the other Piyyutim he consistently mentions only a single Ornamental Curtain.  

2365 Mishnah Yoma 5:1 recounts that the High Priest walked between the two Ornamental Curtains going north, then he 
turned south and walked to his left along the Ornamental Curtain to the Ark. Here the Paytan says that the High Priest came 
from “the side,” which refers to the right side, after the Aramaic Targum for Deut. 31:26 In Psalm 89:13 the right side is equal 
to the north. This is a convoluted way of referring to the north, but it works, although in other piyyutim Yosse ben Yosse does 
not rely on Aramaic Targum and bases his narrative on the Bible.   

 .p. 237, Line 120   אהרון מירסקי )1991(. פיוטי יוסי בן יוסי.  2366
2367 Mishnah Yoma 5:1 The orthography is “yod rich” here, spelling  בית with an extra yod, as ביית. 
2368 Referring to the First Temple period, after Mishnah Yoma 5:2.  
2369 This element is not mentioned in the Mishnah, but in the Piyyut אזכיר גבורות stanza 210, footnote 690 the High Priest 

is called רב כוח, meaning strong and mighty, hence the adaptation in this stanza regarding the forceful pulling of the 
Ornamental Curtain.  
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119  On a Foundation Stone2370 

  He prepares a Brazier 

  And puts spices in a vessel 

  And the smoke rises2371 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
2370 Mishnah Yoma 5:2; Palestinian Talmud Tractate Yoma 5:4. 
2371 Mishnah Yoma 5:1. 
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120  He turns right2372 on his heels 

  And exits back 

  And briefly supplicates in the Sanctuary 

  Lest the People be frightened. 2373  

 

121  The novice priest who stirs the blood2374 

  Presents the blood of the bullock 

  And he2375 returns and stands 

  Before the Ark Cover 

 

122  Once upward at its forehead2376 

  And seven times downward on its face2377 

  Counting the sprinkles 

  As he whips2378 the blood with his finger.  

 

123  He walks over and places it on a Stand2379 

  And he slaughters the People’s he-goat 

  And he returns and does with it 

  As he has done with the blood of the bullock2380 

 

  

                                                           
2372 The Paytan turns the word צד into a third person past tense verb.הצדיד  This appears in אתה כוננת stanza 140, 

footnote 405] I translate it as ‘turned right” following the discussion in footnote 350 above.  
2373 Mishnah Yoma 5:1. 
2374 Mishnah Yoma 5:3 speaks of an anonymous person who stirs the blood, diminishing the status of the priests. In  אתה

גבורותאזכיר  and in [stanza 142] כוננת  [stanza 214, footnote 705] Yosse ben Yosse refers to the stirrer as a “stirrer,” not as a 
novice priest who stirs. Here the Paytan specifies that it is a novice priest, but it is not clear where he draws information from. 
In Num. 17:23 the staff of Aaron brings forth flowers, and in Mishnah Yoma 1:7 the narrative makes reference to novice priests, 
scions of Aaron, as פרחי כהונה which may explain the reference made in this particular stanza. The orthographic oddity of this 
Piyyut is once again noted whereas the Paytan writes הממריס instead of הממרס, adding a yod. The same occurs in the 
following lines with the word הגיש which becomes היגיש, and the word נתייצב which becomes ניתייצב. The verb נתייצב is 
written in Mishnaic Hebrew, rather than the Biblical form of התייצב.  

2375 The High Priest.  
2376 The order of the sprinkling of blood is mentioned in Lev. 16:14, and in Mishnah Yoma 5:3 The phrasing in this stanza is 

unique and appears only in this Piyyut, referring to the top of the Ark Cover as מיצחה meaning “her forehead” (with the 
customary extra yod).  

2377 The phrasing here repeats the poetic reference to the Ark Cover as a human face. Mishnah Yoma 5:3 only mentions 
that the blood was sprinkled downward, as does Yosse ben Yosse in his accounts, but here the phrase is למטה בפניה, a singular 
such poetic expression in the Yosse ben Yosse oeuvre.  

2378 Mishnah Yoma 5:3. 
2379 The interesting orthography becomes problematic here. In the Piyyut  אזכיר גבורות stanza 216 and in Mishnah Yoma 

5:3 the stand is called כן [read as KAN]. The word כאן [also read as KAN]as it appears here ought to be translated as “here” 
because of the additional aleph. Such orthography appears in Neh. 13:16 where the word דג [fish] appears as גדא  with the 
extra aleph.  

2380 Mishnah Yoma 5:4. 
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124  He walks over and places it on a Stand2381 

  And replaces2382 it with the blood of the bullock 

  And he exits and stands2383 

  Before the Ornamental Curtain.2384  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
2381 Here the Paytan uses the more common orthography, spelling the word for Stand as כן [read KAN].  
2382 The yod-rich orthography is noted. 
2383 The Mishnaic Hebrew form of the verb is noted.  
2384 Mishnah Yoma 5:4. 
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125  In the rhythm2385 of what he has done inside 

  He does outside 

  And he does the same with the blood of the he-goat 

  And then he mixes them together at the end2386 

 

126  He approaches the Altar2387 

  Which is made of gold and cleanses it2388 

  He squares2389 its corners 

  And seven times for it sanctification.2390  

 
 And as he completed these tasks he approached the he-goat that was destined to be cast off, and he put both his 

hands on its head and confessed. And thus he would say: I beg of You...2391 

 

127  An experienced appointed man2392  

  Pulls it2393 to cast it2394 

  Laden with the People’s sins2395 

  And their transgressions2396 

 

128  He offers the flesh of the bullock 

  And of the he-goat and the incense2397 

  And others2398 burn 

  Their flesh2399 according to the directives2400 

 

  

                                                           
2385 The word קצב [read KETSEV] appears only once in the entire Yosse ben Yosse oeuvre, here.  
2386 Mishnah Yoma 5:4  The phrase here is בעקב literally “at the heel,” meaning “at the end,” after Gen. 25:25; Gen. 27:36 
2387 Referring to the Golden Altar, after Lev. 16:18. 
2388 Mishnah Yoma 5:5. 
2389 He cleanses the four corners of the Altar.  
2390 Mishnah Yoma 5:6. 
2391 Mishnah Yoma 6:2. 
2392 Lev. 16:21; Mishnah Yoma 6:3; See: אתה כוננת stanza 153, footnote 435; See:  אזכיר גבורות stanza 222. 
2393 The he-goat intended to be cast off in the desert.  
2394 Mishnah Yoma 6:3. 
2395 See: אתה כוננת stanza 153; Babylonian Talmud Tractate Yoma Folio 66:B. 
2396 The yod-rich orthography is noted.  
2397 Mishnah Yoma 6:7. 
2398 The yod-rich orthography is noted.  
2399 The Paytan uses an uncommon word for meat לחומם after Zeph. 1:17 It is the only such instance in the Yosse ben 

Yosse oeuvre.  
2400 Lev. 16:27. 
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129  He sends the he-goat  

  To the edge of the desert2401 

  And he reviews the order of the Day2402 

  From the written text, by heart2403 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
2401 Mishnah Yoma 6:5. 
2402 Mishnah Yoma 7:1. 
2403 The High Priest reads Scripture from the written text. In this particular Piyyut the Paytan adds the  על פהrecitation. It is 

not clear where he draws information from, but it may be related to the beginning of the Piyyut where the Paytan discusses the 
lack of erudition of the High Priest in stanza 86, footnote 282. 
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130 He makes eight benedictions2404 

 And he sanctifies himself and disrobes2405 

 And he bathes and he dons 

 Eight Vestments and he makes a benediction.2406  

 

131 He sacrifices the Mussaf offerings2407 

 In their entirety and sanctifies himself2408 

 And he bathes and he dons 

 Linen clothes and he makes a benediction2409 

 

132 He turns2410 and enters 

 And takes out the vessels of the incense 

 And he sanctifies himself and disrobes2411 

 And stows the linen clothes for safekeeping.2412  

 

133 He completes the full five 

 Ablutions as directed 

 And he bathes and he dons 

 Eight vestments and makes benedictions2413 

 

134 He offers the evening sacrifice 

 As he did before2414 

 And he burns the allotted incense2415 

 Between the sacrificed meat and the liquid libations.2416  

 

  

                                                           
2404 Mishnah Yoma 7:1. 
2405 In the “typical” Yosse ben Yosse narratives on the Avodah, much attention is paid to the various ablutions and 

wardrobe changes of the High Priest. This particular Piyyut uses uncharacteristic “short hand” narration regarding the ablutions 
and clothing of the High Priest.  

2406 Mishnah Yoma 7:3. 
2407 Mishnah Yoma 7:3. 
2408 The yod-rich orthography is noted. 
2409 Mishnah Yoma 7:4. 
2410 The phrase תאר ליפנים, aside from its yod-rich spelling, is singular, whereas the verb תאר does not appear elsewhere 

in Yosse ben Yosse’s work. Mirsky cites Joshua 15:9 where the word  תאר is translated as “drawn” (drawing of an outline),[see: 
 p. 238, footnote 137], but this does not fit the context of the stanza or the Mishnaic   אהרון מירסקי )1991(. פיוטי יוסי בן יוסי. 
narrative, which is why I disagree with Mirsky on this point. It appears to me that the word תאר as it is written here is based on 
the word תר [read TAR], which is translated as “walked, moved, ambled” with an added aleph, as in stanza 123, footnote 364 
above. 

2411 Mishnah Yoma 7:4. 
2412 Lev. 16:23; Sifre  6:7אחרי מות recounts that the fine linen vestments used by the High Priest on Yom Kippur were 

cached eternally and could not be subsequently reused. This account is absent from Mishnah Yoma 7:4 but appears in אזכיר 

  .stanza 230 גבורות
2413 Mishnah Yoma 7:4. 
2414 Sifre, 6:5 אחרי מות. 
2415 Mishnah Yoma 7:4. 
2416 Mishnah Yoma 7:4. 



525 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



526 
 

 

135 The orders of the Avodah are done 

 And he lights2417 the oil lamps 

 And makes a tenth benediction 

 And disrobes of his golden vestments2418 

 

136 The attire of his wealth2419 

 Brought to him by his young coterie  

 As he wears them and the dear ones2420 accompany him 

 To his abode.2421  

 

137 Give us a sign2422 

 They say in his ears 

 How shall we know 

 That our transgressions have been forgiven?2423  

 

138 The cord of our hope 

 From crimson is now white,  

 The loyal emissary 

 Responds to those who dispatched him.2424  

 

***** 

 

                                                           
2417 Note the yod-rich spelling.  
2418 Mishnah Yoma 7:4. 
2419 Meaning the High Priest’s personal clothes. The word הון appears in Mishnah Yoma 3:8 referring to the bullock 

purchased by the High Priest, thus typing the end of the Avodah with its beginning rituals. The word הון also appears in the 
Piyyut אספר גדולות  [stanza 44, footnote134]. The word הון appears 18 times in the Hebrew Bible, denoting wealth and 
property. It never appears in the Mishnah and in other rabbinic texts it only appears in quotes from the bible [Tosefta, BT, PT, 
Mekhilta, Gen. Rabba, Exod. Rabba, Lev. Rabba, Numbers Rabba, Song of Solomon Rabba, Esther Rabba, and in Aggadic 
Midrashim ] In the Qumran literature this word appears no less than 110 times [Abegg, Bowley and Cook, The Dead Sea Scrolls 
Concordance, Vol. 1, The Non-Biblical Texts from Qumran, (Leiden, Netherlands: Brill, 2003)]. 

2420 I translate יקרים as “elders” ), based on the Aramaic Targum of Num. 24:11, where the Hebrew reads כבד אכבדך and 
the Aramaic reads  יקרא איקרינך  whereas the Hebrew root כבד parallels the Aramaic root יקר and both mean ‘respect, 
honour,” and in the context of this stanza refers to “the respected elders.”  

2421 Mishnah Yoma 7:4. 
2422 Exod. 7:9. 
2423 This is an almost verbatim copy of the אזכיר גבורות text in stanza 239.  
2424 Mishnah Yoma 6:8. 
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 אז בדעת חקר

IN THE BEGINNING HE SCRUTINIZED 
 

SOURCES CITED: SUMMARY 
 

 

 

Genesis 119 

Exodus 12 

Leviticus 27 

Numbers 6 

Deuteronomy 16 

Joshua 4 

Judges 1 

I Kings 1 

II kings 1 

I Samuel 5 

II Samuel 2 

Isaiah 30 

Jeremiah 10 

Ezekiel 10 

Hosea 2 

Joel 2 

Amos 3 

Obadiah  

Jonah  

Micah 1 

Nahum  

Habakkuk 1 

Zephaniah 3 

Haggai  

Zechariah 1 

Malachi  

Psalms 47 

Proverbs 20 

Job 10 

Song of Songs 2 

Ruth  

Lamentations 2 

Ecclesiastes  

Esther 2 

Daniel 4 

Ezra 1 

Nehemiah 3 

I Chronicles 4 

II Chronicles 2 

Genesis Rabba 9 

Mishnah 95 

PT 5 

BT  4 

Sifre 4 

Tosefta 1 

DSS 1 

Josephus 1 
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 You Have Created the World with Compassion – חסד ברוב עולם כוננת אתה

 

 

TITLE:  You Have Created the World with Compassion 

    ...חסד ברוב עולם כוננת אתה

SUBJECT SUMMARY: Starts with Creation, leads to the Three Fathers, to 

introduce the Kohanim as a privileged caste charged with serving God at the 

Temple. Review of High Priest service [Avodah] on Yom Kippur.  

STRUCTURAL FEATURES: 

 Stanzas: 176 

 Acrostic system: ( 4 x  א"ב)  x 2  

 Complete/Incomplete: Appears complete, although ends abruptly.  

 Other: -- 

NOTES: After the introduction of the Piyyut there are some readings from 

scripture and Mishnah. May be recited by the congregation.    



530 
 

 

 You Have Created the World with Compassion – חסד ברוב עולם כוננת אתה

1 You have created the world2425 

 With great compassion2426 

 And with compassion it will conduct itself 

 Until the end of days. 2427 

 

2 The world will not falter2428 

 Because of its creatures’ offence 

 And it will not stumble 

 Under the weight of sin and transgressions.  

 

3 Even when the Earth was as yet 

 Desert and in deep darkness 

 With the light of faith You delighted2429 

 And it lay enchanted at Your feet2430 

 

4 You intended to give it2431 

 As a panacea2432 for every human2433 

 Even before You created man 

 You had his Life2434 prepared.  

 

5 You distinguished2435 the heavens 

 As Your dwelling place2436  

 And You made spacious the upper chambers2437 

 For Your Throne of Glory2438 

 

  

                                                           
2425 Psalm 119:100. 
2426 Psalm 89:3. 
2427 Daniel 12:13. 
2428 Psalm 93:1; Psalm 104:5. 
2429 Prov. 8:30; A reference to the Torah which had been written prior to Creation, after Gen. Rabbah 1:4. 
2430 1 Sam. 25:27. 
2431 The Torah. 
2432 Prov. 3:8. 
2433 Psalm 19:8.  
2434 A reference to the Torah, after Deut. 32:47. 
2435 The Paytan uses the root ברר here, which has (i) A connotation of selecting, after Ezek. 20:38; 1 Chron. 16:41, and (ii) A 

sense of cleansing and purifying something, making it sacred, after Job 33:3; Eccles. 9:1; Zeph. 3:9. 
2436 I Kings 8:39. 
2437 Psalm 104:3. 
2438 Isa. 63:1. 
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6 There You are ensconced2439 

 No eye can behold You 

 And from there Your eyes 

 Scrutinize2440  all creatures.  

 

7 You had wisely2441 constructed2442 a scaffold 

 For the earth in the void2443 

 To serve as Your footstall2444  

 And to be the habitation of Your creations2445 

 

8 Midst the void2446, and in tumult2447 

 You suspended its foundations 

 And when You pay heed  

 The Earths very underpinnings tremble2448 in horror.  

 

9 You drove out darkness 

 And beckoned light 

 You named them2449 

 And set as law their measure 

 

10 You set a boundary for them2450 

 And You fractured2451 them 

 Lest they fail to obey Your Law2452 

 And lest they change the order of things.  

 

  

                                                           
2439 Psalm 101:1. 
2440 The Paytan describes this scrutiny by describing God’s eyes roaming “to and fro,” after I1 Chron. 16:9. 
2441 Prov. 3:19. 
2442 Psalm 104:3. 
2443 Literally “on absence of matter,” after  Job 26:7.  
2444 Isa. 66:1. 
2445 Isa. 45:18. 
2446 Here begins the account of Creation, with the First Day. Job 226:7. 
2447 Job 9:6. 
2448 Psalm 104:32. 
2449 Gen. 1:5. 
2450 The Second Day of Creation. Psalm 104:9; Gen. Rabba 3:6. 
2451 The Paytan uses the word פור which on the face of it would be translated as “lot” after Esther 3:7 or Esther 9:24 but in 

fact the word come from the root פרר and pertains to a shattering, after Isa. 24:19 and Psalm 74:13. 
2452 Ezek. 16:27. 
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11 You have trammeled the firmament2453 

 And therein concealed2454 half the waters2455 

 And from their crop2456 

 Clouds becloud 

 

12 You have also kindled 

 Brimstone2457 for your antagonists 

 And from both fire and water 

 You save your adherents.  

 

13 The radiant image of the Earth 

 You purposed2458 be unveiled2459  

 You suppressed2460 the rest of the waters 

 And gathered them in one place2461 

 

14 The grasses of the land2462 

 Sprouted at Your command 

 Grass and herbs yielding seed after their kind   

 And a Garden of Eden2463 for those who dwell under Your protection.  

 

15 Wind of Your mouth lit2464 

 The torches in the firmament 

 To reckon by them 

 The ages and the times 

 

  

                                                           
2453 Gen. 1:7. 
2454 The Paytan uses the verb כמס which pertains to hiding, secreting, sequestering, and concealing something, after Deut. 

32:34. 
2455 Gen. Rabba 4:4. 
2456 Braita Tractate Ta’anit, Folio 10:A; Pslam 104:13. 
2457 Isa. 30:33. 
2458 The Third Day. Isa. 14:24. 
2459 Gen. 1:9. 
2460 The Paytan uses the verb דכא after Psalm 143:3 which suggests that this suppression involved a humbling and a 

crushing of something powerful.  
2461 Gen. 1:9. 
2462 Gen. 1:12. 
2463 Gen. Rabba 11:9. 
2464 The Fourth Day. Gen. 1:14. 
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16 Through windows2465 

 You instructed them 

 This for the day and that for the night 

 Lest their strides2466 tarry.   

 

17 From water You spawned2467 

 Creatures of wing 

 And multitudes of fish 

 And mighty sea creatures 

 

18 You indicated for those who know You2468 

 The scale covered fish2469 

 And the leviathan serpent2470 

 For the Meal of Eternity.2471  

 

19 From the very soil2472 

 You created multitudes2473 

 Beasts and crawling creatures 

 And the animals of the Earth 

 

20 You instructed the signs 

 Of the pure ones to be eaten2474 

 And for the commonwealth of the just 

 You made Kosher certain beasts.2475  

 

  

                                                           
2465 Exod. Rabba 15:22. 
2466 Judges 5:28 [the theme of windows appears in both the stanza and its source].  
2467 The Fifth Day. Gen. 1:20-21. 
2468 Exod. 6:7. 
2469 Deut. 14:9. 
2470 Isa. 27:1. 
2471 Babylonian Talmud, Bava Batra, Folio 4:B. 
2472 The Sixth Day. Gen. 1:24. 
2473 The Paytan uses the word העדפת which in Modern Hebrew connotes a preference for something, but in Biblical 

Hebrew indicates a surplus, after Exod. 16:23; Num. 2:46. 
2474 Deut. 14:6. 
2475 Deut. 14:4. 
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21 And as the world was constructed 

 In wisdom,2476  

 And Your table set with satisfaction2477 

 And bounty 

 

22 And You laboured 

 To invite a guest2478 

 And feed him 

 Of Your bounty.  

 

23 And to have him rule2479 

 Over the creatures of Your hand 

 To be like a god2480 

 To control and to govern2481 

 

24 And to wrestle with an angel,2482 

 And to tear open2483 the sea,2484 

 To make the heavenly lights stand,2485 

 And to revive the dead.2486 

 

25 You fashioned his body 

 From clay2487 that You had gathered2488  

 And You adroitly embroidered his innards2489  

 In the figure of Your image2490 

 

  

                                                           
2476 Psalm 104:24; Prov. 24:3. 
2477 Job 36:16. 
2478 A reference to Man. 
2479 Gen. 1:28. 
2480 Gen. 3:5. 
2481 Prov. 6:7. 
2482 Referring to Jacob, after Gen. 32:29. 
2483 A reference to the Red Sea which Moses had cleaved, after Exod. 14:5-28. 
2484 Isa. 40:12. 
2485 A reference to Joshua who conquered the Land of Israel miraculously, whereas even the sun and the moon assisted, 

after Joshua 10:12.  
2486 A reference to Jeremiah, who revived a child, after I Kings 17:22; and to Elisha who revived the Shunammite’s son, 

after 2 Kings 4:35. 
2487 Gen. 2:7. 
2488 Job 33:6. 
2489 Psalm 139:15. 
2490 Gen. 1:26-27. 
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26 The glow of a candle, a soul,2491  

 You set at his core 

 To reside in the depths 

 Of the dark chambers of his heart.  

 

27 You endowed2492 him with a resplendent one,2493 

 Under the canopy of Eden,  

 And with gold and with gemstones2494 

 You made his abode more beautiful 

 

28 You filled him2495  

 With the spirit of insight2496 

 To name every creature2497 

 And all Your creations.  

 

29 Ever-Living2498 

 You wanted to test him 

 With an easy decree2499 

 To see if he can heed it 

 

30 Refrain from the Tree of Knowledge 

 Lest you falter 

 But from the fruit bearing trees 

 Have your fill.2500  

 

31 You saw that he was solitary2501 

 And You said: I shall make a help meet for him,  

 If he stray from the path 

 She will be a stumbling block unto him2502 

 

  

                                                           
2491 Prov. 20:27. 
2492 Gen. 30:20. 
2493 A reference to Eve, Adam’s wife, after Psalm 45:14. 
2494 Ezek. 28:13. 
2495 A reference to Adam.  
2496 Prov. 20:5. 
2497 Gen. 2:20. 
2498 An epithet for God, after Daniel 12:7. 
2499 A reference to the decree that Adam not eat from the fruit of the Tree of Knowledge, after Gen. 2:17. 
2500 Gen. 2:16. 
2501 Gen. 2:18. 
2502 Gen. Rabba 17:3. 
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32 A hasty sleep2503 

 You sweetened upon him 

 And You cleaved2504 his rib 

 And from it You fashioned flesh.  

 

33 You nurtured her2505 with grace 

 And beautified her with kindness 

 And brought them2506 under the marriage canopy2507 

 And You graced them with Your blessings;2508 

 

34 To make a mistake borne of falsehood 

 A reptile seduced her2509 

 And pulled her like a beast to the slaughter2510 

 To disobey a command.  

 

35 They were warned not to eat2511 of the fruit2512 

 But she englutted2513 herself and her mate2514 

 And they were stripped naked by their villainy  

 And were covered by a wilting leaf2515 

 

 

  

                                                           
2503 Gen. 2:21. 
2504 The Paytan uses the root אצל which refers to a removal of something in order to imbue it with spiritual qualities and 

grant it to another, after Num. 11:17; Num. 11:25; Gen. 26:36. 
2505 A reference to Eve. 
2506 A reference to Adam and Eve.  
2507 Babylonian Talmud, Tractate Niddah, Folio 45:B. 
2508 Gen. 1:28. 
2509 Gen. 3:1-4. 
2510 Isa. 53:7; Prov. 7:22. 
2511 The Paytan write טעם which in many cases can mean “to taste,” but here refers to the act of eating, after Jonah 3:7. 
2512 Gen. 2:17. 
2513 The root לעט refers to eating gluttonously, after Gen. 25:30. 
2514 Gen. 3:3:6. 
2515 Gen. 3:7 The Paytan displays a wortspiele here, using the root  נבל to denote both villainy, after Deut. 32:6, and נבל to 

denote wilting of a  fig leaf, after Isa. 34:4,  suggesting the fig leaf with which Adam and Eve covered their nakedness was a 
fragile, vain measure, after Exod. 18:18 [vanity and villainy].  



543 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



544 
 

 

36 The paces2516 were driven2517 away 

 From the one with the tongue2518 

 And his fare was transmuted 

 Never to be repaired.2519  

 

37 He will be hated2520 with loathing 

 And have his head crushed, 

 And he will chafe the heels2521 

 Of those who use their tongues2522 surreptitiously2523 

 

38 His2524 sentence of mortality was pronounced 

 To toil in endeavour,  

 And she2525 was sentenced to hardship in labour, 

 And the infertile land2526 was cursed to harden.2527  

 

39 His2528 nature was inured 

 To lust after fornication2529 

 And she sent forth her young ones2530 

 A farmer2531 and a shepherd2532 

 

  

                                                           
2516 Isa. 26:6. 
2517 The root טרד can be understood as (i) driven away, after Daniel 4:22; or (ii) as busy, preoccupies, after Prov. 27:15. In 

my reading of the Piyyut, the first interpretation is more accurate, given Gen. 3:14. 
2518 A reference to the Snake, after Eccles. 10:11; Psalm 140:12. 
2519 Gen. 3:14. 
2520 The Paytan uses the word יושטן derived from משטמה, extreme hatred, to refer to the eternal antagonism between 

Man and Snake, after Gen. 3:15. 
2521 Gen. 3:15. 
2522 The Paytan plays on the word לשון, tongue, and turns it into a verb in the third person plural form of  מלשנים. The 

niqud vocalization marks here are important. It is not MALSHINEY, those who betray others, but MELASHNEY, those who use 
their tongue for evil. It is an interesting wortspiele.  

2523 Psalm 101:5. 
2524 The decree against Man. 
2525 A reference to Eve, as Woman. 
2526 The word ציה refers to the desert, a desolate, barren earth whose cultivation is challenging and effortful, after Jer. 

51:43. 
2527 Gen. 3:16-19. 
2528 A reference to the male of the species of humans. 
2529 The verb רבע insinuates fornication that is unfettered by moral guidance, after Lev. 20:16. 
2530 The Paytan uses the word עויליה derived from the word  עול ימים which refers to an infant or a young person, after Isa. 

65:20. 
2531 A reference to Cain, after Gen. 4:2. 
2532 A reference to Abel, after Gen. 4:2. 
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40 They wished to honour2533 with offerings 

 The Creator of all2534 

 The older one with the fruit of the land2535 

 And the young one with suckling lambs.2536   

 

41 As You gazed, oh Lofty One,2537  

 On the humility of the feeble one2538 

 You accepted his offering 

 And snubbed the aroma of his brother’s2539 offering2540 

 

42 And he2541 extinguished2542 his mercy 

 And did not control his urge 

 And he killed one who was created in God’s image2543 

 And began the spilling of blood.2544  

 

43 As You heard, impetrating, 

 The voice of the crying blood2545 

 And You punished him2546 with being a fugitive and a wanderer 

 And with futile toil and vanity2547 

 

44 When he2548 confessed,2549 

 You marked him with a sign, 

 To mete upon anyone who slays him 

 Sevenfold vengeance, in retribution.2550  

 

  

                                                           
2533 Honour someone precious, after Isa. 43:4; Isa. 13:12; 1 Sam. 26:21. 
2534 Jer. 10:16; Jer. 51:19. 
2535 A reference to Cain’s offering, after Gen. 4:3. 
2536 A reference to Abel’s offering, after Gen. 4:4. 
2537 Psalm 138:6. 
2538 A reference to Abel. 
2539 A reference to Cain. 
2540 Gen. 4:4-5. 
2541 A reference to Cain. 
2542 Isa. 43:17. 
2543 A reference to Abel, an an individual who epitomizes all humans. 
2544 The murder of Abel marked the beginning of all bloodshed, after Esther Rabba, Petichta 10.  
2545 Gen. 4:10. 
2546 A reference to Cain. 
2547 Gen. 4:12. 
2548 Cain.  
2549 Gen. 4:13. 
2550 Gen. 4:15. 



547 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

  



548 
 

 

45 They strove to annoy You, God,  

 The generation of Enosh2551 

 Who began to supplant Your Glory 

 And to call upon the name of an idol 

 

46 Just as You put the sand to bound the sea2552 

 You gave the Law to be followed and not to be abrogated 

 And You called upon it2553 

 As a measure for measure for their uttering another name.2554  

 

47 They learned to offend 

 Full of evil they were2555 

 They grew fat and became self assured2556 

 And they said to God- be gone2557 

 

48 Therefore You rebuked2558 them2559 

 With the brooks of the deep2560 

 And a river-full of water2561  

 You poured upon them.  

 

49 From amongst them2562 You found 

 A righteous and whole-hearted man2563 

 And You ensconced him2564 in a protective vessel2565 

 Until the wrath had abated2566 

 

  

                                                           
2551 Gen. 4:26. 
2552 Jer. 5:22. 
2553 A reference to the sea, the water of the flood that annihilated the sinners, after Amos 5:8.  
2554 Gen. Rabba 23:7. 
2555 Gen. 6:11. 
2556 Jer. 5:28. 
2557 Job 21:14. 
2558 The root זעם denotes indignation, after Isa. 66:14, and a curse, after Num. 23:8. I conflated both meanings into the 

word “rebuke.” 
2559 The generation of the Flood.  
2560 Gen. 7:11. 
2561 Psalm 65:10. 
2562 Gen. 6:9. 
2563 A reference to Noah, after Gen. 7:1. 
2564 Psalm 27:5. 
2565 A reference to the ark, after Gen. 7:1. 
2566 Isa. 26:20; Gen. 8:1. 
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50 From him2567 You made legion 

 The families of every created being2568 

 And having found consolation in him2569 

 You said, I shall damn them no more.  

 

51 They rebelled against Your Name 

 Those inhabitants of Shinar2570 

 And they sought to rise above Your Throne2571 

 And there make a name for themselves2572  

 

52 You made their wishes come true 

 By mocking them2573 

 And You dispersed them to all the winds2574 

 And You garbling their language.2575  

 

53 A candle in the darkness 

 The Father of a Multitude2576 was renowned 

 And to the spark of his fire2577 

 The stumbling ones2578 had ran 

 

54 The path of righteousness 

 He instructed to those who were lost2579 

 Lean in faith on the Ever living God 

 How can a statue benefit you.   

 

  

                                                           
2567 A reference to Noah’s descendents.  
2568 Gen. 9:19. 
2569 Gen. 8:21. 
2570 Gen. 11:2. 
2571 A reference to the Tower of Babel.  
2572 Gen. 11:4. 
2573 Psalm 2:4. 
2574 Gen. 11:9. 
2575 Gen. 11:7. 
2576 An epithet for Abraham, after Gen. 22:17; Gen. 17:5. 
2577 Job 18:5. 
2578 A reference to idol worshippers, after Ezek. 14:3. 
2579 Gen. Rabba 39:11. 
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55 He2580 left his abode2581 

 And was drawn unto You 

 And You were there with him 

 In fire2582 and war2583 

 

56 He wallowed2584 in the blood of the covenant2585 

 And his progeny after him too 

 Because it2586 shall save 

 Those who bear His mark2587, from evil.2588  

 

 57 You made him rejoice 

 With the Fruit of Mirth2589 

 Even as he said: I have been made wretched 

 And my roots have withered2590 

 

58 Like a hero he2591 bore the burden 

 Of weighty trials2592 

 Even to slaughter his one and only2593 

 You tested him, and he persevered 

 

59 The father rejoiced in binding2594 

 And the son rejoiced in being bound2595 

 And because of this binding they are considered just 

 Those who shoulder His law2596 and His reproach 

 

                                                           
2580 A reference to Abraham, who had set forth from his homeland to Canaan, at God’s command.  
2581 Gen. 12:1-4. 
2582 Babylonian Talmud, Tractate Pssachim, Folio 118:A. 
2583 Gen. 14. 
2584 Ezek. 16:6. 
2585 A reference to Abraham’s circumcision, after Gen. 17:26. 
2586 A reference to the covenantal circumcision rite.  
2587 Isa. 46:3. 
2588 Exod. Rabba 19:4. 
2589 A reference to Isaac, after Gen. 21:6. 
2590 Gen. 17:17. 
2591 Abraham. 
2592 Abraham was tested in ten ever-more-challenging trials, the עקדה – the binding of Isaac, was the tenth, he most 

difficult test of his faith.  
2593 Gen. 22:2. 
2594 Gen. Rabba 56:8. 
2595 Gen. 22:8. 
2596 A reference to Israel, after Isa. 46:3. 



553 
 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



554 
 

 

60 You found a ram in his2597 stead2598 

 But the deed was counted as his2599 merit, 

 On this Day2600 we will hear You say: 

 I found a ransom in your stead.2601 

 
As it is written in Your Torah: 

“And Abraham called the name of that place Adonai-Yireh; as it is said to this day: 'In the mount where the LORD 

is seen.'”2602 

 

61 Even before You inscribed 

 Your Law with fire in Your right hand2603 

 The Impeccable one2604 

 Guarded its gates2605 

 

62 Then You made him2606 sleep in the lodging place2607  

 Where he found You2608 

 And You vowed, promising him 

 To be his mighty fortress.2609  

 

63 You sheltered him2610 

 From the sword of his pursuer2611 

 And a fiery angel  

 You weakened before him2612 

 

  

                                                           
2597 A reference to Isaac who was bound to be sacrificed in a faith-full offering to God. 
2598 Gen. 22:13. 
2599 A reference to Isaac. 
2600 A reference to the Day of Atonement. 
2601 Job 33:24; The word “ransom” is כופר, meaning a covering of something, like the coating of Noah’s ark, after Gen. 

6:14. It thus means a ransom, or a payment in the stead of a person. The root כפר is transformed into the name for the Day of 
Atonement, יום הכפורים in which God covers up the sins of Israel who repent, and Israel through prayer and fasting “pay” the 
ransom for their sins and are thus saved from God’s wrath.  

2602 Gen. 22:14. 
2603 Deut. 33:2. 
2604 An epithet for Jacob, after Gen. 25:27. 
2605 Prov. 8:34. 
2606 A reference to Jacob. 
2607 Exod. 4:24; Referring to bet El, where Jacob slept, on his journey from the Land of Israel to Aram, after Gen. 28:11-15. 
2608 Hosea 12:5. 
2609 Psalm 9:10; Gen. 28:15. 
2610 A reference to Jacob. 
2611 A reference to Esau who pursued Jacob with ill intent, After Amos 1:11. 
2612 A reference to Jacob’s encounter with the angel, after Gen. 32:25-29. 
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64 You adorned2613 him  

 With a number of Tribal Standards2614 

 And like coins, as numerous as the waters in the seas2615 

 You made numerous his congregations.2616  

 

65 One of the blossoms2617 of Your tribes2618 

 You made him as a tithe2619, to serve You2620 

 For in payment he2621 offered You at tithe  

 Of his fortune, at the site of the pillar.2622.   

 

66 The Righteous Fruit2623 You made grow 

 From the staff of Levi: 

 Amram and his descendants2624 

 Like a vine2625  and its branches.2626  

 

67 You remembered Your flock2627 

 In the hands of the Faithful one2628 

 To extract it2629 from Zoan2630 

 And to have it traverse the waters of the sea2631 

 

  

                                                           
2613 Prov. 17:6. 
2614 A reference to the twelve tribes that hailed from Jacob.  
2615 Isa. 48:19.  
2616 Gen. 28:14; Psalm 22:23. 
2617 A reference to one of the sons of Jacob, after Job 30:12; Num. 17:23. 
2618 Psalm 122:4. 
2619 Gen. 28:22. 
2620 A reference to Levi whose scions serve God as Levites and Priests. 
2621 A reference to Jacob. 
2622 A reference to the memorial pillar erected by Jacob at Bet-El, after Gen. 28:18. 
2623 Prov. 11:30. 
2624 The Paytan uses the word נינים which in Modern Hebrew means “great grandchildren,” but here refers to the 

descendents of several generations, after Gen. 21:23. 
2625 A reference to Aaron, Miriam, and Moses, after Gen. 40:10. 
2626 Joel 1:7. 
2627 Ezek. 34:17; Exod. 3:15-16. 
2628 A reference to Moses, after Num. 12:7. 
2629 The people of Israel, God’s flock. 
2630 Another name for Egypt, after Num. 13:22. 
2631 A reference to the crossing of the Red Sea, after Isa. 40:12; Exod. 14:24. 
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68 You adorned him with a day of sanctification  

 And with a canopy of cloud2632 

 Until he brought forth2633 the reward2634 

 And the bounty2635 of God’s abode.2636  

 

69 The ornamental Diadem of priesthood2637 

 You endowed to the one who sanctifies2638 You 

 And he bequeathed it 

 To his sons after him 

 

70 Reserved and pledged 

 For all generations2639 

 And those who disparage their2640 honour 

 Will suffer2641 and will be afflicted.2642  

 

71 Oh Rock2643 You have bestowed upon them 

 A multitude of gifts2644 

 And from the Table of the King2645 

 You prepared their victuals 

 

  

                                                           
2632 Exod. 24:15. 
2633 The Paytan uses the words שבית שבי which would be translated as “you took something into captivity,” but my 

reading of the stanza leads me to believe that this is a wortspiele, which rests on the foundation of the root שבב, which 
insinuates gladness. My reading of the verse in effect interprets it as saying: “You have brought a gift that gladdened those who 
turned to you,” because the root שבב also insinuates a return unto someone or something, in this case, to God.  

2634 Referring to the Torah, after Psalm 68:19. 
2635 The root שלל can be translated as “booty,” or as a “negation.” In the context of this stanza, it is clear that the Paytan 

refers to the Temple as the reward, the gift, and the munificent bounty that God had granted His people.  
2636 Jer. 31:22. 
2637 Zech. 6:11; Lev. 8:9. 
2638 A reference to Aaron the High Priest, after Psalm 106:16. 
2639 A reference to the Priesthood which is exclusively promised and preserved for the scions of Aaron, after Exod. 40:15. 
2640 Referring to the Priests.  
2641 A reference to the fate of Korach and his assembly, who disparaged the exclusivity of the Priests and demanded a 

share as well, after Num. 16:32. 
2642 A reference to Uzziah the King who sinfully entered the Sanctuary of the Temple to burn incense, and was afflicted 

with leprosy as a result, after I1 Chron. 26:16-21. 
2643 The word צור literally means “a hard rock” and is at times used as such, as in Psalm 78:20. In this case, however, the 

word צור is an epithet for God, after Deut. 32:4; 1 Sam. 2:2; 2 Sam. 22:47. 
2644 Tosefta Challah 2:8 enumerates 24 gifts that were granted to the Priests (“The meaning of the word ‘seresh’ is 

interpreted.” Rosh Chodesh Shvat. http://www.daat.ac.il/daat/kitveyet/shmaatin/kehuna.htm). See: Exod. 13:13; Lev. 2:3, 7:7, 
7:8, 7:14, 7:34, 23:19-20, 24:9, 27:21; Num. 6:19-20, 15:20, 18:4, 18:9, 18:13, 18:15, 18:17-18, 18:26-28; Deut. 18:3-4. 

2645 Referring to the sacrifices at the Temple, a portion of which was reserved for the Priests and their kin, after Deut. 18:3 
[See additional sources in footnote 220 above]. 
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72 You commanded them to sit 

 At the gate of Your Tents2646 

 To fill their hands2647 

 Seven days.  

 

As it is written in Your Torah: 

“As hath been done this day, so the LORD hath commanded to do, to make atonement for 

you”2648 

 

73 Consecrated men2649 will separate 

 The man2650 from his abode 

 To keep him in the Ward2651 

 In accordance with the service law2652 

 

74 The sanctify him and sanitize him2653 

 With the cleansing water2654 of the heifer-ash2655  

 As a reward for2656 the cleansing by blood 

 And the anointing oil.  

 

  

                                                           
2646 Lev. 8:35. 
2647 To keep the charge of God, after Lev. 8:35.  
2648 Thus begins the Paytan’s narrative concerning the Day of Atonement, Lev. 8:34. 
2649 Mishnah Yoma 1:1 does not specify the identity of the men who remove the High Priest from his home in preparation 

for the Day of Atonement services. The Paytan suggests they were priests, consecrated men.  
2650 A reference to the High Priest, after Mishnah Yoma 4:1. 
2651 Mishnah Yoma 1:1 called the Ward the Palhedrin Ward. The Ward was in the northern quadrant of the Temple, to the 

best of our contemporary knowledge. The word פלהדרין  which is mentioned in the Mishnah is originally Greek, meaning ‘The 
King’s Agents’. In a Talmudic Braita (Yoma 8:2) it is mentioned that the Ward was initially called ‘The Ward of the Nobles’ but 
since during the Second Temple the priesthood was subject to corruption and bribery, the Ward was named for the King’s 
agents whose service was limited to a year, to make note of the priestly service which was also limited and regulated. The 
paytan Yosse ben Yosse only speaks of the original appellation of the Ward of the Temple where the High Priests gathered. 

2652 Lev. 8:34. 
2653 Lev. 8:30. 
2654 The water of sprinkling, after Num. 19:1-13;  Num. 31:23.  
2655 Palestinian Talmud  Tractate Yoma, Folio 1, 1:1. 
2656 The reward of the High Priest is a measure-for-measure, equal to his service at the Temple during which he sanctified 

elements of the Temple with the blood as a “ritual detergent” [Brettler, How to Read the Jewish Bible, 79-80 regarding the 
rituals of Lev. 16:16]. 
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75 Presiding2657 men of knowledge2658 

 Team up2659 with him 

 Like brethren who dwell together in unit2660 

 To instruct him in the order of the Day2661 

 

76 He slays and sprinkles 

 Burns incense and arranges2662 

 Offering first the head and the leg  

 And taking part of the head as his share.2663  

 

77 His own appeasing sacrifices2664  

 And the sacrifices of the congregation 

 Are driven before him 

 So that he will be familiarized with them2665 

 

78 Excessive sleep and food 

 Are inhibited from him 

 In the eve of the Day of Pardon2666 

 Lest he be prone2667 to nocturnal emissions.2668  

 

  

                                                           
2657 Mishnah Yoma 1:3 recounts that the men who instructed the High Priest were the elders of the Beit Din, or Sanhedrin. 

The Paytan does not insinuate any rabbinic presence into the Temple, or as part of the Yom Kippur Ritual. He maintains that 
priestly specialists oversaw the preparation of the High Priest. He uses the word קצין, which can be translated as 
“superintendents” or “overseers” who preside over a complex set of actions, at times military, but in this context, the Yom 
Kippur temple rites, after Prov. 25:15;  Prov. 6:7.  

2658 Mishnah Yoma 1:3 appears to suggest that the High Priest was potentially unschooled in the order of the Avodah, and 
that he was taught by the rabbis. The Paytan inserts the word “wisdom” to suggest that the priests knew well the order of the 
Avodah and did not require non-priestly instruction. The Paytan uses the word מזימה which can be understood as a conspiracy 
by Modern Hebrew speakers, but in Biblical Hebrew suggests wisdom, after Prov. 1:4.  

2659 The root עמת employed by the Paytan suggests that the assistants were colleagues and team-mates of the High Priest, 
coadjutors in the Avodah and in the Temple service.  

2660 Psalm 133:1. 
2661 Mishnah Yoma 1:3. 
2662 Referring to the Candelabra, the Menorah at the Temple.  
2663 Mishnah Yoma 1:2. 
2664 The Paytan refers to the sacrifices the High Priests makes on behalf of his own homestead, and in the next verse, the 

sacrifices of the Congregation of Israel, on the Day of Atonement.  
2665 Mishnah Yoma 1:3. 
2666 Mishnah Yoma 1:4. 
2667 Defiled by. 
2668 Palestinian Talmud Tractate Yoma 1:4. 
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79 The leaders of his tribe2669 

 Join him2670 

 To administer an oath in the Name 

 In the Chamber of incense mixtures2671 

 

80 He2672 decamps in tears 

 Because he was considered inexperienced2673  

 And they2674 shed tears 

 Because they were required to instruct him thusly.2675  

 

81 Delighting2676 in Midrash 

 And the words2677 of scripture 

 Which, if he is wise, 

 They discuss with him2678  

 

82 Reviewing the teachings 

 Of ancient kings2679 

 And if he is unschooled2680 

 They occupy him with these matters.  

 

  

                                                           
2669 Mishnah Yoma 1:5 suggests that the rabbis administered the oath to the High Priest, but Yosse ben Yosse recounts that 

the Priests swore him in the Name of God in preparation for the Yom Kippur rituals.  
2670 See footnote 235 above. 
2671 Mishnah Yoma 1:5 calls the Chamber בית אבטינס but the Paytan refrains from this post-Biblical appellation and refers 

to it as Referring to the Temple Ward in which incense was mixed.  
2672 The High Priest. 
2673 Palestinian Talmud Tractate Yoma 1:5 suggests that the High Priest was suspected of not knowing the proper 

Zaddokite preparation of the incense.   
2674 The elders. 
2675 Suggesting that the elders lamented the High Priest’s lack of knowledge, after Mishnah Yoma 1:5. 
2676 Psalm 119:92. 
2677 Joshua 1:8. 
2678 Mishnah Yoma 1:6. 
2679 Mishnah Yoma 1:6 specifies that the Books that were read to the High Priest were Job, Ezra, and Chronicles, and 

possibly also the Book of Daniel, according to Rabbi Zechariah ben Kevutal. The Paytan remains more vague.  
2680 Mishnah Yoma 1:6 ; Josephus recounts the case of Phineas ben Samuel High Priest who was in effect a farmer, not to 

say a rube, who was dressed in the High Priest vestments and instructed to perform the Yom Kippur rites to the chagrin of the 
other priests in attendance. See: Josephus, The Jewish War, Book 4, 3:8. 
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83 A song is sung to him2681 

 By the novice Kohanites2682 

 With sweet melodious voices2683 

 Accompanied by snapping fingers2684 

 

84 They increase the din 

 The multitude in the Great City2685  

 Because from the voices2686 

 His sleep is vitiated.2687  

 

85 Collectors of ashes 

 Gather at midnight2688 

 To fulfill the directive in the correct manner 

 Of observing the Avodah of the night2689 

 

86 A lottery is set up 

 Prepared for them2690 

 Lest they shove 

 Running to the ramp2691 

 

87 Immediately they draw a lot 

 For those standing in the Courtyard2692 

 For the daily requirement 

 Of collecting the ashes from the inner altar and preparing the oil lamps2693 

 

  

                                                           
2681 Mishnah Yoma 1:7 does not recount any sort of musical accompaniment to the snapping of fingers used to awaken the 

dozing High Priest. The Paytan adds this element, after Palestinian Talmud Tractate Yoma 1:7. 
2682 Mishnah Yoma 1:7. 
2683 Palestinian Talmud Tractate Yoma 1:7. 
2684 Mishnah Yoma 1:7. 
2685 A reference to Jerusalem, after Lam. 1:1. 
2686 Braita Yoma 19:2. 
2687 Mirsky offers a different version to the word תפורר which appears here, meaning “crushed,” or “pulverized” based on 

the Syriac translation of Esther 6:1-- The other version reads תופרד which may be translated as “separated from him.” Both 
suggest insomnia, after Gen. 31:40. See:  .אהרון מירסקי )1991(. פיוטי יוסי בן יוסי   p. 190, footnote 86. 

2688 Mishnah Yoma 1:8. 
2689 Palestinian Talmud Tractate Yoma, Folio 39:B. 
2690 For the priests whose turn it was to perform the act. 
2691 Priests shoving one another in eager disorder, ascending the ramp of the Altar, after Mishnah Yoma 2:1-2. 
2692 One could not sit in the Courtyard, according to Palestinian Talmud tractate Yoma 3:2. 
2693 Mishnah Yoma 2:3. 
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88 Those2694 eager for blessings2695 

 From the mouth of their mentor2696 

 The lot for putting the incense 

 Is cast for the young novices.2697   

 

89 One of those who are skilled at knowing the correct times2698  

 Is sent to the calescent east2699 

 To see if the glow2700 of the crack2701 of dawn  

 And he2702 turns to slaughtering 

 

90 His brethren2703 accompany him 

 To the external Ward of Ablutions 

 Wherein one is purified 

 Before entering the Courtyard.2704  

 

  

                                                           
2694 Referring to the priests, after Mishnah Yoma 2:4. 
2695 Palestinian Talmud Tractate Yoma 2:4. 
2696 Psalm 84:7. 
2697 The novice priests who had hitherto not been elected to burn incense, after Mishnah Yoma 2:4; Palestinian Talmud 

Tractate Yoma 2:4; Babylonian Talmud Folio 26:A. 
2698 Referring to the correct schedule for the daily sacrifices, after Isa. 33:6; Num. 28:2. 
2699 The Paytan uses the word קדים to denote the eastern direction, rather than using the word מזרח. The word מזרח is 

more commonly used to denote the direction whence the sun rises. The word  קדים is often associated with an easterly wind 
that blows dry and hot from the desert, after Jonah 4:8; Exod. 14:21. In Ezek. 44:1 the word only denotes a direction. The 
English word “calescent” captures the heat associated with the easterly wind and, I think, more accurately reflects the poetic 
choice of words.   

2700 The word  )נגה )נוגה suggests a bright glowing light that has some holiness attached to it, after Ezek. 10:4; Prov. 4:18. 
The word נוגה however, which appears only 4 times in the bible (all describing the righteous individual, not the physiognomy of 
sunlight), and thrice in the Qumran scrolls [4Q468b1; 11Q22,1,2; 1QHa, xiv, 18] is an almost painterly lexical choice. It speaks of 
a glow, a brightness more diffuse than lightning-like ray of sun, it evokes a softer dawn and captures the chilly air of morning 
when the sky blushes with anticipation of the day. Given the biblical tendency to employ the term in describing God’s glory and 
the righteous person’s glow, and given the Qumranic tendency to use the word נוגה to evoke a person’s love for God, I think 
Yosse ben Yosse’s choice speaks about the same point of order as does the Mishnah, with an artistic “twist.” 

2701 Mishnah Yoma 3:1 uses the word ברקאי to refer to the dawn. The word is singular and rare, it has an Aramaic origin, 
and appears in Tosefta Kippurim 1:15; Palestinian Talmud 3:5. The word  ברקאי derives from the word ברק  meaning 
“lightning,” which evokes a dagger-like image of a light that vanquishes the darkness. This is why I used the words “the crack of 
dawn,” recalling the crack of lightening. Yosse ben Yosse “replaces” ברקאי with a compound word: ברק נוגה. The word ברק 
mirrors the Mishnaic terminology and also evokes a lightning-like first ray of sun; the Qumranic texts also use the word [4Q169, 
3-4ii4; 4Q392, 1,9] for it is a common one in scripture (appearing 18 times in the Hebrew Bible) as well as in the quotidian 
speech. 

2702 The High Priest in the Yosse ben Yosse narrative does not require rabbinic assistance in determining the correct 
moment for commencing the rites, unlike the account in Mishnah Yoma 3:1-2. 

2703 Mishnah Yoma 3:2 describes an anonymous group of people who accompany the High Priest to the Ward of Ablutions, 
but the Paytan specifically refers to them as priests.  

2704 Mishnah Yoma 3:2-3. 
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91 Thereafter they treat him 

 With solemnity and respect 

 And they pull a curtain 

 Between him and the people2705 

 

92 His own attire2706 

 He quickly2707 removes 

 And he goes down to bathe 

 And rises and dries himself.  

 

93 With chequer-woven2708 cotton undergarments 

 That look like riding breeches2709 

 He first covers 

 His loins2710 and his thighs2711 

 

94 He covers himself with them 

 To atone2712 for the sin of harlotry in Shittim2713 

 And he appears before us2714 

 As a meritorious gated garden.2715  

 

 

  

                                                           
2705 Mishnah Yoma 3:4. 
2706 The Paytan specifically mentions that the High Priest disrobed of his own clothes, whereas the Mishnah remains vague 

and simply recounts the act of disrobing, Mishnah Yoma 3:4 . 
2707 The Paytan imbues his narrative with a sense of urgency which is missing in the Mishnaic account.  
2708 Exod. 28:4. 
2709 Lev. 6:3. 
2710 Song of Sol. 7:2. 
2711 Exod. 28:42. 
2712 The priestly vestments are symbolic remedies for misdeeds of the nation, whereas “same cures same,” in this case the 

breeches that cover the High Priest’s genitals is a ritual remedy for a sin of fornication, after Palestinian Talmud Tractate Yoma 
7:5. 

2713 Num. 25: 1. 
2714 The Paytan’s narrative is presented in the present continuous tense, in order to transmit the continuous nature of the 

events described in the Piyyut, and in order to allow the audience to feel personally involved in the narrated ritual. The 
Mishnah in Yoma 3:4 describes the events in a legalistic tone, implying that the events took place in the distant past and are 
only relevant in so far as they signify sacred texts and rabbinic authority over them.  

2715 Referring to the High Priest’s modesty which brings divine reward in its wake, after Song of Sol. 4:12. 



571 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



572 
 

 

95 In a two layered2716 cloth gown 

 He covers his flesh 

 From the wrist2717 

 To the ankle2718 

 

96 Clad in those he turns to Him 

 Whose glory fills the earth entire2719 

 And he will thus atone for the agony2720 

 Of the coat of many colours.2721  

 

97 And he also adds a Girding Belt2722 

 Which is changed for the Day of Fasting2723 

 Because it is entirely woven linen cloth2724 

 With no mixed threads 

 

98 He unfurls it2725 and wraps his body 

 Thrice all around 

 And thus atones for the people who girded their loins 

 Like the idol worshipping Chaldeans.2726  

 

  

                                                           
2716 There are two possible explanations for the reference to the doubling insinuated in the text: (i) The High Priest wore a 

double overcoat. See: According to Josephus Flavius the High Priest’s overcoat was ankle-length, and wrapped the entire body. 
See: Josephus, The Antiquities of the Jews, Book 3,  7:2 ; אהרון מירסקי )1991(. פיוטי יוסי בן יוסי. ירושלים: מוסד ביאליק, p. 155, 
footnote 159, and p. 191 footnote 97; Ben Sira 45:12-13; (ii) The doubling is of the linen fibre, making the garment especially 
elegant and sumptuous, after Exod. 39:27. 

2717 Braita Yoma 2:2. 
2718 Lev. 6:3; Josephus Flavius, The Antiquities of the Jews,Book 3, 7:2. 
2719 Isa. 6:3. 
2720 Gen. 37:31. 
2721 Palestinian Talmud Tractate Yoma 7:5. 
2722 Psalm 109:19; Exod. 28:4. 
2723 Referring to Yom Kippur, after Lev. 23:27-32; Joel 1:14; Isa. 58:5. 
2724 The Girdle worn throughout the year may be woven of varied fibres, but on Yom Kippur it must be woven of pure 

linen, after Palestinian Talmud Tractate Yoma 7:5. 
2725 Referring to the Girdle, after Palestinian Talmud Tractate Yoma 7:4. 
2726 Ezek. 23:14-15. 
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99 He2727 is resplendent  

 In his Royal Crown2728 

 As he lifts his head2729 

 In the fine twined linen2730 Mitre 

 

100 With which he also cleanses 

  The blemish of the loosening of hair2731 

  And thus removes the shame 

  From the harlot’s forehead.2732  

 

101  His2733 countenance is like aquamarine2734 

  Like the sky2735 

  As he dons the turquoise Overcoat 

  Which is woven in a bee-hive pattern2736 

 

102  The upper edge2737 of the coat 

  Is trimmed with lace2738 

  Surrounding its edging 

  Lest the fabric fray.  

 

103  Attached to its hems 

  Are colourful pomegranates  

  And golden bells 

  All around2739 

 

  

                                                           
2727 The High Priest. 
2728 Exod. 39:30. 
2729 The verse may describe the High Priest raising his head majestically, or may be referring to the tradition that the High 

Priest was taller than all other priests and physically more imposing than others, or was set apart from his priestly kin by being 
elevated in status, wealth, and appearance, after Lev. 21:10. 

2730 The Paytan uses the word שש after Exod. 39:28. 
2731 Referring to the sin of harlotry, and the ritual loosening of the sinful adulteress’s hair, after Num. 5:18.  
2732 Referring to the sinful nation, after Jer. 3:3; Isa. 1:21. 
2733 The High Priest. 
2734 Jonah 1:3; Daniel 10:6. 
2735 The word תכלת denotes both the colour turquoise and the sky, after Exod. 28:31. 
2736 Exod. 28:36. 
2737 Isa. 38:12. 
2738 Exod. 28:32. 
2739 Exod. 28:33. 
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104  The Pre-eminent One,2740 upon hearing 

  The knell of his2741 steps2742 

  Pardons the sin of giving voice 

  To the evil tongue.2743 

 

105  He is attired in an Ephod 

  Which resembles a kind of felt2744 

  Woven with gold and scarlet threads 

  And fine twined linen and turquoise and crimson2745 

 

106  And on his epaulettes 

  Two onyx stones2746 

  Upon which are names of the Tribes 

  In the number of their Standards.2747  

 

107  Their names are legible 

  Even as their letters are bisected2748 

  Engraved with a diamond lathe2749  

  But fashioned at the moment of Creation2750 

 

108  Through those He finds virtuous 

  Those who had transgressed with an ephod2751 

  And those who replaced God2752 

  With a grass-eating ox.2753  

 

  

                                                           
2740 Song of Sol. 5:10. 
2741 The High Priest. 
2742 Exod. 28:35. 
2743 Deut. 22:14. 
2744 Braita Yoma 71:B. 
2745 Exod. 28:6. 
2746 Exod. 28:12. 
2747 Exod. 28:9-10. 
2748 Palestinian Talmud Tractate Sottah 7:4. 
2749 The Paytan uses the word שמיר which evokes the sin of Judea, after Jer. 17:1. 
2750 Mishnah Avot 5:6. 
2751 Referring to the sin of vanity, after Judges 8:27. 
2752 Exod. 32:1; Psalm 106:20. 
2753 Referring to the sin of the golden calf, after Exod. 32:4. 
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109  Set upon his heart2754 

  The Breastplate, doubled 

  A squared span by span2755  

  Woven like the Ephod2756 

 

110  Comprised of rows of precious stones2757 

  One for each Tribe2758 

  Surrounded in gold2759 

  And carved with a diamond lathe.2760 

 

111  He2761 attaches them with rings 

  Properly, lest it2762 shift 

  And with chainmail ropes2763 

  Its attachments2764 are covered2765 

 

112  And the Lover of Justice2766 

  Named it2767  of Judgment 

  So that He will judge them innocent2768   

  Those who strayed from the Law.2769  

 

  

                                                           
2754 Exod. 28:29. 
2755 Exod. 28:16. 
2756 Exod. 28:15. 
2757 Exod. 28:17. 
2758 Exod. 28:21. 
2759 Meaning “set in gold” whereas each gem is “walled in” with gold upon the Breastplate, after Exod. 28:20. 
2760 See: footnote 325 above, stanza 107. 
2761 Exod. 28:28 reports that the anonymous ‘they’ “shall bind the breastplate by the rings thereof unto the rings of the 

ephod with a thread of blue, that it may be upon the skilfully woven band of the ephod, and that the breastplate be not loosed 
from the ephod.” The Paytan here claims that the High Priest himself attached the Breastplate to the Ephod.   

2762 The Breastplate. 
2763 The chains were “plaited chains of wreathen work of pure gold,” after Exod. 28:22. 
2764 The Paytan uses the word דבקים, translated as attachments [the root דבק refers to gluing, attaching, and joining two 

things, but it also has a martial reference, whereas it describes a scale armour],  which imply that the Ephod is like a military 
armour, and the Breastplate is attached to the Ephod like a shield, after I Kings 22:34. 

2765 Josephus adds that the space between the Breastplate and the Ephod was covered with turquoise embroidery, 
Josephus, The Jewish War, Book 4, 3:8. 

2766 An epithet for God, after Psalm 99:4. 
2767 Referring to the Breastplate, called the Breastplate of Judgment in Exod. 28:15. 
2768 Palestinian Talmud Tractate Yoma 7:5. 
2769 The Paytan delights his audience with the different meanings of the word משפט, used in this stanza in the sense of 

“justice,” “judgment,” “trial,” and “law.”  
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113  He put on a wreath of gold2770 

  Above the fastener2771 of the Ephod 

  From ear to ear 

  On the front of the Mitre2772 

 

114  The Exalted Name2773 is 

  Engraved upon the Diadem 

  Which is set upon his forehead 

  Attached to the Crown.2774  

 

115  The wickedness of blood and meat defilement 

  And fat and incense and liquid libations 

  Will be atoned for by the Diadem 

  And will appease Him2775 

 

116  Eight vestments2776 are prepared 

  For him who is preeminent over his brethren2777 

  To serve and to consult 

  The Urim.  

 

117  He girds them in accordance with the Law 

  And wears them in order 

  And he sanctifies 

  His hands and his feet2778 

 

  

                                                           
2770 Josephus, The Antiquities of the Jews, Book 3, 7:6 describes a golden wreath worn by the High Priest on the back of his 

head, extending from ear to ear. The golden Diadem was a similar wreath worn on the front of the High Priest’s head, also 
extending from ear to ear, after Exod. 28:37. 

2771 The Paytan writes “על תכיפת האפוד” and Mirsky is not clear about the meaning of the word תכיפת. I think that the 
Paytan refers to the root   כפת  which is a verb that denotes tightly tying something with a rope, such as  כפתור which is a 
button, used for binding, closing, tying of clothes.  

2772 Exod. 28:37. 
2773 A reference to the Name of God, after Exod. 28:36. 
2774 Josephus, The Antiquities of the Jews, Book 3, 7:6. 
2775 Errors in preparing the various offerings are forgiven, in compliance with the “same cures same” dynamic, by the 

Diadem upon which God’s name is etched. Tosefta Menachot 1:6. 
2776 Mishnah Yoma 7:5 describes the vestments in this order: Tunic, Trousers, Mitre, Girding Belt, Breastplate, Ephod, 

Overcoat, Diadem. The Paytan lists the vestments in a different order, which is the order of actually donning the items: 
Trousers, Tunic, Girding Belt, Mitre, Overcoat, Ephod, Breastplate, Diadem.  

2777 The High Priest was taller than all other priests and physically more imposing than others, or was set apart from his 
priestly kin by being elevated in status, wealth, and appearance, after Lev. 21:10. 

2778 Mishnah Yoma 3:4. 
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118  His disciples2779 present 

  The daily morning sacrifice 

  He slaughters it and collects 

  Its blood in the Basin.  

 

119  He divides and apportions the incense 

  And arranges the oil lamps 

  And sacrifices the head and the organs 

  The daily offerings and the libations2780 

 

120  He makes haste for the Parvah  

  The site of bathing and sanctification 

  And he sanctifies his hands 

  And his feet and disrobes.2781  

 

121  He bathes and dries himself 

  And dons linen clothes 

  And further sanctifies 

  His hands and his feet2782 

 

122  Purified,2783 he approaches 

  The bullock which he had purchased2784 

  Who stands between  

  The Sanctuary and the Altar.  

 

123  He reveals his caches2785 

  To the Creator of Everything2786 

  And will not cover up any transgression 

  Because only thusly will he obtain mercy2787 

 

  

                                                           
2779 Mishnah Yoma 3:4 uses the anonymous “they,” where the Paytan specifically mentions the priestly novices. 
2780 Mishnah Yoma 3:4. 
2781 Mishnah Yoma 3:6 reports that a linen screen was drawn to shield the nakedness of the High Priest. The Paytan does 

not, in this stanza.  
2782 Mishnah Yoma 3:6. 
2783 Referring to the High Priest. 
2784 Lev. 16:11. 
2785 The High Priest confesses his own sins, Mishnah Yoma 3:8. 
2786 Jer. 10:16. 
2787 Prov. 28:13. 
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124  The Good One2788 will forgive him2789 

  As he confesses 

  Laying both his hands 

  Solemnly2790 upon his bullock.  

 
And thus did he say:  

"O Lord,2791 I have committed iniquity, transgressed, and sinned before you, I and my house. O Lord, forgive the 

iniquities, transgressions, and sins, which I have done by committing iniquity, transgression, and sin before you, I 

and my house. As it is written in the Torah of Moses, your servant: “For on this day shall atonement be made for 

you to clean you. From all your sins shall you be clean before the Lord.”2792 And the Kohanim and the people 

standing in the Courtyard- upon hearing the glorious, awesome Name, the Ineffable one, emanating from the mouth 

of the Koehn Gadol in holiness and in purity, they would kneel and prostrate themselves2793, and give thanks, and 

they would say: "Blessed is the name of glory of his kingdom forever and ever."2794 And he too would intend to 

complete the Name simultaneously with those reciting the blessing; then he would say to them: “You will be 

cleansed.” And You in Your abundant goodness arouse Your mercy and forgive the man who is of Your servants. 

 

125  At by his side are the Deputy 

  And the Head of the Household2795 

  And thus he approaches the Central Gate2796 

  At the eastern side of the Courtyard2797 

 

126  There he finds 

  Two he-goats for the People2798 

  And Golden Lots 

  In the Lottery Box.2799 

  

                                                           
2788 An epithet for God, after Psalm 34:9. 
2789 The High Priest. 
2790 Mishnah Yoma 3:8 does not add the adjective and only reports that the High Priest lay his hands upon the bullock’s 

head.  
2791 The first appeal is אנא השם, literally “please the Name,” and the second appeal is אנא בשם, literally “please in the 

Name.” It is a nuanced difference between the Paytan’s narrative and the Mishnaic narrative in Yoma 3:8, where both instances 

are reported as  שם האנא . The difference between the two appeals is directional, whereas אנא השם is a direct 
appeal to God, and the second appeal is in the Name of God, a more indirect appeal.  

2792 Lev. 16:30. 
2793 Mishnah Yoma 3:8 does not mention the prostrations, but in Tractate Yoma 3:7 the Palestinian Talmud recounts that 

the people who were close to the High Priest would prostrate themselves, and those far from him only say the verse: “Blessed 
is the name of glory of his kingdom forever and ever.” 

2794 Mishnah Yoma 3:8. 
2795 Mishnah Yoma 3:9. 
2796 Mishnah Yoma 3:9 does not specify the Gate, only stating that the High Priest approached the Altar from the north.  
2797 Mishnah Yoma 3:9. 
2798 Lev. 16:5. 
2799 Mishnah Yoma 3:9. 
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127  He rummages in the Box 

  And draws Lots 

  One for the Hallowed Name 

  And one for Azahzel2800 

 

128  Should his right hand raise 

  The Lot of the he-goat for the Name 

  His Deputy will tell him  

  Gleefully: Raise your right hand.2801  

 

129  As he raises it2802 in his  

  Left hand 

  The Head of the Household will say:  

  Raise your left hand 

 

130  As they2803 are placed 

   On the two he-goats 

  He calls out loudly 

  This is done for the sake2804 of expiation. 

 

131  He turns and approaches 

  His bullock a second time 

  To confess his sins 

  And transgressions and offences2805 

 

132  He places his hands 

  Solemnly2806 between the horns of the bullock 

  To further confess 

  For the transgressions of his household and his Standard2807.  

  

                                                           
2800 Mishnah Yoma 4:1. 
2801 Mishnah Yoma 4:1. 
2802 Referring to the lot with the Hallowed Name upon it, after Mishnah Yoma 4:1. 
2803 Referring to the golden lots.  
2804 Mishnah Yoma 4:1 adds: “an expiation for God” whereas the letter ל is annotated with a פתח [LAshem] indication “to 

The Name” which is an epithet for God. The Paytan annotates the  ל  with a שווא which turns the word לשם [LEshem] into “for 
the sake of.” This difference may be intentional, or the result of errors of transcription over time.  

2805 Mishnah Yoma 4:2 recounts the same series of actions, but adds that before these, the High Priest tied the red cord on 
the he-goat that is to be cast away to the desert. The Paytan skips this ritual here.  

2806 The Paytan adds to the Mishnah Yoma 4:2 account a sense of solemnity, after Palestinian Talmud Tractate Chagigah 
2:2. 

2807 Referring to the Priestly Caste, as distinct from the Levites, both of which groups are scions of a single Tribe, but 
subject to different laws and regulations.  
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And thus did he say, "O Lord, I have committed iniquity, transgressed, and sinned before you, I and my house and 

the children of Aaron [the priests], your holy people. O Lord, forgive, I pray, the iniquities, transgressions, and sins 

which I have committed, transgressed, and sinned before you, I, my house, and the children of Aaron, your holy 

people. As it is written in the Torah of Moses, your servant: “For on this day shall atonement be made for you to 

clean you. From all your sins shall you be clean before the Lord.”2808 And the Kohanim and the people standing in 

the Courtyard- upon hearing the glorious, awesome Name, the Ineffable one, emanating from the mouth of the 

Koehn Gadol in holiness and in purity, they would kneel and prostrate themselves, and give thanks, and they would 

say: "Blessed is the name of glory of his kingdom forever and ever."2809 And he too would intend to complete the 

Name simultaneously with those reciting the blessing; then he would say to them: “You will be cleansed.” And You 

in Your abundant goodness arouse Your mercy and forgive the man who is of Your servants.2810 

 

133  He turns to slaughter it 

  And collects its blood 

  And orders the blood to be stirred 

  At the Courtyard level2811 

 

134  To the firewood upon the Altar2812 

  He ascends and circumambulates it  

  Holding a Brazier 

  Made of slaughtered2813 gold.  

 

 

                                                           
2808 Lev. 16:30. 
2809 Mishnah Yoma 4:2 does not mention the prostrations, but in Tractate Yoma 3:7 the Palestinian Talmud recounts that 

the people who were close to the High Priest would prostrate themselves, and those far from him only say the verse: “Blessed 
is the name of glory of his kingdom forever and ever.” 

2810 Mishnah Yoma 4:2. 
2811 Mishnah Yoma 4:3 recounts that the priest whose task it was to stir the blood stood on the fourth stair leading to the 

Sanctuary. The Paytan’s account places the priest at the floor level of the Courtyard, before the stairs. His account in the Piyyut 
 is similar. According to Mishnah Tractate Midot 3:6 there were 12 stairs leading from the priestly Courtyard to אזכיר גבורות 
the Sanctuary. Yosse ben Yosse and the Mishnah seem to be in a dispute over the precise placement of the brazier on these 
stairs, whereas the Mishnah asserts it was placed on the fourth step, and Yosse ben Yosse, at least in these two Piyyutim, claims 
it was placed on the floor level of the Courtyard, at the foot of the stairs. It is not clear which sources the Paytan draws upon for 
this information. 

2812 Lev. 6:2. 
2813 Meaning that it ]זהב שחוט[ was red hued gold, after Mishnah Yomah 4:4. In the Palestinian Talmud Tractate Yoma 4:4, 

and in a Braita in the Babylonian Talmud Tractate Yomah Folio 45:A, the reddish gold is called זהב פרוויים, Mirsky is not certain 
about the source of either expressions: זהב שחוט /זהב פרוויים See:  .אהרון מירסקי )1991(. פיוטי יוסי בן יוסי   p. 198, footnote 
153; but perhaps I would venture to assume that the poetic expressions are both a “nod” to the two bullocks   = פר = 1, פרוויים

2 which are slaughtered and bled.  
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135  He draws the soughing2814 cinders2815 

  From the western side of the Altar 

  And descends and places them 

  On the Courtyard level2816 

 

136  He is presented 

  With the golden Ladle2817  

  And the Tureen2818 which 

  Contains the fine2819 incense.  

 

137  He fills his hands2820 

  And pours it2821 in the Ladle 

  And takes it in his left hand 

  And holds a Brazier in his right hand2822 

 

138  He walks in the Sanctuary 

  Until he reaches the Ornamental Curtain2823 

  And marches behind it 

  Until he reaches the Holy Ark.  

 

139  He places the Brazier 

  Between the two Staves2824 

  And in the absence of the Holy Ark2825 

  On the Foundation Stone2826 

  

                                                           
2814 Mishnah Yoma 4:3 simply calls the cindered remains “embers,” but the Paytan adds an aural element, better to make 

the narrative palpable to the audience at a multi-sensory level.  
2815 Lev. 16:12. 
2816 Mishnah Yoma 4:3. See stanza 133, footnote 387 above.  
2817 Mishnah Yoma 5:1. 
2818 Mishnah Yomah 5:1 recounts that the High Priest received the Ladle and a Brazier .]מחתה[ The Paytan recounts a Ladle 

and a Tureen [מגס].  Elsewhere the Paytan speaks of the Brazier, therefore Mirsky’s assumption that Yosse ben Yosse refers to 
the  מגס as a מחתה is not supported and the two vessels are not interchangeable. See:  .אהרון מירסקי )1991(. פיוטי יוסי בן יוסי   
p. 198, footnote 155. I think the Paytan adds a new element here, which is not mentioned in the Mishnah, but it is not clear 
where he draws information from.  

2819 Mishnah Yoma 4:4. 
2820 Mishnah Yoma 4:4 and 5:1. 
2821 The fine incense.  
2822 Mishnah Yoma 5:1 concurs but recounts that the Brazier was taken before the Ladle.  
2823 Mishnah Yoma 5:1 recounts two Curtains, separated by about a foot of space. The Paytan recounts a single Curtain, 

here as well as in the Piyyut אזכיר גבורות stanza 207.  
2824 The carrying poles of the Ark that helped carry the Ark like a palanquin, after Exod. 27:6. 
2825 After the destruction of the First Temple, the Ark had disappeared. By the time of the Second Temple the Ark had 

already been long lost. The ritual proceeded as if the Staves and the Ark were still present in the Holy of Holies.  
2826 Mishnah Yoma 5:2. 
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140  He piles the incense 

  On flaming coals2827 

  And as the cloud envelopes2828 

  He turns2829 and exits.  

 

141  He hastens2830 to supplicate 

  Briefly, in the Holy of Holies 

  Lest the Holy Nation be tyrannized2831 

  By the prominent ones over the lesser ones  

 

142  He growls, commanding2832 the stirrer:  

  Hand me the blood of the bullock, 

  And he takes it and enters 

  And stands between the two Staves.2833  

 

143  Against the Ark-Cover2834 

  He sprinkles with his finger2835 

  Once upward 

  And seven times downward as if whipping2836 

 

144  He places it2837 on a Stand 

  Made of gold in the Sanctuary2838 

  And slaughters the he-goat of the People 

  And collects its blood.2839  

 

 

                                                           
2827 Mishnah Yoma 5:1. 
2828 The Holy of Holies, after Mishnah Yoma 5:1. 
2829 The Paytan adds the element of the High Priest turning away from the Holy of Holies. The Mishnah in Yoma 5:1 only 

recounts that he exited it.  
2830 Mishnah Yoma 5:1. 
2831 Mishnah Yoma 5:1 recounts that the High Priest rushed his prayer, lest the People be terrified for fear he had died in 

the Holy of Holies because of his iniquity [after Lev. 10:1; Num. 17:2-5], but the Paytan explains that the High Priest hastened, 
lest the prominent men among the People tyrannize them by interpreting the length of time, and thus claiming authority over 
the people, after Palestinian Talmud Tractate Yoma 5:3 

2832 The Paytan uses the word נם to record the High Priest telling the junior priest what to do. I think the word 
is derived from נהם which denotes a more guttural and rushed telling, like a commanding growl, after Prov. 20:2  

2833 Mishnah Yoma 5:3 is less detailed and less poetic in its description, narrating that the High Priest “entered where he 
entered before, and stood where he stood before.”  

2834 Mishnah 5:3 does not specify that the blood was sprinkled at the כפורת, the Ark-Cover, but the Paytan is more specific, 
after Exod. 325:17; Exod. 37:6. 

2835 Mishnah Yoma 5:3 does not recount that the sprinkling was done with the High Priest’s finger.  
2836 Mishnah Yoma 5:3. 
2837 Referring to the Basin in which the blood had been collected and stirred, see stanza 133 above.  
2838 Mishnah Yoma 5:3. 
2839 Mishnah Yoma 5:4. 
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145  He turns around as he did 

  And stands where he stood before 

  And whips the blood 

  Like he did with the blood of the bullock2840 

 

146  He places it on a second Stand2841 

  In the Sanctuary 

  And takes the blood of the bullock 

  And approaches the Ornamental Curtain.2842  

 

147  He counts and sprays the blood 

  Opposite the Ark from the outside2843 

  Once upward 

  And seven times downward, in the correct number 

 

148  He leaves2844 that and replaces it2845 

  With the blood of the he-goat 

  And does with it 

  As he did in the first directive.2846  

 

149  He comingles the two 

  For a single offering of expiation2847 

  And exits toward the Altar 

  Made of gold2848 to cleanse it 

 

150  He sprays its four corners2849 

  And sprinkles with his finger 

  Around its four walls 

  To cleanse it.2850  

 

  

                                                           
2840 Mishnah Yoma 5:4. 
2841 Mishnah Yoma 5:4 debates whether there was a single stand for the Basin or two. The Paytan recounts two.  
2842 Mishnah Yoma 5:4. 
2843 Mishnah Yoma 5:4. 
2844 The site of the Ornamental Curtain that shields the Ark. 
2845 The blood of the bullock. 
2846 Mishnah Yoma 5:4. 
2847 The blood of the bullock is one offering, after Lev. 16:3; the blood of the he-goat is a second offering, after Lev. 16:5. 

Now they are comingled and turned into a single offering of expiation, after Mishnah Yoma 5:4. 
2848 Referring to the Incense Altar, after Mishnah Yoma 5:5; Lev. 16:18. 
2849 Mishnah Yoma 5:5. 
2850 Referring to ritual cleansing with blood as a “ritual detergent,” See: Brettler, How to Read the Jewish Bible, 79-80 

regarding the rituals of Lev. 16:16. 
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151  Standing at the eastern wall of the Altar 

  As he completes the purification 

  From there he sprays 

  Seven times for its cleansing2851 

 

152  When he finishes he approaches 

  The living he-goat2852 

  And places both his hands upon it 

  To confess the sins of the People.2853  

 
And thus he would say: I beg of You, LORD, they have erred, been iniquitous and wilfully sinned before Your- 

Your People, the Family of Israel. I beg of You- with Your Name LORD forgive now the errors, iniquities and 

wilful sins by which Your People, the Family of Israel have erred, been iniquitous and wilfully sinned before You. 

As it is written in the Torah of Moses, Your servant, from Your glorious expression: “For on this day he shall atone 

for you to cleanse you from all of your sins before the LORD.”2854  And the Kohanim and the people standing in the 

Courtyard- upon hearing the glorious, awesome Name, the Ineffable one, emanating from the mouth of the Koehn 

Gadol in holiness and in purity, they would kneel and prostrate themselves, and give thanks, and they would say: 

"Blessed is the name of glory of his kingdom forever and ever."2855 And he too would intend to complete the Name 

simultaneously with those reciting the blessing; then he would say to them: “You will be cleansed.” And You in 

Your abundant goodness arouse Your mercy and forgive the man who is of Your servants. And may You in Your 

abundant goodness arouse Your mercy and forgive the Congregation of Yeshurun.2856  

 

 

                                                           
2851 Mishnah Yoma 5:5. 
2852 As opposed to the one that had already been sacrificed. This he-goat is intended to be cast away in the desert. See 

stanza 127 above.  
2853 Mishnah Yoma 6:2. 
2854 Lev. 16:30. 
2855 Mishnah Yoma 6:2 does not mention the prostrations, but in Tractate Yoma 3:7 the Palestinian Talmud recounts that 

the people who were close to the High Priest would prostrate themselves, and those far from him only say the verse: “Blessed 
is the name of glory of his kingdom forever and ever.” The addition of the section on the priests and the people in attendance, 
who kneel and bow before God as His name is called out, appears in Mishnah Yomah 6:2, only after the third confession made 
by the High Priest. Yosse ben Yosse maintains throughout his oeuvre the position that this participation by the priests and the 
people in the Courtyard in There may be a different tradition at play here, or a redaction error, or a silence that speaks to yet 
other possible reasons. 

2856 An epithet for the people of Israel, after Isa. 44:2. 
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153  He2857 orders it2858 to be sent forth 

  By the hand of an Appointed Man2859 

  Laden with the sins2860 

  Of the Community, and its transgressions 

 

154  He turns toward 

  The bullock and the he-goat  

  And tears them apart and removes 

  Their fat and burns them.2861 

 

155  Novice priests 

  Carry them on poles2862 

  And they burn outside the City 

  The hide the flesh and the excrement 

 

156  When the he-goat reaches 

  The edge of the desert 

  The men turn their shawls in the air 

  To convey the message from one to the other. 2863  

  

                                                           
2857 The High Priest. 
2858 The living he-goat. 
2859 The term איש עיתי, translated here as “An appointed man” is rare. It appears only once in the Hebrew Bible, in Lev. 

16:21, it never appears in the Mishnah, never in Yerushalmi, never in Tosefta, and only once in the Bavli as a direct quote from 
Lev. It is also rare in the extant Qumranic literature, appearing once in 11QT col. xxvi. Yosse ben Yosse uses it twice in his work, 
but this is not, I think, a mere stylistic preference or affectation. Mishnah Yoma 6:3 takes a subtle jibe at the priests. First, the 
person who was appointed is said to be not important enough to merit a technical title, he was just the guy who walked the 
goat to the desert. Secondly, the High Priests wanted to have a designated priest, but as the story goes, when an Israelite once 
walked the animal to the desert things went just as smoothly, the ritual was just as efficacious, and nothing untoward really 
took place. In other words, the priests are dispensable. The ritual is legally sound and correct regardless of the clan association 
of the man pulling the rope of the condemned he-goat. This militates against priestly importance and for rabbinic importance, 
for after all, the important thing is to have the he-goat cast off in accordance with rabbinic edict, so the rabbis are central and 
essential, and not the politically presumptuous priestly caste. Yosse ben Yosse challenges the rabbinic implications, in all his 
Avodah Piyyutim. In his narrative it is always a priestly agent, always a minor priest who is pre-appointed by the High Priest 
himself. By employing the rare term, the Paytan links his Piyyut to scripture, distancing it from the Mishnah, and asserting a 
more authentic understanding of historic events. He underscores priestly dominion over the Yom Kippur ritual, priestly 
centrality and importance, and entreat his audience to remember that the priestly connection to the ritual is based in Torah, 
not in fallible human claims to power.  

2860 The sins of the Nation are ritually placed upon the head of the he-goat, to be cast off in the desert, after Babylonian 
Talmud Tractate Yoma Folio 66:B. 

2861 Mishnah Yoma 6:7. 
2862 Mishnah Yoma 6:7 recounts that the High Priest prepared the meat of the slaughtered animals for burning, but does 

not mention the novice priests carrying the meat away to be burned. It treats as equally important the High Priest and the 
novice priests, by way of diminishing the ritual status of the High Priest and asserting control over the proceedings both inside 
and outside the Temple. Their supervisory role breaches the Temple walls, it covers the space beyond, it therefore 

establishes rabbinic authority over holy and profane spaces, over the land and its people all, while subtly reducing to 
irrelevance priestly claims to authority. The Mishnah narrative implies that while priestly dominion over elements in the ritual 
are indeed “factual,” priestly authority stops at the Temple’s outer wall, while rabbinic authority spans both the inside and the 
outside of the sacred space. Yosse ben Yosse disagrees.  

2863 Mishnah Yoma 6:8. 
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157  Delighted to show 

  His abundant magnificence 

  And to be adorned 

  In his majestic attire2864 

 

158  He marches and sanctifies 

  His hands and his feet 

  And disrobes of the linen clothes 

  And wears his own clothes.2865  

 

159  The order of the Day’s Service 

  Is read to the Congregation2866 

  And the Laws of the Tenth Day 

  Is spoken by heart2867 

 

160  Upon completing the necessary benedictions2868 

  He sanctifies himself and disrobes2869 

  And goes down to bathe 

  And rises and dries himself.  

 

161  The holy vestments 

  Of gold he now dons 

  And he further sanctifies 

  His hands and his feet2870 

 

162  He hastens to make 

  The Mussaf he-goat offering 

  And sacrificed together his ram and the ram of the People 

  Included with the daily offerings of fat.2871  

  

                                                           
2864 Esther 1:4.  
2865 Mishnah Yoma 7:1 simply refers to the High Priest’s personal (i.e. non ritual) clothes as his “white overcoat,” 

diminishing the grandeur of the High Priest and, per force, his status and pre-eminence. 
2866 Mishnah Yoma 7:1 makes no mention of the recitation by the High Priest of the order of the Avodah.  
2867 Mishnah Yoma 7:1 recounts that the Laws of Yom Kippur [Lev. 16; Lev. 23:26-32] are read to the congregation of Israel 

by the High Priest. The ritual is important, for it now involves direct contact between the people and God, mediated by the High 
Priest’s voice. But in the rabbinic narrative, the ritual is governed by the Sanhedrin. The head of the Sanhedrin is the facilitator, 
the real link between Torah and the people, he is the one who gives the scroll to the High Priest, and the High priest in turn 
becomes a disembodied voice, the loudspeaker, the mechanism of communication. The Paytan disagrees. He removes any 
mediating elements between the High Priest and the People, and recounts that the High Priest knew these laws by heart.  

2868 Mishnah Yoma 7:1 lists the eight blessings the High Priest must make. The Paytan uses “short hand” here.  
2869 Mishnah Yoma 7:3 refers back to Mishnah Yoma 7:1 where it debates whether the High Priest wore pure linen 

vestments or his own, non-ritual clothes. The Paytan does not make the following ablutions contingent on the type of clothing 
worn by the High Priest while reading and recounting the order of the Day.  

2870 Mishnah Yoma 7:3. 
2871 Mishnah Yoma 7:3 (according to R. Eliezer).  
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163  He sanctifies his hands 

  And his feet and disrobes,  

  And goes down to bathe 

  And rises to dry himself2872  

 

164  White clothes 

  Are brought to him 

  And he wears them and sanctifies 

  His hands and his feet.2873  

 

165  He rushes like a swift man2874 

  To the spot between the two Staves 

  And removes from there 

  The Ladle and the golden Brazier2875 

 

166  His feet and his hands 

  He sanctifies as is his habit2876 

  And he disrobes of the linen clothes2877 

  And puts them aside forever.2878  

 

167  He bathes and dries himself 

  And dons golden vestments 

  And further sanctifies 

  His hands and his feet2879 

 

168  The daily offering 

  Of dusk he now offers 

  And burns incense 

  Between the pieces of flesh and the liquid offering.2880  

  

                                                           
2872 Mishnah Yoma 7:4. 
2873 Mishnah Yoma 7:4. 
2874 In Exod. 32:8 the text attests that the People were swift in straying from the right path and turned quickly to the 

golden calf. Here the Paytan offers a “remedy” for that swiftness, by painting urgency into the actions of the High Priest. 
Mishnah Yoma 7:4 does not indicate urgency.  

2875 Mishnah Yoma 8:4. 
2876 Isa. 5:17. 
2877 Mishnah Yoma 7:4. 
2878 Mishnah Yoma 7:4 does not mention the tucking away of the ritual vestments, but the Paytan refers to Lev. 16:23. 
2879 Mishnah Yoma 7:4. 
2880 The תמיד של בין ערביים, the offering at dusk, is performed after the Ladle and the Brazier had been removed from the 

Sanctuary. The vessels were removed while the High Priest wore white linen, and the dusk sacrifices were performed while he 
wore the golden vestments. See Mirsky’s comments:  .אהרון מירסקי )1991(. פיוטי יוסי בן יוסי p. 201-202, footnotes 189 and 195. 
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169  He saves for the evening 

  The lighting of the oil lamps2881 

  Because the commandment in their regard 

  Is from evening to evening 

 

170  He returns to raise his hands 

  And bless the People2882 

  And he sanctifies his hands 

  And his feet and he disrobes.  

 

171  He covers his body 

  In his own clothes 

  And eminent men2883 accompany him 

  With pomp to his abode 

 

172  Safely did he emerge2884 

  Without any blemish2885 upon him 

  And the Congregation2886 rejoices 

  In happiness and with a glad heart.  

 

173  First he tells them that the emissary 

  Who drove the he-goat to the desert had announced 

  That the transgressions have been forgiven 

  To the Backsliding Daughter2887 

 

174  Give us a sign 

  Those who dispatched him2888 say 

  How shall we know 

  That the sin has been atoned.  

 

                                                           
2881 Mishnah Yoma 7:4. 
2882 This benediction is absent from Mishnah Yoma 7:4. 
2883 Mishnah Yoma recounts only that the anonymous “they” accompany the High Priest back to his home.  
2884 From the Holy of Holies, implying atonement had been achieved safely. 
2885 The Paytan uses the word הוקרה which harks back to the beginning of the Avodah when the High Priest is secluded 

from his wife lest he be defiled with קרי, meaning nocturnal emissions (see stanza 78 above). I think the Paytan chooses to end 
the Piyyut tying the High priest’s purity to the early stages of the Avodah, indicating a constant state of ritual purity throughout.  

2886 Mishnah Yoma 7:4 relates that the High Priest’s family celebrated his safe return. Yosse ben Yosse narrates that the 
entire Congregation celebrated, thus extending the circle of influence of the High Priest, direct and unmediated as this 
influence is.  

2887 An epithet for the nation of Israel, after Jer. 31:21. 
2888 The High Priest is the People’s emissary.  
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175  The aspect of the scarlet 

  Thread had become white2889 

  And the he-goat that I had driven 

  Was pushed and it had died2890 

 

176  They2891 don majesty2892 

  And wear glory2893 

  They find gladness2894 

  And discover joy.2895   

 

***** 

 

 

 

 

 
 

***** 

 

 

                                                           
2889 Mishnah Yoma 6:8. The red thread suspended at the Sanctuary turned white, indicating atonement, after Isa. 1:18. 
2890 The second sign is that the condemned he-goat had died in the desert.  
2891 The entire People, now forgiven.  
2892 Psalm 96:6. 
2893 Psalm 149:9. 
2894 Isa. 51:3 is worth citing here in full: “For the LORD hath comforted Zion; He hath comforted all her waste places, and 

hath made her wilderness like Eden, and her desert like the garden of the LORD; joy and gladness shall be found therein, 
thanksgiving, and the voice of melody.” 

2895 Isa. 35:10. 
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 Recount God’s Great Works – אלוה גבורות אזכיר

 

 
 

  

TITLE:  I Recount God’s Great Works…………… .........אלוה גבורות אזכיר  

SUBJECT SUMMARY: Very detailed historiographic review of Creation, 

the Three Fathers, Amram’s three descendants, and culminating in the 

privileged Priestly caste. God is centrally involved in human history. A 

thorough account of the High Priest service [Avodah] on Yom Kippur at the 

Temple.  

STRUCTURAL FEATURES: 

 Stanzas: 243 

 Acrostic system: ( 10 x  א"ב)  + (22 x repetition of letter ת  as cap).  

 Complete/Incomplete: Appears complete.  

 Other: -- 

NOTES: Avodah account relies on scripture and on Mishnah Yoma. 

Recitation of the quotes may be by the congregation, or by the Paytan/cantor, 

lending authority to the detailed description of the Avodah, and connecting 

the congregants to the service.  
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 Recount God’s Great Works – אלוה גבורות אזכיר

1 I am reminded of the great deeds2896 

 Of my mighty2897 God 

 Who is the only One and there are none but Him2898 

 He exists2899 and He has no match,  

 

2 There is none after Him on earth2900 

 Before Him there existed no other in the firmament 

 None existed in the past2901 

 And none shall ever exist after Him2902.  

  

3 As Master He devises2903  

 As God He creates  

 He reflects on all creatures, and none is overlooked2904 

 He speaks, and nothing tarries after His Word 

 

4 He speaks and thus creates2905 

 He confers2906 and thus constructs2907 

 He endures2908 burden of sins 

 And boundless2909 in tolerating transgressions.  

  

                                                           
2896 1 Chron. 16:4. 
2897 Exod. 15:11  The Paytan adds a YOD to the word נאדר, making a possessive and intimate claim, after שרתי and רבתי in 

Lam. 1:2. 
2898 Isa. 45:14. 
2899 The word אפס can be read as “naught” but in Biblical Hebrew it can mean the opposite, after 2 Sam. 9:3. 
2900 Psalm 49:2; Psalm 39:6. 
2901 The word  קדם refers both to the direction of the East, after Gen. 25:6; but the same word refers to the Past, after 

Psalm 139:5 for example. I chose the temporal interpretation because of the contextual reference to God’s omnipresence over 
time.   

2902 The word עקב  can mean “as a consequence,” after Gen. 26:5; it can also mean “subsequently,” after Hosea 12:4; and 
it can mean “forever” or “to the end,” after Psalm 41:10, Psalm 119:33, and Psalm 119:112. I chose the latter, for its temporal 
and special implications. See: Isa. 43:10. 

2903 A reference to God’s plan for Creation, after Exod. 35:33. 
2904 Isa. 40:26. 
2905 Psalm 33:9. 
2906 Isa. 14:27. 
2907 Prov. 19:21. 
2908 Isa. 46:4. 
2909 Neh. 9:32. 
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5 It is to Him that hymns are sung2910 

 From the mouth of His creatures 

 Those above2911 and those below2912 

 They each sing His praise2913 

 

6 There is but one God on earth2914 

 Who is sanctified in the heavens2915 

 He is greater than the vast waters 

 He is high and He is mighty up. 2916  

 

7 Praised2917 from the abyss2918 

 Adoration from the stars 

 By day through speech  

 And by night through song2919 

 

8 Fire makes known His Name2920 

 The trees of the forest sing praises2921 

 Every beast attests2922 

 To the might of His tremendous acts.2923  

 

  

                                                           
2910 Psalm 100:2. 
2911 God’s creatures “above” are the angels, after Ezek. 10:20 and Isa. 6:2   See: Elior, The Three Temples: On the Emergence 

of Jewish Mysticism, 35. 
2912 By inference, God’s creatures “below” are humans. 
2913 Psalm 24:5. 
2914 Deut. 6:4. 
2915 Isa. 6:3. 
2916 Psalm 93:4. 
2917 The word אדר can have two meanings: (1) A robe, אדרת, or mantle, after Micah 2:5; or (2) A variant of אדיר or great, 

mighty. Contextually, the word appears to refer to praises and adorations of God by the forces and elements of Nature.  
2918 Hab. 3:10. 
2919 Psalm 19:3. 
2920 Isa. 64:1. 
2921 Psalm 96:12. 
2922 Job 35:11. 
2923 Psalm 145:6. 
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9 His daily delight2924 

 Is the Law2925 with which He amuses2926 Himself 

 It2927 is the fruit of His cogitation2928 

 Until His Treasured Chosen2929 stood2930 

 

10 It2931 existed before2932and was given to a thousand generations2933 

 And it arose from His contemplation 

 And from it arose 

 The template for Creation. 2934 

 

11 In the soaring heights He prepared2935 

 The throne of His Majesty2936 

 His cloud is spread2937 upon His throne 

 And the mists of heaven are His tent2938 

 

12 His tent shall not be removed2939 

 And its stakes shall never be plucked up2940 

 Until the end of the world2941 

 And it2942 will be renewed2943 by the Word2944.  

 

  

                                                           
2924 Prov. 8:30. 
2925 A reference to the Torah. 
2926 The word שעשוע in Modern Hebrew refers to entertainment, or to a game. In Biblical Hebrew the word refers to 

“paying attention,” after Gen. 4:5; it also implies that this attentiveness is a pleasurable preoccupation, after Isa. 5:7, and Psalm 
119:24. 

2927 The Torah. 
2928 Joshua 1:8. 
2929 A reference to the people of Israel, after Psalm 135:4. 
2930 At Sinai, to receive the Tablets, the Torah, after Exod. 19:2. 
2931 The Torah. 
2932 The Torah existed before Creation, according to Gen. Rabbah 1:4. 
2933 Psalm 105:8. 
2934 1 Chron. 28:19. 
2935 Psalm 103:19. 
2936 Jer. 17:12. 
2937 The word פרשז occurs only once in the Hebrew Bible, Job 26:9 Its origin is not clear, but contextually is refers to 

“spreading” as of a canopy.  
2938 Isa. 40:22. 
2939 The word  יצען appears only once in the Hebrew Bible, Isa. 33:20  It appears in a different form in Jer. 48:12, making 

reference to tilting an anchor off its mooring.  
2940 Isa. 33:20. 
2941 Ezek. 7:6; Daniel 8:17; Daniel 8:19; Isa. 51:6. 
2942 The world.  
2943 Isa. 66:22. 
2944 Of God, whose creative force is enveloped in His Word, after Psalm 33:9.  
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13 He arranged2945 upon the waters 

 The pillars of the world2946 

 And girded her2947 loins 

 With void2948 and storm2949 

 

14 Lest it crumple  

 And lest its foundations stumble2950  

 Until it is worn old like a piece of clothing2951 

 To be replaced2952 as has always been the case.2953  

 

15 Desolation2954 and darkness 

 Covered the face of the world 

 And a flash of light2955 

 Reflected the illuminated face of the King2956 

 

16 He flashed2957 brightness into a day2958 

 For Man to go to his toil2959 

 And He assigned darkness to the small of the night 

 To allow the animals of the forest to roam. 2960  

 

  

                                                           
2945 The root ברר signifies a choosing.  אהרון מירסקי )1991(. פיוטי יוסי בן יוסי. ירושלים: מוסד ביאליק  p. 129, footnote 13 

maintains that the root ברר in this case refers to a strengthening. In the Hebrew Bible the root is more often construed in the 
sense of choosing, selecting the best object from among a variety of others. See: Ezek. 20:38; Eccles. 9:1; 1 Chron. 16:41. I 
chose to translate the word בירר as “arranged” which implies a choosing of form and function, and complies with the Biblical 
meaning more closely.  

2946 Psalm 49:2. In Chagigah Tractate 12, Folio B the Midrash on Prov. 8:31 the world is described as resting upon pillars 
that are anchored in the waters of the sea.  

2947 The Earth. 
2948 After Gen. 1:1. 
2949 In a Braita for Chagigah tractate 12:1 the earth is described as being girded by a green belt of tempestuous chaos 

which emanates physical and spiritual darkness. It is a strengthening device for the world, according to the Sage.  
2950 Psalm 93:1. 
2951 Isa. 51:6. 
2952 God creates worlds and destroys them in a cyclical process of endless Creation. After Eccles. Rabba 3: 14A. 
2953 Isa. 66:22. 
2954 The word בהו usually appears as a compound word with תהו after Gen. 1:1 signifying the chaos and desolation of the 

world before Creation. The previous stanza (13, line 4) features the word תוהו which is here complemented with its associated 
  בוהו.

2955 Prov. 16:15. 
2956 Gen. Rabba 3:3. 
2957 The word בהק in Lev. 13:39 signifies a skin eruption. Here the flare-up is associated with light and with a glow that 

dawned upon the world in the First Day of Creation. 
2958 Gen. 1:3-5. 
2959 Psalm 104:22-23. 
2960 Psalm 104:20. 
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17 As the Spirit hovered 

 Between the heavens and the water2961 

 He set a ceiling in between 

 To carry the load of half2962 the measure2963 of the waters2964 

 

18 Through them will be manifest 

 The wonder of His deeds 

 In the bounty of fruit2965 after the rain2966 

 And in the rivers full of water. 2967 

 

19 When He differentiated2968 

 Between waters and waters2969 

 He also set a leeching fire2970 

 To lure2971 in the ones who are lawless2972 

 

20 It is a fire that requires no bellows2973 

 And which will not be dimmed for all eternity2974 

 And even the gush of great waters2975 

 Will not reach this realm.  

 

21 He banished to a single basin2976 

 All the great waters 

 And put sand to circumscribe2977 them 

 As a door and its lock2978 

  

                                                           
2961 Gen. 1:2. 
2962 Gen. Rabba 4:4. 
2963 Isa. 40:12. 
2964 Gen. 1:6. 
2965 Psalm 104:13. 
2966 In a Braita for Ta’anit 10, Folio A; Gen. Rabba 4:4. 
2967 Psalm 65:10. 
2968 On the Second Day of Creation. 
2969 Gen. 1:7. 
2970 Prov. 30:15 referring to Hell which was created on the Second Day, according to Gen. Rabba 4. 
2971 Isa. 30:33. 
2972  Isa. 5:14. 
2973 Job 20:26. 
2974 Isa. 66:24; Pesachim Tractate 54, Folio A. 
2975 Psalm 32:6. 
2976 On the Third Day of Creation, after Gen. 1:9. 
2977 Jer. 5:22. 
2978 Deut. 3:5. 
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22 He hedged them2979  

 Lest they cover the earth2980 

 Until the Faithful of His Abode2981 

 Split them asunder.2982  

 

23 He revealed the soil2983 

 To be for Man’s toil2984 

 And He sewed a thicket upon it2985 

 And herb yielding seed2986 

 

24 And in Eden He also planted2987 

 A refreshing garden 

 Wherein His glory is the canopy2988 

 For the holy excellent ones of His desire.2989  

 

25 He resolved to conceal 

 The sevenfold light2990 

 And set out the oil lamps2991 

 To govern the day and the night2992 

 

26 They cannot breach their borders 

 And they shall not tarry in their journey2993 

 Until the servant of the Tent2994 

 Will make them still in the valley. 2995 

 

  

                                                           
2979 The waters. 
2980 Psalm 104:9. 
2981 An epithet for Moses, after Num. 12:7. 
2982 Psalm 136:13. 
2983 Gen. 1:9 regarding the Third Day of Creation.  
2984 Gen. 2:15. 
2985 Psalm 104:14. 
2986 Gen. 1:11. 
2987 Gen. 2:8. 
2988 Psalm 68:14. 
2989 An epithet for Israel, after Psalm 16:3. 
2990 The full light of Creation has been stored and hidden for the righteous, for the time of the Eschaton, after Gen. Rabba 

3:6; Isa. 30:26. 
2991 An epithet for the heavenly bodies, the stars created on the Fourth Day of Creation. 
2992 Gen. 1:18. 
2993 Gen. 1:16. 
2994 An epithet for Joshua, after Exod. 33:11. 
2995 Joshua 10:12. 
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27 From the waters there rose 

 The great serpents2996 of the abyss2997 

 Strong of shield2998  

 And possessed of sharpened barbs2999 

 

28 He set aside some of them 

 For the Eternal Feast3000 

 And within them He prepared confinement 

 For his fleeing emissary.3001  

 

29 Soaring flying creatures3002 

 Appeared from a droplet of water3003 

 To serve as a King’s repast3004 

 And for the multitude of His Hosts3005 

 

30 He decreed as abomination3006 

 Impure fowl3007 

 Until the Tishbite3008 arrives 

 And will be fed on crows.3009  

 

31 From the soil there spawned a multitude3010 

 Horned animals for sacrifices3011 

 Animals to serve as food 

 From the great beasts to the smallest insect3012 

 

  

                                                           
2996 Isa. 27:1. 
2997 Gen. 1:21. 
2998 Job 41:7. 
2999 Isa. 5:28. 
3000 The great serpents, created on the Fifth Day of Creation, are stored and hidden for the righteous, for the time of the 

Eschaton, when the righteous will feats upon the serpents, after Bava Batra 74, Folio C. 
3001 A reference to Jonah, after Jonah 1:3. 
3002 Job 5:7. 
3003 Tractate Chulin 27:2. 
3004 Ezek. 41:22. 
3005 Exod. 7:4. 
3006 Lev. 11:13. 
3007 Deut. 14:3. 
3008 An epithet for Elijah, after I Kings 17:1. 
3009 I Kings 17:1; Gen. Rabba 5:5. 
3010 Gen. 48:16. 
3011 Psalm 69:32; Tractate Chulin 60, Folio A. 
3012 Gen. 1:24. 
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32 He fattened the beasts  

 With the crop3013 of a thousand mountains3014 

 So that on the day he3015 offered to sacrifice him3016 

 He3017 will put a sword3018 to one such beast.3019  

 

33 The Creator rejoiced 

 And was glad of His creations 

 As he saw 

 That His works were goodly3020 

 

34 Green pasture for resting3021 

 And delicious food3022 

 And a set table3023 

 But there was no one yet3024 to be pleased by it.  

 

35 He spoke in His heart3025 

 Who will come hither3026 

 To slaughter sacrifices3027 

 And to make wine libations 

 

36 If such a creature will heed My Word 

 He will be in the image of God 

 And if He disobey My Instruction 

 I will return him to dust.3028  

 

  

                                                           
3013 Job 40:20. 
3014 Psalm 50:10. 
3015 A contextual reference to Abraham. 
3016 A contextual reference to Isaac and the עקדה, after Gen. 22:1-19 As in the case of Jonah and Elijah above, the Paytan 

infers that all of human history was foreseen and prepared for prior to Creation.  
3017 A contextual reference to Abraham. 
3018 Job 40:19. 
3019 Gen. 22:13. 
3020 Gen. 1:25. 
3021 Psalm 23:2. 
3022 Deut. 33:14. 
3023 Psalm 23:5. 
3024 At this stage of Creation Man had not yet created, even as the world was prepared for his benefit, after Gen. 2:5. 
3025 Gen. 1:26. 
3026 Prov. 9:4. 
3027 Prov. 9:2. 
3028 The dust of the earth, the primordial clay of which Man was fashioned, Gen. 3:19. 
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37 He scrutinized and understood 

 And knew that mere mortals 

 Would not have the insight3029 

 To live naturally in holiness3030 

 

38 He created Man in His image3031 

 And shaped3032 him in His form 

 So that both in the mists of the firmament and on the earth 

 The fearful3033 glory of Him will be made manifest.  

 

39 The Pre-eminent One3034 prepared in Eden 

 And adorned his bedstead3035 

 With gold and precious stone 

 And provided him shelter in His abode3036 

 

40 He imbued3037 Man with reason3038 

 And graced3039 him the gift of insight3040 

 To learn about his past and his future 

 From the intimations of letters.3041  

 

41 He appointed Man as ruler3042 

 Like a righteous governor3043 

 To husband the animals that he had named3044 

 To glorify God3045 and His creations3046 

 

  

                                                           
3029 Psalm 49:13. 
3030 Gen. Rabb 11:2. 
3031 Gen. 1:26. 
3032 Ezek. 4:1. 
3033 Ben Sira 17:3. 
3034 An epithet for God, after Song of Sol. 5:10. 
3035 For Man. 
3036 Ezek. 28:13. 
3037 The Paytan uses the word קישטו implying that reason is a beautiful gift from the Creator, after Prov. 3:4. 
3038 Ben Sira 17:6. 
3039 Ben Sira 18:13. 
3040 Isa. 11:2. 
3041 Isa. 41:23. 
3042 Psalm 8:7; Gen. 1:28. 
3043 2 Sam. 23:3. 
3044 Gen. 2:20; Ben Sira 17:4. 
3045 Ben Sira 17:10. 
3046 Psalm 112:5. 
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42 He cautioned Man3047 

 About the Tree of Knowledge3048 

 Lest they3049 be ensnared3050 

 By eating the delightful foods.3051  

 

43 He made him3052 fall asleep3053 

 And while he revelled in his slumber 

 He lifted a bone from his body3054 

 And fashioned a young maiden3055 

 

44 He decked her3056 like a bride3057 

 With attractive jewels3058 

 And cleaved them3059 together 

 To be of one flesh.  

 

45 The guileless3060 Woman3061 was led astray 

 By the dust crawling creature3062 

 To defy God’s instruction3063 

 And thus to return to dust3064 

 

  

                                                           
3047 Gen. 3:3. 
3048 Gen. 2:17. 
3049 A reference to Adam and Eve, after Gen. 3:3. 
3050 The root נקש refers to a snare upon which a person stumbles, or a mine, a trap that causes injury and falling. See: 

Psalm 9:17; Psalm 109:11; Deut. 12:30; 1 Sam. 28:9 The Paytan emphasizes the Snake`s role in ensnaring Adam and Eve, after 
Gen. 3:1. 

3051 Gen. 3:6; Num. 11:4. 
3052 A reference to Adam. 
3053 Gen. 2:21. 
3054 Gen. 2:21-22. 
3055 The root עלמ implies a mystery, after Lev. 4:13; Num. 5:13; Job 28:21; Eccles. 12:14. The word עלמה refers to 

youthfulness, and is translates as "young maiden”, after Isa. 7:14; Gen. 24:23; Prov. 30:19. The Paytan insinuates something 
about the mystery and miraculous creation of Eve as a young woman wrought from Adam`s flesh.  

3056 Note the  דגש in the last letter of the word העדה which refers to a compound verb: העדה אותה  The word העדה is 
drawn from the word עדי which translates as a jewel, or an ornament, after Ezek. 16:1. 

3057 Isa. 61:10. 
3058 Jer. 2:32. 
3059 Adam and Eve, after Gen. 2:24. 
3060 Prov. 9:13. 
3061 A reference to Eve.  
3062 A reference to the Snake, after Gen. 3:14. 
3063 Jon 22:28. 
3064 A reference to Man`s new mortality, following the sin of Adam and Eve, after Gen. 3:19.  
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46 She3065 made Man mortal 

 With her lust for the tree 

 And thereby made the multitudes fall3066 

 And killed even the greatest humans.3067 

 

47 He3068 was chastised by means of his food3069  

 And was punished by way of his paces forever3070 

 And he3071 will be sent as an emissary3072 

 To chasten those who breach God’s Law 

 

48 They3073 were made naked and they were coated3074 

 With a leaf of a wilting plant3075 

 With which they were now gowned instead of3076 the frock of cloud 

 The swaddlingband of fog. 3077  

 

49 A sorrowful pregnancy3078 

 Was bequeathed to all descendants 

 And he was decreed to toil and to suffer3079 

 As are all men who enter in the world. 3080  

 

  

                                                           
3065 A reference to Eve. 
3066 Prov. 7:26. 
3067 Gen. Rabba 21:2. 
3068 A reference to the Snake.  
3069 Gen. 3:14. 
3070 Gen. Rabba 20:5. 
3071 A reference to the Snake. 
3072 God’s emissary, after Gen. Rabba 10:7. 
3073 A reference to Adam and Eve. 
3074 Gen. 3:7. 
3075 A reference to the fig tree, a deciduous arbore, that sheds its leaves seasonally- emphasizing the frailty and temporary 

nature of Adam and Eve’s girdles. After Isa. 34:4. 
3076 Temurah Tractate 1:3-5. 
3077 God’s cloud, after Job 38:9. 
3078 Gen. 3:16 --- Note: Mirsky indicates that stanza 49, as well as stanzas  52, 60, 64, 95, 161, 162, 178, 179 and 193 do not 

appear in all the Yosse ben Yosse manuscripts, and represent additional sections (these stanzas add more iterations of the 
letter HEY for instance, over the morphologically original ten), which were probably added later on by redactors and copiers of 
the manuscripts. I therefore present the relevant stanzas in grey ink rather than in black, whereas Mirsky presents them in a 
smaller font than the historically original stanzas. See:   .אהרון מירסקי )1991(. פיוטי יוסי בן יוסי   p. 135, footnote 49. 

3079 Gen. 3:17. 
3080 The compound term באי עולם does not appear in the Hebrew Bible, and does not appear in the Mishnah or either of 

the Talmuds. A variant of the term appears in the DSS סרך היחד (Rule of the Community):   1 באי הבריתQS Col. 1, 16 and 20 
where the term is translated as “those who enter in the Rule of the Community” and “those who enter in the covenant” 
respectively [See: García Martínez and Tigchellar, eds., The Dead Sea Scrolls Study Edition, 71]. In Rabbinic sources בא לעולם 
refers not to people but to events, as in פורענות באה לעולם in Avot 5:8, the Paytan’s style is more closely aligned with the DSS 
example.  
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50 Their glorious countenance was replaced3081 

 And the fear they inspired was removed 

 To dread all the creatures  

 Rather than to rule over all of them.3082  

 

51  They were removed3083 from Eden 

 And expelled from the Garden3084 

 And a cave in the rock was prepared 

 To be their abode henceforth.3085  

 

52 The creature of guilelessness3086 was tempted3087 

 By the enticing words of the asp3088 

 And the ground3089 was cursed for their sake3090 

 Like a mother for her sons.3091  

 

53 And the Creator made haste 

 To imbue His creature with desire3092 

 And He customized his helpmeet3093 

 To lay with3094 lustfully 

 

54 And He made her receptive and He made her ovulate 

 And He made her pregnant and He made her give birth 

 And she gave birth3095 to her first born who tilled the soil3096 

 And who ploughed its furrows.3097  

 

  

                                                           
3081 Gen. Rabba 12:6. 
3082 Gen. 1:26. 
3083 Num. 17:10 refers to the root הרמ as “to remove” rather than to “raise.”  
3084 Gen. 3:23-24. 
3085 Isa. 42:11. 
3086 Psalm 19:8; Prov. 1:22, 9:4, 9:16, 14:15, 21:11; Ben Sira 21:26. 
3087 Deut. 11:16. 
3088 The Paytan does not use the word נחש which appears in Gen., but the word פתן which appears in Psalm 58:5 and Isiah 

18:5. 
3089 The word  גיא as a synonym for אדמה appears in Lev. Rabba 29:11.  
3090 Gen. 3:17. 
3091 The term אם על בנים appears in Tractate Chulin 12:5. 
3092 Gen. 3:16. 
3093 Gen. 2:18. 
3094 Lev. 18:23. 
3095 The five elements of conceptions took place on the same day, as this was the first birth, after Gen. Rabba 22:2. 
3096 A reference to Cain who worked the land, after Gen. 4:2. 
3097 The word תלם appears in Tractate Makkot 3:9. 
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55 And again she swelled3098  

 And she kneeled down and released into the world  

 A lamb-like3099 holder of the sceptre3100 

 The shepherd of flocks3101 

 

56 They3102 proffered a gift offering of gratitude 

 To welcome the King3103 

 One3104 with the fruit of the land 

 And one3105 with the firstborns of his flock.3106  

 

57 And the Holy One looked 

 Into their heart not at that which is visible to the eye3107 

 And He accepted as valuable3108  

 The aroma of the young one’s3109 offering 

 

58 And the mournful3110 brother raised his eyes 

 To the heavens 

 Having wanted his gift to be accepted through  

 The scent of his sacrifice3111 

 

59 The older brother’s face darkened3112 

 And it had deeply hurt him3113 

 Because God rejected his offering 

 The surplus he had brought from his own foodstuffs  

 

  

                                                           
3098 Gen. 4:2. 
3099 Job 21:11; or  עויל derived from עול ימים meaning “young,” after Gen. Rabba 36:1. 
3100 Amos 1:5. 
3101 A reference to Abel, after Gen. 4:2. 
3102 A reference to Cain and Abel. 
3103 To God. 
3104 Referring to Cain. 
3105 Referring to Abel. 
3106 Gen. 4:4. 
3107 1 Sam. 16:7. 
3108 Gen. 4:4. 
3109 Referring to Abel. 
3110 Job 5:11. 
3111 Gen. 4:5. 
3112 Gen. 25:23.  
3113 Gen. 4:5. 
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60 And he3114 acted 

 As did his father3115  

 By not keeping 

 The instruction of His Creator.  

 

61 And consumed3116 by his wrath3117 

 He maintained his anger3118 

 And he3119 eliminated from the earth 

 His brother3120 and his potential progeny3121 

 

62 And a howling scream came forth   

 From the spilled blood3122 

 And he3123 was punished by roaming the land as a fugitive 

 The first of all subsequent blood spilling murderers.3124  

 

63 And he3125 confessed his crime3126 

 And a mark was etched upon him3127 

 Lest his blood be shed3128 

 By any person3129 

 

  

                                                           
3114 A reference to Cain. 
3115 A reference to Adam, who defied God.  
3116 Gen. 37:33. 
3117 Amos 1:11. 
3118 Psalm 78:49. 
3119 A reference to Cain. 
3120 A reference to Abel, murdered by Cain, after Gen. 4:8. 
3121 Gen. Rabba 22:9. 
3122 Gen. 4:10. 
3123 A reference to Cain. 
3124 Esther Rabba, Petichta 10. 
3125 A reference to Cain. 
3126 Gen. 4:13. 
3127 Gen. 4:15. 
3128 Gen. 4:15. 
3129 Gen. 9:6. 
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64 And this was the beginning of repentance3130 

 For all who enter in the world3131 

 Because any one who confesses and repents 

 In true penitence is shown mercy.3132  

 

65 And The One3133 found solace3134 for His sadness 

 Over the first creature3135 

 Because He began to drink of the cup of sorrow3136 

 Because of those who confess.3137  

 

66 And He remembered to give 

 A seed to the sewer of seeds3138 

 To find a replacement3139  

 For his unfortunate achene.3140   

 

67 His3141 seed took root 

 And became a root that bears gall and wormwood3142 

 But its sapling was alloyed3143 

 And brought forth spoilt fruit3144 

 

  

                                                           
3130 Gen. Rabba 22:13. 
3131 See footnote 185 above.  
3132 Prov. 28:13. 
3133 An epithet for God, after Exod. 15:2. 
3134 Psalm 147:3. 
3135 A reference to Adam. 
3136 Psalm 75:9. 
3137 A variant of the Piyyut reads: לדורות (instead of  להודות in this version) meaning “for all future generations.” See:  אהרון

 .p. 138, footnote 65   מירסקי )1991(. פיוטי יוסי בן יוסי. 
3138 A reference to Adam.  
3139 A reference to Seth, after Gen. 4:25 and after Job 14:7. 
3140 The Paytan uses the word פרי to denote the notion of a son as the fruit of his father’s loins. I translate the term not as 

“fruit” but as an “achene” which is defined as: a small dry indehiscent one-seeded fruit (as of a sunflower) developing from a 
simple ovary and usually having a thin pericarp attached to the seed at only one point [“Achene,” Merriam-Webster.com, 
https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/achene], which better approximates the poetic intent.  

3141 Referring to Adam’s progeny. 
3142 Deut. 29:17. 
3143 The word  שגשג may be translated as “flourished,” but this does not make sense in context of the stanza. It therefore 

has to be read contextually as סגסג in the sense of a mixing of metals, as in becoming alloyed, impure, an amalgam of sin, after 
Isa. 17:11; Ezek. 22:18.  

3144 Isa. 5:2. 
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68 They conspired3145 and began,3146 

 The crooked3147 generation,3148 

 To replace the Name of God with an idolatrous 

 Name of another god.  

 

69 He3149 summoned3150 the fury of the stored waters3151 

 Upon them 

 And the waters breached their boundaries3152 

 And overturned3153 the earth 

 

70 The memory of the hopes of men3154 

 He3155 erased from the earth 

 And He washed the foundations 

 Of the clumps3156 of the dust of the earth.  

 

71 The branches3157 of 

 The trees of the forest3158 

 To the tenth generation3159 

 Did not bear good fruit3160 

 

  

                                                           
3145 Deut. 19:19. 
3146 Gen. 4:26. 
3147 Judges 5:6. 
3148 Referring to the generation of Enosh.  
3149 A reference to God.  
3150 Amos 5:8. 
3151 Job 12:15. 
3152 Job 28:4. 
3153 Jer. 20:16. 
3154 Job 14:19. 
3155 God. 
3156 A reference to humans who were created from the dust of the earth. The root ספח refers to a joining of a lesser thing 

to a greater object, after 1 Sam. 2:36; Isa. 14:1; Hab. 2:15. 
3157 A reference to the descendants, after Isa. 18:5. 
3158 A reference to humans, after Deut. 20:19. 
3159 Ten generations from Adam to Noah, see Gen. 5:1-32. 
3160 A reference to good deeds, after Gen. Rabba 30:4. 
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72 A pure and wholesome one3161  

 Was found among them 

 And the pleasing scent of his good works3162 

 Was the sweet confection of his age.  

 

73 They were contemptuous3163 and they rebelled 

 By gluttony during the seven doleful3164 days3165  

 Even as they lived in abundance and bounty3166 

 They told God to move aside3167 

 

74 They were castigated3168 with the waters from above 

 And were subdued by the waters from the abyss below3169 

 And the righteous one3170 appeased Him with an offering3171 

 When the Noahite waters3172 subsided.  

 

75 The face of the earth3173 was renewed 

 And returned to its former state3174 

 And from the few in number 

 Who emerged out of confinement3175 

 

76 They schemed and conspired, 

 The fifth generation,3176 

 To rise and to sit themselves 

 In a lofty nest in the heights of heaven.3177  

  

                                                           
3161 An epithet for Noah, after Gen. 6:9. 
3162 Gen. Rabba 32:9. 
3163 Isa. 13:11; Mal. 3:19; Psalm 119:21. 
3164 A reference to a Midrash in Gen. Rabba 32:7 according to which the sinners rebelled against God even during the 

seven days of mourning for Methuselah. 
3165 Gen. 7:10. 
3166 Sifre (Ekkev) 11:16 Folio 80/B. 
3167 Job 21:10-14. 
3168 Isiah 66:14. 
3169 Gen. 7:11. 
3170 An epithet for Noah, after Gen. 6:9. 
3171 Gen. 8:20. 
3172 Isa. 54:9. 
3173 Psalm 49:2. 
3174 Gen. 10:32. 
3175 A reference to the Ark, after Psalm 142:8. 
3176 Noah bore Shem, who bore Arpachshad, who bore Shelach, who bore Eber, who bore Peleg—the fifth generation, 

during whose time the earth’s population was fragmented, after Gen. 10:25. 
3177 Gen. 11:4. 
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77 The Living God3178 did not prevent3179 

 Their plot from becoming reality 

 He scorns the scornful3180 

 He allowed that their desire be completed3181 

 

78 He rived the language3182 

 Of those who were riven3183 

 And they were made into factions  

 And fought one another to destruction.3184  

 

79 They were swept away  

 As the storm of castigation passed, and they were gone3185 

 And a righteous one3186 was elevated  

 To be the foundation of the world entire3187 

 

80 He wanted to understand 

 The mystery of God’s works3188 

 That perform 

 As if they have a guiding hand and a ruler.  

 

  

                                                           
3178 Num. 14:21. 
3179 Gen. 11:6. 
3180 Prov. 3:34. 
3181 Isiah 44:28. 
3182 Gen. 11:9. 
3183 The root כתת is usually used to imply a grinding action, as in Deut. 9:21. It can also be used to denote a crushing 

action, usually for the extraction of oil, as in Exod. 27:20. In Isa. 2:4 the verb describes a beating of metal and a changing of its 
essential use (swords into ploughshares). My understanding, however, in the context of this stanza, is that even as the words 
 could indeed be used to describe the internecine conflict among the nations who had built the tower of Babel וכותתו זה בזה
after they were dispersed therefrom and made to live in opposition to one another; the Paytan means that the nations became 
riven, as they הפכו להיות כיתות כיתות from the root of כת meaning “sect” or כיתה (עדה, סיעה as in “faction”). 

3184 I1 Chron. 20:23. 
3185 Gen. 11:9. 
3186 An epithet for Abraham, after Gen. 14:19. 
3187 Prov. 10:25. 
3188 Gen. Rabba 39:1. 
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81 He gazed upon the journey3189 

 Of the waning and waxing aglow 

 That emerges triumphant3190 

 And feebly fades. 3191 

 

82 The windows of the firmament3192 

 Which are on the East and the West3193 

 Where the hoary moon bounds 

 Day in and day out.  

 

83 The lightening arrows3194 

 And the galloping3195 luminous stars 

 Running forth and returning3196 

 And none is absent3197 

 

84 A wise man with a silvery3198 heart 

 Who educated himself 

 And said: The Master of those 

 I shall run to follow Him.3199 

 

  

                                                           
3189 Eccles. 1:5. 
3190 Psalm 19:6. 
3191 Referring to the moon. 
3192 The expression חלוני שחק does not appear in the Hebrew Bible. It does appear, however, in ספרות ההיכלות [P. 

Schäfer, M. Schlüter, and H.G. von Mutius, ההיכלות לספרות סינופסיס : Volume 2 of Texte und Studien zum antiken Judentum, 
(Tübingen, Germany: Mohr Siebeck, 1981)] in sections 178-179, and 807-808, which speak of an angel named שמעיאל or 
"הכל  the heavenly windows. The expression is found in the Shabbat morning service in ,חלוני רקיע stands upon the שמועל 

.28:14 Gen. 3193”.יודוך 
3193 Gen. 28:14. 
3194 Psalm 18:15. 
3195 A variant of the word דוהר appears in other copies of the Piyyut as זוהר, which translates as “luminous” probably due 

to scribal errors, whereas the letter DALED    ד  and the letter ZAYIN  ז  resemble one another closely. (See:  אהרון מירסקי

  .I have therefore chosen to employ both adjectives in this translation .(p. 141, footnote 83 )1991(.פיוטי יוסי בן יוסי.,
3196 Ezek. 1:13-14. 
3197 Isa. 40:26. 
3198 Prov. 14:14 speaks of a “dissembling heart,” but I think the Paytan suggests Abraham was possessed of a heart in 

which there were amalgamated the wisdom of Torah with the prevalent notions of Ur, whence Abraham hailed [Gen. 11:26-
32].  

3199 Tractate Brachot 7, Folio B. 
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85 Even before God spoke to him3200 

 He sought a path for himself 

 To go forth3201 from the path of death 

 To the path of life3202 

 

86 Pure in his deeds3203 

 He spoke to the Mighty One3204:  

 Please, oh God of Justice 

 Judge3205 with compassion.  

 

87 He3206 scoffed noble rulers3207 

 Without a shield or a sword3208 

 And He saved him3209 from the fire 

 And He helped him in battle3210 

 

88 His generation with folly 

 Did not recognize the Rock3211 

 And he3212 made known to them, at the tamarisk-tree3213 

 The Name of the Everlasting God.  

 

89 The seal of covenant 

 He branded on his flesh3214 

 So that when the maw3215 will regard it3216 

 It will slam shut3217 its lips. 3218 

 

                                                           
3200 Gen. 12:1; Gen. Rabba 39:4. 
3201 Gen. 12:1. 
3202 Prov. 6:23. 
3203 An epithet for Abraham, after Gen. 17:1. 
3204 An epithet to God, after Job 41:4. 
3205 A reference to the people of Sodom and Gomorrah, after Gen. 18:23. 
3206 A reference to Abraham. 
3207 A reference to the four kings, after Gen. 14:9-15. 
3208 Gen. Rabba 43:3. 
3209 A reference to Abraham, after Gen. Rabba 38:13. 
3210 Gen. 14:19. 
3211 An epithet for God, after Deut. 32:4. 
3212 A reference to Abraham. 
3213 A reference to Beer Sheba, after Gen. 21:33. 
3214 Gen. 17:2; Gen. 17:24. 
3215 A reference to the netherworld, after Isa. 5:14. 
3216 A reference to the mark of circumcision.  
3217 Job 5:16. 
3218 Exod. Rabba 19:4; Psalm 107:42. 
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90 A sprouting leaf3219 

 Budded in his3220 old age 

 When the fount3221 was opened 

 In the parched flowerbed3222 

 

91 The burden3223 mandated by the One who tried him3224 

 He shouldered upon him3225 

 And constrained his nature3226 

 In order to give his own lamb3227 in sacrifice 

 

92 The creel3228 of the first-fruit3229 

 He led as an offering3230 

 The father did not have pity3231 

 And the son did not tarry.3232  

 

93 Slaughterer3233 of the lamb3234 

 As he held his knife3235 

 The angels of peace3236 

 Wailed3237 bitterly with sorrow3238 

 

  

                                                           
3219 A reference to Isaac, scion of Abraham, after Ezek. 17:9. 
3220 A reference to Abraham, Gen. 21:2. 
3221 A reference to the Sarah’s womb, after Gen. 21:2-7. 
3222 Gen. 18:11. 
3223 A reference to the wood for Isaac’s sacrifice, after Gen. 22:3. 
3224 Gen. 22:1. 
3225 Upon Isaac, after Gen. 22:6. 
3226 Gen. Rabba 56:4. 
3227 An epithet for Isaac, after Gen. 22:8. 
3228 Deut. 26:2. 
3229 An epithet to Isaac who was Sarah’s first-born child, after Gen. 21:7. 
3230 Gen. 22:10. 
3231 Gen. Rabba 56:8. 
3232 Gen. 22:8. 
3233 A reference to Abraham.  
3234 A reference to Isaac, after Gen. 22:13. 
3235 Gen. 22:10. 
3236 Isa. 33:7. 
3237 Gen. Rabba 56:5. 
3238 Gen. 22:11-12. 
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94 The Beneficent and Merciful3239 One said:  

 Do not slay the young man3240 

 Your deeds have been received with approbation3241 

 The sacrifice-maker and the sacrificed3242  

 

95 The lamb3243 was reprieved 

 And for his ransom a ram was placed3244 

 But he was considered as if he had been burnt3245 

 So that his merit will expiate those who bear God’s Law.3246 

 

96 The wholesome one3247 settled himself 

 At the doorways of tents3248 of study3249 

 Even before She3250 was spoken 

 He learned by heart her edicts 

 

97 God, since the beginning of time, 

 Took pride in him3251 

 And in his name-sake3252 forever 

 He3253 will dwell in glory.3254  

 

 

 

  

                                                           
3239 Epithets for God, after Psalm 145:9. 
3240 Gen. 22:12. 
3241 Gen. 22:16-19. 
3242 Gen. Rabba 56:9. 
3243 A reference to Isaac.  
3244 Gen. 22:13. 
3245 Midrash Tanchuma, Vayera Portion, Section 23. 
3246 Isa. 46:3. 
3247 An epithet for Jacob, after Gen. 25:27. 
3248 Gen. 25:27. 
3249 Gen. Rabba 63:10; Isa. 8:16. 
3250 A reference to the Torah, after Gen. Rabba 95:3. 
3251 In Jacob, after Isa. 49:3. 
3252 Referring to the people of Israel. 
3253 Referring to God. 
3254 Psalm 22:4. 
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98 The Omniscient One3255  stood3256 

 Over him in the place where he slept3257 on his journey3258 

 And He said: I am your Keeper3259 

 The shadow that walks by your right hand side3260 

 

99 Ascending and descending3261 

 Holy ones3262 are there for his sake 

 Having recognized his countenance 

 Which is engraved in the heavens. 3263 

 

100  The Creator3264 made him  

  A little lesser than God3265 

  To make his flock conceive at the sight of the rods3266  

  They were like clay in the hands of a potter3267 

 

101  Awe-filled visions 

  Terrified the Aramaic one3268 

  Hurt not my son3269 

  Who is the bearer of My Law since before he was born. 3270 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
3255 Psalm 1:6. 
3256 Gen. 28:13. 
3257 A reference to Beit-El, after Gen. 28:19. 
3258 Gen. 28:11. 
3259 Gen. 28:15. 
3260 Psalm. 
3261 Gen. 28:12. 
3262 A reference to God’s angels, after Psalm.  
3263 Gen. Rabba 68:12. 
3264 Isa. 43:1. 
3265 Psalm 8:6; Midrash Psalm 8: Jacob created his “designer flocks” through the miraculous use of the carved rods. The 

sages refer to him as a little “lesser than God” for all that was missing was his ability to give life.  
3266 Gen. 30:39. 
3267 Jer. 18:6. 
3268 An epithet for Laban, after Gen. 31:20. 
3269 Gen. 31:24. 
3270 Isa. 46:3. The word  עמוסים can have two meanings here: (i) The ones who bear God’s Law; or (ii) The one whom God 

bears or shoulders. In both cases the epithet refers to the people of Israel, and in the case of this stanza, to Jacob. In my 
understanding the first meaning fits better with the tone and substance of the piyyut.  
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102  The blazing fiery one3271 fled  

  Having wrestled with him3272 

  But he3273 could not overpower him3274 

  And he pleaded in tears3275 

 

103  He was miraculously saved 

  From the one who bears sword3276 

  Who hated and held a grudge3277 against him 

  With eternal loathing.3278 

  

104  He3279 inherited, because of gluttony3280 

  The blessings of his parents3281 

  And twelve tribes emerged from him 

  Like the stars guarding Time in the firmament3282 

 

105  The third son3283 was chosen especially3284 

  To see the countenance of the King3285 

  To sing and to serve3286 

  And enter the King’s holy Chambers.  

 

 

  

                                                           
3271 An epithet for God’s angel, after Psalm 104:4. 
3272 Gen. 32:25-26. 
3273 The angel. 
3274 Jacob. 
3275 Hosea 12:5. 
3276 An epithet for Esau, after Gen. 27:40. 
3277 Gen. 27:41. 
3278 Ezek. 35:5; Amos 1:11. 
3279 A reference to Jacob.  
3280 Referring to the gluttony of Esau that was at the root of Jacob’s deceptive ruse to receive Isaac’s blessing in his brother 

Esau’s stead. After Gen. 25:34. 
3281 Gen. 27:1-45. 
3282 The twelve tribes are symbols of the twelve monthly signs, after Gen. 37:9. 
3283 A reference to Levi, after Gen. 29:34. 
3284 A reference to Aaron and his priestly scions who were chosen to serve God at the Temple, after Lev. 21. 
3285 Num. 8:5-26. 
3286 1 Chron. 6:16-32. 
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106  Like a tree that is planted  

  By streams of water3287 

  His3288 staff blossomed3289 

  To three3290 holy3291 branches3292: 

 

107  Those who were bent with borne weight3293 

  Of the Tent and its beams, 

  Those who hammered the stakes3294 

  And cloaked it with bolts of cloth, 

 

108  Those whose shoulder bent3295 

  Like a tamed heifer3296 

  To bear the yoke of the Holy Avodah  

  To the Master of the Universe3297 entire.  

 

109  Like a stately vine3298 

  Heavy with fruit and branches 

  Amram grew 

  From the root of Levi,3299  

 

 

  

                                                           
3287 Psalm 1:3. 
3288 A reference to Aaron. 
3289 Num. 17:23. 
3290 A reference to the three sons of Levi: Gershon, Kehat, and Merari, after Gen. 46:11.  
3291 The scions of Levi became the priests at the Temple, hence their holy status.  
3292 Branches are the descendants, after Ezek. 17:6. 
3293 The sons of Merari carried the structural components of the Traveling Tent of Meeting during the Israelites’ desert 

sojourn, after Num. 3:36-37. 
3294 The sons of Gershon were responsible for hammering the stakes of the Tent of Meeting and for covering the structure 

with the curtains, after Number 3:25-26; see Exod. 36. 
3295 A reference to the sons of Kehat, who tended to the Holy Ark, the Table, the Menorah, the Altars and the holy vessels, 

after Num. 3:31. 
3296 Hosea 10:11. 
3297 Hosea 3:13. 
3298 Ezek. 17:8. 
3299 Exod. 6:18. 
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110  And the vine3300 sent forth3301 three 

  Exquisite tendrils: 

  A priest3302 and a shepherd3303 

  And a prophetess3304.  

 

111  When the time of love3305 had come 

  His blossom3306 rose 

  To break the reins3307 of Zoan3308  

  And to breach3309 the barrier3310 of the sea. 3311 

 

112  It was covered by the Cloud of the Glory of God 

  And sanctified for a week3312 

  He3313 stood in the middle 

  On the day God’s Word was given3314 

 

113  A mighty powerful force3315 

  Was subdued before him3316 

  His awesome dread 

  No angel3317 could withstand.3318  

 

  

                                                           
3300 A reference to Amram, after Psalm 128:3. 
3301 Psalm 80:12. 
3302 A reference to Aaron, after Exod. 28:1. 
3303 A reference to Moses, after Exod. 3:1. 
3304 A reference to Miriam, after Exod. 15:20. 
3305 A reference to redemption, after Ezek. 16:8. 
3306 A reference to Moses, after Num. 17:23; Job 30:12 (blossoms as sons). 
3307A reference to the enslavement in Egypt, after Jer. 2:20. 
3308 An epithet for Egypt, after Num. 13:22; Isa. 19:11 and 19:13; Psalm 78:12 and 78:43. 
3309 A reference to the cleaving of the Red Sea during Israel’s flight from Egypt, after Exod. 14:5-28. 
3310 Jer. 5:22. 
3311 The sea is called שועל after Isa. 40:12. 
3312 A reference to Mount Sinai, which was covered by God’s cloud of glory for six days, after Exod. 24:17. 
3313 A reference to Moses to alone scaled the mountain, after Exod. 19:3. 
3314 Psalm 68:12. 
3315 Exod. Rabba 28:1 offers a Midrash, that God’s angels wrestled with Moses in order to prevent the transfer of the Torah 

from their hands to Israel’s. Moses won. 
3316 A reference to Moses. 
3317 The word  איש refers to an angel, after Daniel 10:5. 
3318 Esther 9:2. 
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114  He3319 sustained the Holy Flock3320 

  With meat in the wilderness3321 

  And heavenly bread3322 as well 

  Until they reached the Land3323 

 

115  She3324 dug a well for the People3325 

  That young woman of timbrel fame3326 

  When she died and was taken by God 

  There was no longer a well of water.  

 

116  Escorted by the Magnificent Clouds3327 

  The beloved people3328 were saved 

  Because of the priestly one3329 

  Who walked with God in peace and righteousness3330 

 

117  With him and his descendants a covenant3331 

  Of salt was made3332 

  So that the Covenant with God will never be annulled3333 

  And fragrant salts will continue to be offered on the Altar.  

 

 

  

                                                           
3319 A reference to Moses. 
3320 An epithet for the people of Israel, after Ezek. 36:38. 
3321 Psalm 78:27. 
3322 A reference to the Manna, after Psalm 78:23-25. 
3323 A reference to the Promised Land, after Exod. 16:35. 
3324 A reference to Miriam.  
3325 The Midrash speaks of a miraculous well that travelled in the desert to quench the thirst of Israel. When Miriam died, 

the well ceased flowing. See: Lev. Rabba 27:6; Tosefta Sottah 11:1; Babylonian Talmud, Tractate Ta’anit 9:1; Num. 21:17-20. 
3326 Exod. 15:20. 
3327 Exod. 13:20-22. 
3328 An epithet for the people of Israel, after Jer. 12:7. 
3329 An epithet for Aaron, after Lev. Rabba 27:6. 
3330 Mal. 2:6. 
3331 Num. 18:19. 
3332 Num. 25:13. 
3333 The priesthood has been given exclusively to the scions of Aaron for all eternity, after Lev. 2:13. 
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118  The man who was jealous for his God3334 

  Was recompensed by God3335 

  And He renewed the Covenant3336 

  For all generations eternally 

 

119  It3337 is not appropriate for any outsider3338 

  The birthright is their3339 exclusive privilege 

  And no human will challenge3340 

  The gift of their share.  

 

120  Lowered to the valley of the shadow of death3341 

  The assemblage of patrician men3342 

  Who enthroned a strong man as king 

  In the house set apart3343 

 

121  Lest they would envy the estate 

  Of the brothers’ birthright3344 

  Calling God3345  

  Is their destiny.3346 

 

122  The bread of the nobles3347 

  Was set for them 

  Because they drew near to God3348 

  And recoiled from the calf 

  

                                                           
3334 A reference to Phineas, after Num. 25:11. 
3335 Isa. 59:17. 
3336 A reference to the covenant of everlasting priesthood, given to Phineas, after Num. 25:13. 
3337 A reference to the Priesthood. 
3338 The Priesthood is the exclusive province of the scioins of Aaron, after Num. 3:10. 
3339 The Aaronite priestly caste.  
3340 Lev. 22:10. 
3341 Psalm 23:4; Psalm 107:10-14; Job 38:17; Job 16:16. 
3342 A reference to the Korach assemblage, who rebelled against Moses’ and Aaron’s claim to the priesthood, after Num. 

16:2. 
3343 A secluded place reserved for lepers and excommunicated people, after I1 Chron. 26:16-21; 2 Kings 15:5. 
3344 A reference to Moses and Aaron, and their divine birthright to the priesthood, after Lev. 21:10. 
3345 Num. 18:20. 
3346 Psalm 16:5. 
3347 A reference to the food set aside for the priests, after Num. 28:2. 
3348 While the Children of Israel sinned with the Golden Calf, Moses called out: “Whoso is on the LORD'S side, let him come 

unto me, and all the sons of Levi gathered themselves together unto him.” Exod. 32:26. 
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123  The Guardian of the Law3349 taught them 

  The order of the Avodah3350 

  And as they sat at the entrance of the Tent3351 

  He was appointed to watch over them and teach them 

 

124  To bathe3352 and to anoint themselves3353 

  To sanctify hand and foot3354 

  To wear white linen clothes 

  And to be girded with a girdle3355 

 

125  To fill their hands3356 

  For seven days. 

  And he made it3357 a Law 

  For all generations eternally,  

 
As it is written: 

“As hath been done this day, so the LORD hath commanded to do, to make atonement for you.”3358 

 

126  The chosen3359 families 

  Drew lots3360 

  To elevate a lieutenant3361 

  And to exalt him on the Tenth Day3362 

 

  

                                                           
3349 An epithet for Moses, after Deut. 33:21. 
3350 Lev. 8. 
3351 A reference to the Tent of Meeting, after Lev. 8:35. 
3352 Lev. 8:6. 
3353 Lev. 8:12. 
3354 Lev. 8:23-24. 
3355 Lev. 8:7; Lev. 8:12. 
3356 Meaning: to be occupied, after Lev. 8:33. 
3357 A reference to the Avodah of Yom Kippur, the Day of Atonement, and the exclusive priestly cultic duties in the Temple, 

as divinely mandated, after Lev. 8:34. 
3358 Lev. 8:34. 
3359 1 Chron. 7:40. 
3360 Prov. 16:33. 
3361 The High Priest was set apart from his priestly kin, and was elevated in status, wealth, and appearance, after Tosefta; 

Lev. 21:10. 
3362 A reference to Yom Kippur, after Lev. 23:27. 
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127  From his bedstead 

  They separate his wife3363 

  Lest he defile himself during the week 

  By inadvertently sullied3364 by an aching3365 woman.3366 

 

128  In the Lieutenants’ Ward3367  

  He resided 

  And there he slept 

  During the seven days3368 

 

129  Making burnt offerings3369 

  And tendering incense 

  And setting the oil lamps 

  And sacrificing the head and the foot.3370  

 

 

  

                                                           
3363 Lev. 21:2. 
3364 Num. 15:25. 
3365 The word דוה literally means ‘aching, unwell, ill’, but it has a connotation of flowing liquid and is associated with 

menstruation, after Lev. 20:18; Lev. 15:33; Isa. 30:22 [“Dawa (דוה),” Abarim Publications’ Online Biblical Hebrew Dictionary, 
http://www.abarim-publications.com/Dictionary/d/d-w-he.html.XDta51xKjIV]. In the context of this stanza, the High Priest is 
prevented from lying with his wife, lest he be polluted during the week of seclusion prior to Yom Kippur.  

3366 A reference to the defilement of menstrual blood, after Tosefta. See:  :אהרון מירסקי )1991(. פיוטי יוסי בן יוסי. ירושלים

 .p. 150, footnote 128 ,מוסד ביאליק
3367 The Palhedrin Ward, after Mishnah Yoma 1:1  The Ward was northern, to the best of our knowledge. The word 

 which is mentioned in the Mishnah is originally Greek, meaning ‘The King’s Agents’. In a Talmudic Braita (Yoma 8:2) it  פלהדרין
is mentioned that the Ward was initially called ‘The Ward of the Nobles’ but since during the Second Temple the priesthood 
was subject to corruption and bribery, the Ward was named for the King’s agents whose service was limited to a year, to make 
note of the priestly service which was also limited and regulated. The paytan Yosse ben Yosse only speaks of the original 
appellation of the Ward of the Temple where the High Priests gathered.  

3368 In Mirsky’s book, the verse reads: כל ימי שנה [All year round], which is (i) not mentioned in the bible or in Mishnah 
Yoma 1:1, (ii) contradicts the ending of the Piyyut, whereas the High Priest returns to his own estate and home following the 
successful completion of the Avodah at the end of Yom Kippur, and (iii) appears to be out of place even in the context of this 
stanza. Mirsky mentions another version in which the verse reads כל ימי שבעה [during the seven days] of the High Priest’s 
seclusion. This version appears to be a better fit with the rest of the narrative and I therefore chose it for this translation. See: 
 .p. 150, footnote 129 ,אהרון מירסקי )1991(. פיוטי יוסי בן יוסי. ירושלים: מוסד ביאליק

3369 Isa. 66:3. 
3370 Mishnah Yoma 1:2. 
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130  They3371 traded the Sabbath Services with each other  

  And their share of the Service shifts 

  But his3372 share3373 as the head3374 

  Was equal to all their shares combined 

 

131  Teachers3375 of the guileless3376 

  Are partnered3377 with him 

  To review with him and to teach him 

  In the Laws of the Tenth Day.3378 

 

132  They present him 

  On the eve of the Day of Atonement 

  With his bullock and his ram 

  And with the sacrifices of his congregation3379 

 

133  How substantial 

  Is your Avodah, they say,3380  

  Be strong and brave 

  As all these are for your work to be done.  

 

134  They reduce his victuals3381 

  At eventide 

  Lest he fall asleep and lest a nocturnal emission 

  Should happen to him over night 

 

  

                                                           
3371 A reference to the priests who trade their service days with one another in order to secure their turn to serve on the 

Day of Atonement, after Sifre Judges 169. 
3372 A reference to the High Priest whose share was greater than his kin’s, after Lev. 2:10. 
3373 Of the meat offerings. 
3374 Meaning the leader of all priests, who received his share before everyone else, after Tosefta. 
3375 Mishnah Yoma 1:3. 
3376 Psalm 19:8. 
3377 The paytan uses the root עמת which refers to associates, co-workers, partners, or assistants.  
3378 An epithet for Yom Kippur. 
3379 Mishnah Yoma 1:3. 
3380 Babylonian Talmud, Tractate Yoma 18:1. 
3381 Mishnah Yoma 1:4. 
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135  His instructors will unite him 

  With the elders of his tribe3382 

  And in the Ward3383 of the Incense Mixers3384 

  They will make him take an oath3385 in the Name of God.  

 

136  He3386 cries, forlorn and weeping, 

  Because he had been accused of being guileless3387 

  And they3388 also cry 

  Lest they falsely accuse a righteous man3389  

 

137  The sweet compositions of Midrash 

  They3390 exchange with him3391, along with Scripture3392 

  Or with sacred writings3393 

  They occupy him.  

 

138  They regale his soul3394 

  With the teachings of the Kings of Yore3395 

  If he is unschooled 

  And has not studied doctrine3396 

 

  

                                                           
3382 Mishnah Yoma 1:5. 
3383 Referring to the Temple Ward which Mishnah Yoma calls בית אבטינס, Mishnah Yoma 1:5. 
3384 Exod. 30:35. 
3385 Mishnah Yoma 1:5. 
3386 The High Priest, after Mishnah Yoma 1:5. 
3387 The Babylonian Talmud Tractate Yoma 19:2 the Gemara explains that the high Priest cries because he had been 

accused of being a Zaddokite. The Paytan does not specify the type of lacuna in the High Priest’s knowledge, but at the same 
time he does not appear to conform to the Talmudic exegesis.  

3388 Referring to the elders, after Mishnah Yoma 1:5. 
3389 Babylonian Talmud Tractate Yoma 19:2. 
3390 Referring to the elders. 
3391 Referring to the High Priest. 
3392 Mishnah Yoma 1:6 asserts that some High Priests were not fully literate and had to be read to by the elders. The 

Paytan does not describe the High Priest as one who needs lectors, but as an equal among equals in discussing Midrash and 
Scripture with the elders.  

3393 Mishnah Yoma 1:6 and the Palestinian Talmud assert that the elders read Job, Ezra, and Chronicles to the High Priest, 
as well as Proverbs and Psalms. The Paytan offers a less specific list of readings, suggesting that the conversation was more 
general and involved a variety of biblical and sacred books.  

3394 Psalm 23:3. 
3395 Mishnah Yoma 1:6 suggests that the book of Zachariah and possibly Daniel as well were read to the High Priest. The 

Paytan does not refer to prophetic works, but to the wisdom of past kings like David and Solomon, who ruled and whose 
verdicts provide guidance for Halachic decisions.   

3396 Prov. 4:2. 
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139  Should he doze off3397 

  They3398 interrupt sleep 

  By melodious singing and by snapping their fingers 

  Singing with their voice and not playing on violins.3399  

 

140  They allow in the din3400 

  Of the tumultuous city3401 

  To give him his fill 

  Of sleeplessness3402 until the midnight hour3403 

 

141  The keepers of statutes3404 

  The grabbers of opportunities to fulfill God’s Commandments3405 

  Vie for cleaning the ashes of the Altar3406 

  Even before the midnight hour.3407  

 

  

                                                           
3397 Mishnah Yoma 1:7; Jer. 14:8. 
3398 The Mishnah (Yoma 1:7) asserts that priestly novices made sure that the High Priest remained awake all night. The 

Paytan is less specific.  
3399 The Mishnah (Yoma 1:7) only describes the snapping of fingers. The Paytan is more specific and adds the element of 

vocal singing, stipulating that no musical instruments were used. This detail is not mentioned in the Mishnah or the Talmuds.  
3400 Jer. 51:55. 
3401 Isa. 22:2 Note: In Mishnah Yoma the narrative presents an insular Temple, within whose confines the ceremonies and 

rituals are conducted by lofty men, independent of the people. The Paytan adds an interesting element in this stanza, entirely 
absent from the Mishnah narrative. Here the city sounds enter the Temple. The two way “traffic” suggests an organic 
connection between the Temple and the people, for whom the ceremonies and rituals are being performed. 

3402 Job 7:4. 
3403 The word  נשף in Modern Hebrew is translated as “ball,” a “sumptuous party.” In Biblical Hebrew the word speaks of 

time, and means something like “the dead of night” and sometimes “twilight,” after Job 7:4; 1 Sam. 30:17; Isa. 5:11; Isa. 29:10; 
Jer. 13:16; 2 Kings 7:5; Prov. 7:9. In the DSS the word also has a connotation of time, specifically the darkest hour of the night, 
as in: 4Q184, Frg. 1:5; 4Q88 x,6; 4Q184, 1,5; 4Q162 II,2. Interestingly, the Qumran scrolls159 also use this distinctive word, in 
the same manner and meaning as does Yosse ben Yosse. In 4Q88 X,6 the text reads:  referring to the יחד יהללו נא כל כוכבי נשף 
doxological song of the midnight stars. In this reading, therefore, Yosse ben Yosse disagrees with the Mishnah regarding the 
time reference. The Mishnah claims that the High Priest was kept awake [with snapping fingers and the acolytes’ voices] until 
the early dawn [when the Tamid sacrifice is to be offered] (Tractate Tamid 3:2) but Yosse ben Yosse says till midnight. The 
Qumranic word, coupled with a different understanding of the time bracket, is indicative of an alternate discourse. It is not the 
rabbinic discourse, it is something else. The same but quite different. 

3404 An epithet for the priests, after Psalm 119:145. 
3405 A reference to the priests, after Mishnah Yoma 2:1-2; Lev. Rabba 34:2. 
3406 Lev. 6:3. 
3407 Psalm 119:62. 
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142  The priests used to pushed each other, running 

  Up the gangway3408 to the Altar3409 

  So the elders devised a lottery 

  In order to put an end to the quarrels3410 

 

143  They convene and bathe3411 

  And don their headdresses3412 

  And they cast the first lot3413 

  For the removal of the ashes from the Altar.3414 

 

144  They vote3415 a second time 

  On the preparation of the sheep for slaughter 

  And on the clearing of the ashes from the interior Altar 

  And on the preparation of the oil lamps.3416 

 

145  Priestly novices3417 

  Draw the third lot for the preparation of the spices, 

  The fourth lot for the mixing of incense3418 

  And for setting the carved meat on the Altar.  

  

146  The Chamberlain3419 of the House 

  In charge of the Sacred Avodah 

  Sends to the East 

  His faithful emissaries3420 

 

  

                                                           
3408 Ezek. 11:5; Exod. 20:26. 
3409 Mishnah Yoma 2:2. 
3410 Prov. 18:18. 
3411 The priests who are vying for ritual tasks cast the four lotteries. In Mishnah Yoma there is no mention of the ritual 

ablution which the Paytan says took place before the casting of the lots. But in Yoma 3:3 the Mishnah does say that no one 
could enter the Courtyard of the Temple without first taking a purifying ritual ablution.  

3412 Job 31:36; Tosefta Yoma 1:10 describes the priests who don headdresses in order to cast the lots.  
3413 The Paytan turns the object פיס into a verb הפיסו in an unusual wortspiele.  
3414 Mishnah Yoma 2:2. 
3415 The Paytan turns the word  אצבע [finger] into a verb which means “they voted,” after Mishnah Yoma 2:1. 
3416 Mishnah Yoma 2:3. 
3417 Mishnah Yoma 2:4 asserts that the third lot was cast among priestly novices for whom this was a first experience in 

preparing the spices for the incense.  
3418 Mishnah Yoma 2:4. 
3419 Jer. 20:1; Mishnah Yoma 3:1 Note: Yosse ben Yosse employs a different technical term for the supervisor of the rites. 

He calls him שר פקיד. Interestingly, the Qumran community’s technical term for the role of overseer, (who was the second most 
important officer who was at the head of the community and oversaw the reception of new members to the Yaḥad) was  

 .(Charlesworth, “Community Organization,” 135) פקיד
3420 Prov. 25:13. 
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147  He says to them: Look 

  If the dawn has risen3421 

  If day light is aglow 

  Coming from the East3422 to light the earth.  

 

148  When they tell him3423 

  That the glowing light3424 has flashed across the sky3425 

  He runs to the Basin of Ablutions 

  Intended for all who come into the Courtyard of the Temple3426 

 

149  They draw a screen3427 of fine linen3428 

  Between him3429 and the People 

  Treating him with reverence 

  And not see his nakedness.  

 

150  The gown upon his skin3430 

  He quickly disrobes 

  And he goes down to bathe 

  And he rises and dries himself3431 

 

 

 

                                                           
3421 Mishnah Yoma 3:1. 
3422 Ezek. 40:23. 
3423 Referring to the Chamberlain. 
3424 The word  )נגה )נוגה suggests a bright glowing light that has some holiness attached to it, after Ezek. 10:4; Prov. 4:18 
3425 Mishnah Yoma 3:1 uses the word ברקאי which has an Aramaic origin, after Tosefta Kippurim 1:15; Palestinian Talmud 

3:5 The word ברקאי is unique. It is “unpacked” in the Talmud through a story and a “recorded” conversation, which illustrate 
the essential importance of noting the first rays of sun as they pierce the night sky. The word ברקאי derives from the word ברק, 
lightning, which evokes a dagger-like image of a light that vanquishes the darkness. It is at once a poetic word and a legal word, 
as it is used in the Mishnah. 

3426 Mishnah Yoma 3:2-3. 
3427 Hosea 2:8. 
3428 Mishnah Yoma 3:4 uses the word בוץ whereas Yosse ben Yosse uses the word שש, both which words may be 

translated as “fine linen.” The distinction between the types of fabric has been lost and the two words are currently understood 
as synonymous. Professor Lawrence Schiffman helped me resolve the problem when he pointed out the Greek etymology of 
 namely Βύσσος [Býssos]. Rabbinic literature freely weaves Hebrew, as well as foreign “invading” words and sentences in ,בוץ
Aramaic and Greek words in its narrative (Strack and Stemberger, Introduction to the Talmud and Midrash, 179). Yosse ben 
Yosse argued for a return to national purity and was an advocate of Hebrew, at a time when the vast majority of Jews living in 
Byzantine Palestine spoke only Aramaic and were not conversant in Hebrew. It is also possible, therefore, that the Paytan was 
not an advocate for a return to pure Hebrew, but a poet who was good at his craft, who chose “fun and interesting” words, 
better to delight his audience. 

3429 Referring to the High Priest, after Mishnah Yoma 3:4. 
3430 Exod. 22:26. 
3431 Mishnah Yoma 3:4. 
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151  The assistant dresser3432 

  Cloaks him with linen3433 

  And proceeds to bedeck him 

  With bejewelled golden vestments3434 

 

152  Even as he rejoices in the cloak of splendour 

  His heart grows not haughty3435 

  As he wears the vestments for the glory of God 

  And not for his own 

 

153  To glean the direction of battles 

  He consults them3436 

  His eyes are set on his Instructor 

  Like an apprentice looking up to his teacher.3437 

 

154  The mystery is revealed3438 to him3439 

  Through the judgment of the Urim3440 

  Whether to rise up3441 or to cease 

  Whether to sword or salvation 

 

155  Sing praises unto God3442 

  Oh Children of a Great Nation3443 

  For He is close by at all times3444 

  And ready to bring good tidings of salvation.3445  

  

                                                           
3432 The Mishnah Yoma 3:4 narrative suggests that the High Priest dressed himself.  
3433 A reference to the linen vestments of all Temple Priests: The Tunic, Trousers, Mitre, and Girdle. See: Exod. 28; Mishnah 

Yoma 7:5. 
3434 A reference to the golden vestments exclusively worn by the High Priest: The Breastplate of Judgement, Ephod, Golden 

Diadem, and Robe. See: Exod. 28; Mishnah Yoma 7:5. 
3435 Palestinian Talmud tractate Yoma 7:3. 
3436 A reference to the Urim and Thummin, after Num. 27:21. 
3437 Palestinian Talmud Tractate Yoma 1:1.  
3438 Amos 3:7.  
3439 A reference to the High Priest, who has prophetic powers when donning the vestments. 
3440 Num. 27:21. 
3441 In war. 
3442 Psalm 68:5. 
3443 Deut. 4:7. 
3444 Isa. 50:8. 
3445 Isa. 52:7. 
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156  He3446 exults like an angel3447 

  In his fine linen Trousers 

  Like a rider who is ready for war3448 

  To be a truthful emissary for his dispatchers3449 

 

157  His lustful nakedness 

  Is covered with the Trousers 

  As this is what their purpose is 

  To cover the flesh of nakedness. 3450 

  

158  His youthful body 

  Fills his Robe3451 

  Which is doubled3452 and made of fine linen3453 

  And covers him up to his wrists3454 

 

159  The transgression of the House of Jacob 

  Is thereby atoned3455 

  For the sin of having sold the Righteous One3456 

  Because of the coat of many colours.  

 

  

                                                           
3446 A reference to the High Priest. 
3447 A euphemism for Messenger, after Num. 22:5; I Kings 19:2; Gen. 32:4 inter alia.   
3448 2 Sam. 1:9. 
3449 Prov. 25:13. 
3450 Exod. 28:42. 
3451 Lev. 6:3. 
3452There are two possible explanations for the reference to the doubling insinuated in the text: (i) The High Priest wore a 

double overcoat. See: According to Josephus Flavius the High Priest’s overcoat was ankle-length, and wrapped the entire body. 
See: Josephus, The Antiquities of the Jews, Book 3,  7:2 ; אהרון מירסקי )1991(. פיוטי יוסי בן יוסי. ירושלים: מוסד ביאליק, p. 155, 
footnote 159; Ben Sira 45:12-13; (ii) The doubling is of the linen fibre, making the garment especially elegant and sumptuous, 
after Exod. 39:27. 

3453 Exod. 28:39. In modern Hebrew the word  משובץ refers to a checkered pattern or plaid. Alternatively, it refers to a 
surface which is set with gems. In Biblical Hebrew the word משובץ  appears once in connection with the gemstones of the 
Breastplate, in the sense of a setting in gold.   

3454 According to: Josephus, The Antiquities of the Jews, Book 3, 7:2);   אהרון מירסקי )1991(. פיוטי יוסי בן יוסי. ירושלים: מוסד

 .p. 156, footnote 159; Gen. Rabba 84:8 ,ביאליק
3455 Isa. 27:9; Gen. Rabba 84:8. 
3456 An epithet for Joseph who was sold by his brothers who had envied his coat of many colours, after Gen. 37:28. 
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160  His3457 headdress  

  Is like a majestic crown3458 

  Wearing a Mitre3459 of fine linen3460 

  For greater glory and splendour 

 

161  The cumbrance3461 of the sin of the loosened hair3462 

  It3463 alleviates3464 from harlots3465 

  And he finds the righteous innocent3466 

  By donning the Diadem as frontlets.3467  

 

162  And he further turns his cheek3468 

  To expiate, by girding himself with a Girdle,3469 

  Those who stray after idols 

  Who wear belts on their waists3470 

 

  

                                                           
3457 The High Priest.  
3458 1 Chron. 29:25. 
3459 The Paytan uses the word  צפירה rather than calling the Mitre מצנפת,but he turns the Mitre into a passive verb צנוף 

thus parsimoniously adding a layer of understanding that connects the diadem worn by the High Priest to the Glory of God, 
after Isa. 28:5; Isa. 62:3; According to Josephus, the Mitre and its diadem resembled a royal crown: (Josephus, The Antiquities of 
the Jews, Book 3, 7:3; אהרון מירסקי )1991(. פיוטי יוסי בן יוסי. ירושלים: מוסד ביאליק, p. 156, footnote 161. 

3460 The Paytan uses the word שש after Exod. 39:28. 
3461 Onkelos’s Aramaic translation [Onkelos (Hebrew: אונקלוס), also called Aquila of Pontus or Aquila of Sinope, was a 

Roman national who converted to Judaism in Tannaic times (c. 35–120 CE). He is considered to be the author of the 
famous Targum Onkelos (c. 110 CE) equates the word  משא, translated as burden or cumbrance, and the word עסק , which 
appears in Deut. 1:12.  

3462 A reference to an adulterous woman whose hair is let loose, after Num. 5:18. 
3463 The Mitre. 
3464 The Paytan connects the High Priest’s vestments to atonement, whereas “same cures same.”  A garment worn on the 

head, for instance, atones for a sin in which a woman’s head is shamed. A belt worn by idol worshippers is atoned for by the 
High Priest’s girdle. The Mitre worn by the High Priest atones for the sin of adulterous women whose hair is let loose, after 
Babylonian Talmud tractate Zevachim Folio 84/B in reference to Lev. 8:9. 

3465 Gen. 38:21. 
3466 Lev. 11:44. 
3467 The Paytan relates the High Priest’s diadem to the Tefillin, after Exod. 13:16; Deut. 6:8; Deut. 11:18. 
3468 Ezek. 29:4. 
3469 Jer. 13:11. 
3470 A reference to idol worshippers, after Ezek. 23:14-15. 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Aquila_of_Pontus
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Aquila_of_Sinope
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Roman_Empire
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Judaism
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Tannaim
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Targum_Onkelos
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163  Wearing the sash spells might3471 

  He wears a Belt3472 

  Which is made of woven cloth3473, that is not made of two different threads 

  As he does every day of the year3474 

 

164  Gowned in a turquoise Overcoat3475 

  As dazzling as the brightness of the firmament3476 

  He fills the housing3477 of his arms  

  With his rod-like3478 arms 

 

165 The neckline of the Coat is round 

  And trimmed with lace3479 

  And woven braids3480 

  To prevent it from fraying.  

 

166  On the hems of the Coat 

  Are embroidered multicoloured pomegranates3481 

  And golden carillon bells3482   

  Around the hem betwixt and between 

 

  

                                                           
3471 Psalm 93:1. 
3472 Psalm 109:19; Exod. 28:4. In Job 12:21 the word מזיח has a connotation of fierceness, which is echoed in the 

Palestinian Talmud Tractate Yoma 7:4. 
3473 Exod. 28:32. 
3474 Palestinian Talmud Tractate Yoma 7:3 [referring to fine linen as בוץ whereas the Paytan refers to the fabric repeatedly 

as שש as in Lines 150 and 161 above] explains that only on Yom Kippur the girdle or belt of the High Priest’s vestments is made 
of pure fine linen, unadulterated by other fibres, whereas during the year his girdle can be woven with various fibres of linen 
intermingled.   

3475 Exod. 28:31. 
3476 Daniel 12:3. 
3477 Meaning the sleeves of his garment, after Mishnah Tractate Nidah 8:1. 
3478 Song of Sol. 5:14. 
3479 Exod. 28:32. 
3480 I Kings 6:29. 
3481 Exod. 28:33. 
3482 Ben Sira 45:13. 
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167  When they chime 

  Their voices mingling 

  Their sound will be atonement 

  For the sin of hurting a fellow person with stealth3483 

 

168  Woven masterfully3484 

  The fabric of the Ephod  

  Woven with linen and scarlet thread 

  And turquoise and crimson  

 

169  A golden thread  

  Is woven into every fibre3485 

  And he3486 is clothed in it  

  From his chest to his midsection.3487 

 

170  Its3488 two epaulettes 

  Glow like the sun 

  Brilliant with reflected light3489 

  From the onyx stones3490 

 

171  Carved with a point of diamond3491 

  Each Tribe’s name is memorialized3492 

  Dividing them3493 

  In names and letters3494   

 

  

                                                           
3483 Slander, a sound uttered furtively, is likened to outright physical assault, after the Palestinian Talmud Tractate Yoma 

7:5. 
3484 Exod. 28:6. 
3485 Palestinian Talmud Tractate Yoma 2:1 explains that each coloured fibre was looped with golden thread.  
3486 The High Priest.  
3487 Josephus describes the Ephod as a vest that covered the High Priest from his chest area to his belly button (Josephus, 

The Antiquities of the Jews, Book 3, 7:5). Later exegetes, such as Rashi, describe it more like a woman’s horse-riding apron that 
is tied in the back at the level of the heart and reaches down to the priest’s heels in the back. See:  אהרון מירסקי )1991(. פיוטי

 .p. 158, footnote 170 ,יוסי בן יוסי. ירושלים: מוסד ביאליק
3488 The Ephod’s. 
3489 Josephus describes the miraculous light that emanated from the right onyx epaulet, when God’s Presence appeared 

during Temple services. It could be seen, claims Josephus, like a bolt of light, by a great many people across great distances 
(Josephus, The Antiquities of the Jews, Book 3, 8:9). The Paytan describes both epaulets as emitting miraculous light.  

3490 Exod. 28:9. 
3491 Jer. 17:1. 
3492 Exod. 28:12. 
3493 Each epaulet was crowned with a stone, and each of the stones was carved with the names of six tribes, totalling 

twelve, after Exod. 28:10. 
3494 In a Braita to Tractate Sottah 36:1 the sages explain that the names of the tribes totalled fifty letters, and thus each 

epaulet bore twenty-five letters making up the names of the six tribes.  
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172  Extending from it3495 

  And made as intricately as the Ephod 

  Woven like it  

  He tied it in the back 

 

173  This atones for the transgression of the decree3496  

  The first directive among the Holy Commandments3497 

  Wearing the golden vest 

  Atones3498 for the sin of making a golden god.3499 

 

174  On the front of the Ephod 

  There is an exposed part3500 measuring one small finger over one small finger3501 

  The place where the Breastplate is fastened 

  With golden rings3502 

 

175  The number of the rows of precious stones 

  Is like the number of the Tribal Standards3503 

  Their names are engraved upon the precious stones3504 

  And fill the Breastplate.3505 

 

176  The precious stones are set in gold3506 

  Completely enclosed 

  Their appearance is 

  Like eyes3507 

  

                                                           
3495 Two strips of fabric extend from the Ephod, to be tied in the back. They were as artfully woven of coloured fibres 

looped with gold, as the rest of the Ephod.  
3496 The Ephod atones for transgressing against the second Commandment, Exod. 20:3-4. 
3497 Jer. 23:9. 
3498 Palestinian Talmud Tractate Yoma 7:5. 
3499 Exod. 20:23; Isa. 30:22. 
3500 Josephus, The Antiquities of the Jews, Book 3, 7:5. 
3501 Exod. 28:16. 
3502 Exod. 28:23-28. 
3503 Each standard comprised four tribes, each of whom was marked with an ensign, after Num. 2. 
3504 Exod. 28:21. 
3505 Exod. 28:17. 
3506 Exod. 28:20. 
3507 Meaning that they glow like eyes, bordered by “eyelids” of gold.  
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177  The space between the two attached vestments 

  The vest and the Breastplate 

  Is covered with golden rings3508 

  And golden cords.3509       

 

178  The sin of distorted sentencing at court3510 

    It is erased by the wearing of the Breastplate of Justice3511 

  And He will find us innocent 

  The God of Justice 

 

179  Surrounded by golden carillon bells 

  Between the Ephod and the Breastplate 

  Connecting them to the Holy Wreath 

  Over his two shoulders. 3512 

 

180  A golden Diadem is surrounded  

  By tiny pearls 

  And is attached and is connected 

  To the Holy Wreath3513 

 

181  On his brow he wears a magnificent Woollen Cap3514 

  And on it the headdress 

  And some of his hair 

  Is seen between his head and the Mitre3515  

  

                                                           
3508 Josephus, The Antiquities of the Jews, Book 3, 7:5. 
3509 Exod. 28:24-25. Josephus describes the cords as turquoise, but earlier on (stanza 170) both he and the Paytan explain 

that each separate fibre was looped in gold cords, hence the apparent discrepancy (Josephus, The Antiquities of the Jews).  
3510 Palestinian Talmud Tractate Yoma 7:5; Mal. 2:17. 
3511 Continuing the narrative theme of “same cures same.”  
3512 Mirsky is confounded by this stanza, finding no textual references for the description. See:  אהרון מירסקי )1991(. פיוטי

 p. 160, footnote 180. As noted above [stanza 49] this may be due to the extraneous source of ,יוסי בן יוסי. ירושלים: מוסד ביאליק
the stanza.  

3513 Exod. 28:36; Josephus, The Antiquities of the Jews, Book 3, 7:6. The Paytan agrees with the Josephus description, that 
the Diadem and the Wreath were attached, thus clarifying the apparent contradiction between Exod. 28:36 and 29:30 which 
appears to conflate the Diadem and the Wreath. Thus, it appears that the front part was called the Diadem, and the back part 
was called the Wreath. Ben Sira also refers to the two parts independently in 45:20;  .אהרון מירסקי )1991(. פיוטי יוסי בן יוסי

ביאליק ירושלים: מוסד , p. 160-161, footnote 181. 
3514 Zachariah 3:5; Braita for Tractate Chulin Folio 138:A; Exod. 28:37. 
3515 The description of the Woolen Cap here is unlike the later description provided by רש"י and by the רמב"ם. See:  אהרון

 .p. 161, footnote 182 ,מירסקי )1991(. פיוטי יוסי בן יוסי. ירושלים: מוסד ביאליק
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182  The Rock of Eternity3516 

  The Venerated Name3517 

  Is etched on the Diadem 

  Carved there by hand3518 

 

183  The filth of impurity 

  The transgressions of blood and unholy libations3519 

  Are atoned for through the merit of the Diadem 

  Leaving behind them a scent of purity.  

 

184  A fading bloom3520 

  A worm rather than a person3521 

  He is only worthy3522 

  To serve Him that liveth forever.3523 

 

185  He3524 regards the countenance of the King 

  And enters the Holy Chambers 

  Wearing white linen3525 

  And not in golden vestments.3526  

 

186  To avert the penalty of death 

  For any who enter the Courtyard of the Temple3527 

  It is obligatory to sanctify the hands  

  And the feet before entering 

 

  

                                                           
3516 Isa. 26:4. 
3517 Psalm 89:8. 
3518 Exod. 28:30. 
3519 Tosefta Menachot 1:6. 
3520 Reference to Man, after Isa. 28:1; Job 14:2. 
3521 Psalm 22:7. 
3522 Mal. 3:16. 
3523 A reference to God, after Daniel 12:7. 
3524 The High Priest. 
3525 Lev. 16:3-4. 
3526 Note: This marks the end of the description of the High Priest’s vestments and their spiritually salubrious role, which 

began in stanza 152. Henceforth the Paytan returns to the order of the Avodah.  
3527 Exod. 30:19-20; Mishnah Yoma 3:3. 
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187  Therefore the emissary3528 does so prior 

  To his commencing the Service 

  He hastens to sanctify 

  His hand and his feet.3529  

 

188  Novice priests3530 present him  

  With the daily morning sacrifice 

  He slaughters it and receives 

  Its blood and flings it3531 

 

189  He walks over to light the incense 

  And fix the oil lamps3532 

  He then sacrifices the head and the flesh 

  The flour offering and the libations.3533  

 

190  He hurries to leave 

  For the Parvah Ward3534 in holiness3535 

  And a linen3536 curtain is drawn 

  Between him3537 and the People  

 

191  He sanctifies himself and disrobes 

  And bathes and dries himself 

  And dons linen garments 

  And further sanctifies himself.3538  

 

  

                                                           
3528 A reference to the High Priest, see: stanza 157. 
3529 Mishnah Yoma 3:3-4 elaborates on the procedure and notes that a sheet of linen ]בוץ[ was drawn between the High 

Priest and the people. The Paytan does not mention the screen here at all.   
3530 Jer. 14:3; Mishnah Yoma 3:4 does not specify who brought the sacrifice, whereas the Paytan is more specific.  
3531 Mishnah Yoma 3:4. 
3532 These activities take place in the Sanctuary. The following activities take place in the Courtyard. This is why the Paytan 

does not begin the third line with the word “and,” whereas the Mishnah [Mishnah Yoma 3:4] connects all the activities with 
“and,” as taking place in a single continuum. See: אהרון מירסקי )1991(. פיוטי יוסי בן יוסי. ירושלים: מוסד ביאליק, p. 162, footnote 
190. 

3533 Mishnah Yoma 3:4. 
3534 The Northern Ward at the Temple. 
3535 Mishnah Yoma 3:6. 
3536 Mishnah Yoma 3:6 describes the curtain as a sheet of בוץ but the Paytan refers to it as שש. See my note 531 for stanza 

150 above.  
3537 The High Priest.  
3538 Mishnah Yoma 3:6. 
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192  He approaches  

  The bullock of his sin-offering 

  Which is standing  

  Between the Chamber and the Altar3539 

 

193  He raises his hand3540 and places it  

  Solemnly upon the bullock’s head 

  To confess 

  For himself and his family.  

 
And thus did he say: "O Lord, I have committed iniquity, transgressed, and sinned before you,  

I and my house. O Lord, forgive the iniquities, transgressions, and sins, which I have done by committing iniquity, 

transgression, and sin before you, I and my house. As it is written in the Torah of Moses, your servant: “For on this 

day shall atonement be made for you to clean you. From all your sins shall you be clean before the Lord.”3541 And 

the Kohanim and the people standing in the Courtyard- upon hearing the glorious, awesome Name, the Ineffable 

one, emanating from the mouth of the Koehn Gadol in holiness and in purity, they would kneel and prostrate 

themselves, and give thanks, and they would say: "Blessed is the name of glory of his kingdom forever and ever."  

3542 And he too would intend to complete the Name simultaneously with those reciting the blessing; then he would 

say to them: “You will be cleansed.” And You in Your abundant goodness arouse Your mercy and forgive the man 

who is of Your servants. 

 

194  Eastward of the Itton Gate3543 

  North of the Altar 

  He is escorted with honour 

  By deputy priests.3544  

 

195  The he-goats there stand 

  Because that is where is located 

  The vessel3545 in which were put 

  The golden3546 lots.  

 

  

                                                           
3539 Mishnah Yoma 3:8. 
3540 The Paytan claims that the High Priest place one hand on the bullock, whereas the Mishnah Yoma 3:8 and in Menachot 

9:8 claims he placed two hands on the bullock, based on Lev. 16:21. 
3541 Lev. 16:30. 
3542 Mishnah Yoma 3:8; Lev. 16:30. 
3543 Ezek. 40:15; Palestinian Talmud Tractate Eiruvin 5:1; Mishnah Yoma 3:9 does not name the Gate, but calls it “east of 

the Courtyard.”  
3544 Mishnah Yoma 3:9. 
3545 Mishnah Yoma 3:9 calls the vessel קלפי which is of Greek origin but the Paytan does not use any foreign words, 

remaining true to Hebrew, even at the “cost” of poetic elegance and parsimony. For the etymology, see: “Greek: kalpis,” 
Sapphire Dictionary, https://www.milononline.net/etim.php?vldid=994313.  

3546 Mishnah Yoma 3:9 says that the lots were made of beech wood, and later gilded in gold. The Paytan simply refers to 
them as golden.  
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196  He gathers them in his hand3547 

  And rummages and raises lots3548 

  This one for Him that liveth forever3549 

  And this one for death in the desert cliff.3550  

 

197  If he3551 grasps in his right hand  

  The lot3552 engraved for the Name3553 

  His Deputy tells him 

  Raise your right hand,3554  

 

198  Should the dire deeds of the generation 

  Cause the left lot to be raised 

  The Head of the Household tell shim 

  Raise your left hand. 3555  

 

199  He bounds and puts the lots 

  On the heads of the two he-goats 

  And he yells loudly3556 

  This one is for God as a sin-offering 

 

  

                                                           
3547 Prov. 13:11. 
3548 Mishnah Yoma 4:1. 
3549 Daniel 12:7. 
3550 Mishnah Yoma 4:1 refers to the specific location as Azazel.  
3551 The High Priest. 
3552 The Paytan uses the word פור interchangeably with the word גורל [which Mishnah Yoma uses exclusively], after Esther 

9:24 where it is noted that the two words are synonymous.  
3553 The Name of God. 
3554 Mishnah Yoma 4:1. 
3555 Mishnah Yoma 4:1. 
3556 Mishnah Yoma 4:1 gives a more laconic account. The Paytanic portrayal is more dramatic. He focuses on the details of 

the ritual, describing it to his audience with as many literary and poetic sensory devices as he can. He makes the memory “come 
to life” as real, as factual, inviting the congregation to feel as though they are witnessing true events. 
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200  He ties a crimson cord3557 

  On the head of the he-goat that is being sent away 

  He turns its head toward the desert3558 

  And this one is for the place of slaughter.  

 

201  He rises and again approaches 

  His bullock 

  And he places his two hands 

  On the bullock and confesses3559 

 
And thus did he say, "O Lord3560, I have committed iniquity, transgressed, and sinned before you, I and my house 

and the children of Aaron [the priests], your holy people. O Lord, forgive, I pray, the iniquities, transgressions, and 

sins which I have committed, transgressed, and sinned before you, I, my house, and the children of Aaron, your holy 

people. As it is written in the Torah of Moses, your servant: “For on this day shall atonement be made for you to 

clean you. From all your sins shall you be clean before the Lord.” And the Kohanim and the people standing in the 

Courtyard- upon hearing the glorious, awesome Name, the Ineffable one, emanating from the mouth of the Koehn 

Gadol in holiness and in purity, they would kneel and prostrate themselves, and give thanks, and they would say: 

"Blessed is the name of glory of his kingdom forever and ever." And he too would intend to complete the Name3561 

simultaneously with those reciting the blessing; then he would say to them: “You will be cleansed.”3562  

 

202  He kills3563 the bullock as he is mandated to do 

  And receives it blood in a vessel 

  And another priest stirs it 

  On the staircase3564 that lead to the Chamber3565 

 

 

 

                                                           
3557 Mishnah Yoma 4:2. 
3558 The Babylonian Talmud Tractate Yoma Folio 41:B explains that the crimson cord was tied around the neck of the he-

goat, referring to חיטתובית ש  as the neck, the organ upon which the slaughter is to be performed. The Paytan however 
reports that the he-goat was turned toward the desert, referring to בית שחיטתו   as the geographic or physical location where 
the animal is to be slaughtered. Mirsky regards this disagreement as proof that Yosse ben Yosse was living in Palestine and that 
he was not aware of the Babylonian Talmud. I humbly disagree. In this Piyyut alone there have thus far been 11 references to 
the Babylonian Talmud. See: אהרון מירסקי )1991(. פיוטי יוסי בן יוסי. ירושלים: מוסד ביאליק, p. 165, footnote 210. 

3559 Mishnah Yoma 4:2. 
3560 Yosse ben Yosse does not only cite “The Name” as does Mishnah Yoma 4:2, but adds the Tetragrammaton, both here 

and in the penultimate line of this citation of the Confession. 
3561 The second mention of the Tetragrammaton by Yosse ben Yosse. Again, Mishnah Yoma 4:2 only uses the more 

nonspecific The Name.  
3562 Mishnah Yoma 3:8; Lev. 16:30. 
3563 Mishnah Yoma 4:3 simply says “Slaughters.” 
3564 Mishnah Yoma 4:3 is more specific here, reporting that the stirring took place on the fourth step. 
3565 The staircase between the Chamber and the Courtyard.  
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203  He tramples3566 the gangway  

  And ascends to the Altar 

  And in his hand is a Brazier 

  Made of red3567 gold.  

 

204  He fills the Brazier with glowing3568 coals 

  From the Western side of the Altar3569 

  He descends and places it3570 

  On the level floor3571 

 

205  His colleagues3572 take out for him 

  The Ladle  

  And the collection vessel3573 

  For the finely ground incense.3574  

 

206  He takes a handful3575 of mixed spices3576 

  And places it in the Ladle 

  He takes the Ladle in his left hand 

  And holds the Brazier in his right hand3577 

 

 

  

                                                           
3566 The Paytan uses the root רמס to denote a hurried, rough kicking action, after Isa. 1:12; Isa. 41:25. Mishnah Yoma 4:3 

reports a less dramatic ascent to the Altar.  
3567 Mishnah Yoma 4:3-4. 
3568 Yosse ben Yosse’s poetic dramatization enhances the “dry” Mishnaic account in Mishnah Yoma 4:3, where the coals 

are simply coals, after Lev. 16:12. Here the Paytan delivers a visual image of fiery bolts and sparks that rise from the blazing 
coals, after Deut. 32:24; Hab. 3:5; Psalm 78:48; Job 5:7. 

3569 The Paytan is specific about the site. Mishnah Yoma 4:3 does not specify the side of the Altar from which the glowing 
coals were removed.  

3570 The Brazier. 
3571 Mishnah Yoma 4:3 specifies that this was the fourth level of the Courtyard.  
3572 Mishnah Yoma 5:1 uses a general, unnamed group of people who assist the High Priest. The Paytan emphasizes the 

priestly role in the ritual. 
3573 Mishnah Yoma 5:1 calls the vessel a Brazier.  
3574 Mishnah Yoma 4:4 specifies that the incense for Yom Kippur was more finely ground than the incense used in daily 

services.  
3575 Mishnah Yoma 5:1. 
3576 Exod. 30:35. 
3577 Mishnah Yoma 5:1. 
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207  He crosses his arms 

  The right over the left3578 

  And he walks to the left in the Sanctuary3579 

  To the edge3580 of the Ornamental Curtain.3581  

 

208  He walks between them3582 

  From the south to the north 

  And when he arrives at the end he returns 

  And walks to the middle of the Sanctuary3583 

 

209  The crowns of the Staves3584 

  Look like breasts3585 

  Pressing against the Ornamental Curtain 

  And blocking the passage.  

 

210  The Mighty One3586 announces his presence  

  And he draws the Ornamental Curtain3587 

  And without taking a step3588 finds himself 

  Between the two Staves3589 

 

  

                                                           
3578 This action is not mentioned in the Mishnah. The Paytan provides a more visual account of the manner in which the 

High Priest carried the incense.  
3579 Toward the Holy of Holies.  
3580 Joshua 8:13. 
3581 Mishnah Yoma 5:1 debates whether there was a single Ornamental Curtain or two, but concludes that there were two. 

The Paytan only mentions one.  
3582 Between the holy space of the Sanctuary and the holier space of the Holy of Holies, after Exod. 26:33 and Mishnah 

Yoma 5:1. 
3583 Mishnah Yoma 5:1. 
3584 The Staves are the carrying poles that helped carry the Ark like a palanquin, after Exod. 27:6. 
3585 The Paytan uses a vivid image of the sites at the Temple, after the Babylonian Talmud Tractate Yoma Braita, Folio 54:A. 

Mishnah Yomah does not.  
3586 Referring to the High Priest, who had to be physically powerful, after Tosefta Kippurim 1:6. 
3587 The Paytan provides a more detailed account than Mishnah Yoma 5:1, after Tosefta Kippurim 2:13. Mirsky claims that 

the Paytan bases his narrative on the Tosefta which pertains to the First Temple. See:  .אהרון מירסקי )1991(. פיוטי יוסי בן יוסי

ד ביאליקירושלים: מוס , p. 167, footnote 229. 
3587 Mishnah Yoma 4:2. 
3588 Lest he step between the Staves and profane the sacred space between them. This pertains to the First Temple, 

whereas by the time of the Second Temple the Ark had already been lost. The ritual proceeded as if the Staves and the Ark 
were still present in the Holy of Holies. The Paytan does not make this distinction however.  

3589 Mishnah Yoma 5:1. 
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211  The primal dust of the world3590 

  The Foundation Stone3591 

  The resting place of the Holy Ark3592 

  There he3593 puts the Brazier.3594  

 

212  He pours incense in the Brazier 

  And smoke rises3595 

  And he turns his face3596 

  And leaves the same way he had entered3597 

 

213  He beseeches3598 for the People 

  Briefly3599 in the Holy of Holies 

  Lest any elder 

  Assume dominion upon the common people.3600  

 

214  The stirrer3601 returns 

  The blood to him3602  

  And he3603 comes and stands 

  In the place where he stood3604 

 

  

                                                           
3590 Prov. 8:26. 
3591 Palestinian Talmud Tractate Yoma 5:4.  
3592 Mishnah Yoma 5:2. 
3593 The High Priest.  
3594 Mishnah Yoma 5:1. 
3595 Mishnah Yoma 5:1. 
3596 Palestinian Talmud Tractate Yoma 5:3. 
3597 Mishnah Yoma 5:1. 
3598 There is a note of panic in the word “beseech” which denotes a prayer that is accompanied by begging, crying, and 

fear, after Psalm 30:3 : Lam. 3:8; Job 24:12. 
3599 Mishnah Yoma 5:1. 
3600 Palestinian Talmud Tractate Yoma 5:3. 
3601 Referring to the assisting priest who had hitherto stirred the blood lest it coagulate, after Mishnah Yoma 5:3. 
3602 To the High Priest. 
3603 The High Priest. 
3604 Between the Staves, after Mishnah Yoma 5:3. 
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215  He puts his practiced finger in the blood3605 

  And he dips and he whips the blood 

  Once upward 

  And seven times downward. 3606 

 
And thus he would count: One, one plus one, one plus two, one plus three, one plus four, one plus five, one plus six, 

one plus seven, and he left and placed the basin on a golden stand3607 that was in the Holy of Holies.3608 

 

216  He returns and places it on the Stand 

  And he slaughters the he-goat of the People3609 

  And receives its blood3610 and returns  

  And whips the blood as he did before 

 

217  He places it3611 on its proper Stand3612 

  And takes the blood of the bullock 

  And thus he sprays in the Tent3613 

  Before the Ark on the outer side.3614  

 
And thus he would count: One, one plus one, one plus two, one plus three, one plus four, one plus five, one plus six, 

one plus seven, and he left and placed the basin on the second stand that was in the Holy of Holies.3615 

 

 

  

                                                           
3605 Lev. 16:14. 
3606 Mishnah Yoma 5:3. 
3607 Mishnah Yoma 5:3 specifies THE golden stand.  
3608 Mishnah Yoma 5:3. 
3609 Lev. 16:15. 
3610 Mishnah Yoma 5:4 specifies that the vessel he received the blood in was the מזרק which may be translated as the 

Basin, after Zech. 9:15. The Paytan does not refer to a specific vessel.  
3611 The Basin. 
3612 The Paytan recounts two separate stands for each of the basins. The Mishnah debates whether there were two or a 

single basin, but concludes that there was only one, Mishnah Yomah 5:4. See also Babylonian Talmud Tractate Yoma Folio 56:B. 
3613 Lev. 16:16. 
3614 Mishnah Yoma 5:4. 
3615 Mishnah Yoma 5:4. 



710 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



711 
 

 

218  He returns and exchanges it3616 

  For the blood of the he-goat 

  And he does with it 

  As he had done with the blood of the bullock 

 

219  When he completes the requisite  

  Number of whippings of the blood inside 

  He mixes them3617 and exits3618 

  To cleanse the Altar of the incense.3619  

 

220  He begins at the corner3620 

  In the northern end toward the eastern corner 

  And where3621 he finishes this task3622 

  There he flicks the blood seven times 

 

221  He pours the remainder3623 outside 

  At the edge of the face of the Altar3624 

  Because with the mixed bloods he atones 

  For the holy Courtyard.3625  

 

  

                                                           
3616 The bullock’s blood, after Mishnah Yoma 5:4. 
3617 The blood of the he-goat and the blood of the bullock, after Mishnah Yoma 5:4. 
3618 Lev. 16:18. 
3619 Mishnah Yoma 5:5. 
3620 Mishnah Yoma 5:5. 
3621 Mishnah Yoma 5:5 is specific about the direction of the rotation around the Altar.  
3622 Lev. 16:19. 
3623 Of the blood, after Mishnah Yoma 5:6. 
3624 Lev. 4:18; Mishnah Yoma 5:6 specifies that this was the western base of the Altar.  
3625 Palestinian Talmud Tractate Yoma 5:7; Lev. 16:33. 
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And then3626 he approached the he-goat that was destined to be sent away to the desert and he put his two hands on it 

and he confessed for us all, placing his hands on it and confessing for us3627. And thus he would say: I beg of You, 

LORD, they have erred, been iniquitous and wilfully sinned before Your- Your People, the Family of Israel. I beg of 

You- with Your Name LORD please atone, 3628  please forgive now the errors, iniquities and wilful sins3629 by which 

Your People, the Family of Israel have erred, been iniquitous and wilfully sinned before You3630. As it is written in 

the Torah of Moses, Your servant, from Your glorious expression: “For on this day he shall atone for you to cleanse 

you from all of your sins before the LORD.”3631  And the Kohanim and the people standing in the Courtyard and 

those who serve at the Temple3632- upon hearing3633 the express, glorious3634 Name, the Ineffable one, emanating 

from the mouth of the Koehn Gadol in holiness and in purity,3635 they would kneel and prostrate themselves, and 

give thanks, and they would say: "Blessed is the name of glory of his kingdom forever and ever." And he too would 

intend3636 to complete the Name simultaneously with those reciting the blessing; then he would say to them: “You 

will be cleansed.”3637  

 

222  An appointed man is prepared3638 

  To cast it forth3639 

  And he3640 ascends and makes a burnt offering 

  Of the flesh of the bullock and the he-goat3641 

 

223  He takes them3642 with rods 

  To the outskirts of the encampment of the City3643 

  And they are burnt entirely 

  The hide and the flesh and the waste.  

  

                                                           
3626 The phrase “and then” does not appear in the Mishnah, in Yoma 5:6. 
3627 The phrase “for us” does not appear in the Mishnah, in Yoma 5:6. 
3628 The phrase כפר נא [please atone] does not appear in Mishnah Yoma 6:2. 
3629 The Paytan recounts the narrative as: לחטאים, לעוונות, ולפשעים and later only mentions שחטאו, שעוו in the active 

voice, whereas the Mishnah in Yoma 6:2 recounts it in a different order and in the active voice: שעוו, ושפשעו, ושחטאו, after 
Lev. 16:30. 

3630 The Paytan recounts the narrative as: חטאו, עוו, פשעו whereas the Mishnah in Yoma 6:2 recounts it in a different 
order: עוו, פשעו,חטאו.  

3631 Mishnah Yoma 5:6. 
3632 The  משמשים בהיכל are absent from Mishnah Yoma 6:2. 
3633 The Paytan says  בזמן ששומעים  and the Mishnah in Yoma 6:2 says כשהיו שומעים. The Paytan’s version suggests a 

timeless ritual, in a continuous sense, and the Mishnah suggests a past event that has ended.  
3634 The word מפואר is absent from Mishnah Yoma 6:2. 
3635 The aspect of  בקדושה ובטהרה  “in purity and holiness” is absent from the Mishnaic account in Yoma 6:2. 
3636 The phrase is missing from the Mishnaic account in Yoma 6:2. 
3637 Lev. 16:30. 
3638 Lev. 16:21; Mishnah Yoma 6:3. 
3639 Referring to the he-goat that is to be cast away in the desert, after Lev. 16:21. 
3640 The High Priest. 
3641 Mishnah Yoma 6:7. 
3642 The flesh, skin, and waste of the two sacrificed animals. The Paytan uses the root תקפ meaning strong, thus describing 

the High Priest attaching the flesh of the animals tightly to the v=carrying rods. See: Esther 9:29. 
3643 Lev. 16:27. 
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224  He marks3644 the he-goat 

  That is to be sent to the height of the desert3645 

  They3646 pull him3647 aside to review3648 

  The Laws of the Tenth Day3649 

 

225  First he sanctifies  

  His hands and his feet 

  And he disrobes of the linen clothes 

  And dons his own clothes.3650  

 

226  He completes his readings3651 

  And he disrobes and bathes 

  And dons the Eight Vestments3652 

  And further sanctifies himself3653 

 

227  A gift offering of sheep 

  And rams3654 he burns entirely3655 on the Altar 

  And he sanctifies his hands 

  And his feet and disrobes.3656  

 

  

                                                           
3644 The Paytan uses the word תאר which refers to the drawing of a border, a distinction between two things, after Joshua 

15:9. Mishnah Yoma 4:2 mentions that the High Priest marked the he-goat with a crimson cord, and the Paytan may be 
referring to this.  

3645 Mishnah Yoma 6:5 calls the place a “cliff.”  
3646 The elders. 
3647 The High Priest. 
3648 In his account the High Priest “reviews” the Laws, but in the Mishnaic account he “reads” the Laws, possibly for the 

first time. 
3649 The Paytan is more vague about the specific sections of the Torah which the High Priest must study. Mishnah Yoma 7:1 

specifies in a legalistic tone the portions to be read Lev. 16 and Lev. 23:26-32 as well as Num. 29:7-11, and further recounts a 
complex choreography of the participating elders as they interact with the High Priest.  

3650 Mishnah Yoma 7:1 ‘gives’ the High Priest the option of reading the Torah portions in his fine linen vestments on in his 
own white clothes. The Paytan here specifies that the High Priest wore his own clothes כלי עושרו, literally “the clothes of his 
wealth.”  

3651 The Paytan uses the word הגיונו  from the root הגה which implies both a cogitation and a recitation of the words that 
are being read.  

3652 Mishnah Yoma 7:3 calls the vestments בגדי זהב but the Paytan refers to them by the number of items, eight.  
3653 Mishnah Yoma 7:3. 
3654 Mishnah Yoma 7:3. 
3655 Lev. 16:3-5. 
3656 Mishnah Yoma 7:4. 
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228  He marches as is his wont 

  To the Ward of Ablutions 

  And he bathes and dries himself 

  And dons white linen clothes3657 

 

229  He performs his duty as he was taught 

  To the letter,3658 and he sanctifies himself 

  And he takes out from inside3659 

  The golden Ladle and the Brazier.3660  

 

230  Once the daily Avodah is done 

  He no longer requires the linen clothes 

  And he sanctifies himself and disrobes 

  And puts them aside forever3661 

 

231  Immediately after the ablution 

  He wears golden vestments 

  And further sanctifies  

  His hands and his feet.3662  

 

232  The daily dusk-offering 

  He prepares in order 

  And he lights incense3663 

  Between the meat portions and the libation3664 

 

  

                                                           
3657 Mishnah Yoma 7:4. 
3658 Isa. 5:17. 
3659 From the Holy of Holies. 
3660 Mishnah Yoma 7:4. 
3661 Lev. 16:23; Sifre 6:7 אחרי מות recounts that the fine linen vestments used by the High Priest on Yom Kippur were 

cached eternally and could not be subsequently reused. This account is absent from Mishnah Yoma 7:4. 
3662 Mishnah Yoma 7:4. 
3663 Mishnah Yoma 7:4. 
3664 Mishnah Yoma 3:5. 
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233  His duties done 

  He lights the oil lamps3665 

  And spreads open his arms3666 

  And he sanctifies himself and disrobes.  

 

234  The clothing of his body 

  Are quickly brought to him by his apprentices3667 

  And he wears them with dignity 

  And he leaves with gladness3668 

 

235  His countenance aglow3669 

  Like the sun rising in its full glory3670 

  He brings tidings to his dispatchers 

  Of clemency and healing.3671  

 

236  The congregation3672 awaits hoping 

  For the exit of the speedy man3673 

  And for the glad tidings of salvation3674 

  And for his message that they have been forgiven 

 

237  He gives praise 

  To the Name of God before the People 

  With five ablutions 

  And ten sanctifications.3675  

 

  

                                                           
3665 Mishnah Yoma 7:4. 
3666 To bless the People, after Ben Sira’s 50:28-29  שבח אבות עולם; Sifre 9:21 שמיני. 
3667 Mishnah Yoma 7:4. 
3668 Mishnah Yoma 7:4 concludes with a single sentence: “And he would make a feast for his friends for having exited the 

Sanctuary in peace.” The Paytan elaborates on the joy, poetically conveying the joy in a more detailed and visual, palpable way.  
3669 Exod. 34:30. 
3670 Judges 5:31. 
3671 Mal. 3:20. 
3672 Mishnah Yoma decouples the Congregation from the account of the Avodah, but the Paytan adds this element, in 

order to connect his audience personally to the inherent aims of the Avodah.  
3673 A reference to the High priest, after Prov. 22:29; Babylonian Talmud Tractate Yoma 13:A. 
3674 Psalm 96:2; Isa. 52:7. 
3675 Mishnah Yoma 3:3. 
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238  First he tells them:  

  Go drink with glad hearts,3676  

  God forgives iniquity 

  And overlooks transgression.3677  

 

239  Give us a sign3678 

  They call in his ears,  

  So we know how 

  The sins are forgiven.  

 

240  He gives the sign of the he-goat that was sent to the desert 

  And thus brings tidings of salvation,  

  The cord turned snow white3679 

  From its prior crimson scarlet hue3680 

 

241  They give thanks 

  Because of the good tidings he has brought them 

  By the trusted emissary3681 

  That was sent forth to the desert.3682  

 

242  Wholesome and righteous3683 

  They all escort him to his home 

  And they make great merriment 

  For he has exited the Holy of Holies unharmed. 3684  

 

243  “Happy is the People  

  That is in such a case.  

  Yea, happy is the People  

  Whose God is the LORD.”3685  

 

***** 

                                                           
3676 Eccles. 9:7. 
3677 Micah 7:18. 
3678 Exod. 7:9. 
3679 Isa. 1:18. 
3680 Mishnah Yoma 6:8; Babylonian Talmud Tractate Yoma Braita, Folio 39:A. 
3681 Prov. 13:17. 
3682 With the he-goal that was cast away.  
3683 Appellations of the people of Israel.  
3684 Mishnah Yoma 7:4. 
3685 Psalm 144:15. 
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Numbers 28 

Deuteronomy 18 

Joshua 4 

Judges 2 

I Kings 4 

II kings 2 

I Samuel 5 

II Samuel 3 

Isaiah 65 

Jeremiah 17 

Ezekiel 21 

Hosea 4 

Joel  

Amos 5 

Obadiah  

Jonah 1 

Micah 1 

Nahum  

Habakkuk 3 

Zephaniah  

Haggai  

Zechariah 2 

Malachi 5 

Psalms 77 

Proverbs 27 

Job 30 

Song of Songs 2 

Ruth  

Lamentations 2 

Ecclesiastes 4 

Esther 3 

Daniel 6 

Ezra  

Nehemiah 1 

I Chronicles 6 

II Chronicles 2 

Genesis Rabba 33 

Mishnah 118 

PT 16 

BT  22 

Ecclesiastes Rabba                  1 

Ben Sira 11 

DSS 1QS 2 

Sifre 4 

Leviticus Rabba 4 

Esther Rabba 1 

Heichalot 1 

Exodus Rabba 2 

Midrash Tanchuma 1 

Tosefta 10 

Josephus 10 
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Tabular and Graphic Summary of All the Sources Cited 

The following pages offer the reader a variety of tables and graphs which are descriptive 

in nature and point only to the phenomenology of citations in Yosse ben Yosse’s work. The data 

does not have any statistical predictive characteristics.  
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P 1 P 2 P 3 P 4 P 5 P 6 P 7 P 8 P 9 P 10 P 11 P 12 P 13 P 14 P 15

אור עולם אפתח שפתי אפתח פה ברנן אז לראש תתנו אכרעה ואברכה אין לנו כהן גדול אתן תהילה אהללה אלוהי אנוסה לעזרה אפחד במעשי אמנם אשמינו אספר גדולות אז בדעת חקר
אתה כוננת 

עולם
אזכיר גבורות

STANZAS 1 4 11 16 23 44 44 46 46 46 46 46 138 176 243

Genesis 1 3 5 8 5 4 8 30 119 81 126 390

Exodus 1 1 2 9 3 20 6 12 4 7 12 46 56 179

Leviticus 1 13 1 4 14 27 39 52 151

Numbers 1 5 2 9 5 2 1 6 22 28 81

Deuteronomy 4 3 1 2 4 4 4 2 8 16 13 18 79

Joshua 1 1 1 1 4 2 4 14

Judges 5 1 2 2 10

I Kings 1 1 1 1 3 1 1 3 4 16

II Kings 2 2 1 1 1 2 9

I Samuel 2 2 2 1 2 3 1 5 3 5 26

II Samuel 2 1 1 3 1 2 1 3 14

Isaiah 1 2 2 8 8 26 30 15 10 15 6 30 36 65 254

Jeremiah 1 5 2 3 4 4 7 8 8 1 10 11 17 81

Ezekiel 1 5 4 3 5 2 3 1 10 10 21 65

Hosea 1 1 2 7 2 1 4 18

Joel 2 1 2 2 7

Amos 1 3 2 5 11

Obadiah 2 2

Jonah 1 1 3 1 6

Micah 1 1 3 1 1 1 8

Nahum 1 1

Habakkuk 2 2 1 3 2 1 3 14

Zephaniah 1 2 1 3 1 8

Haggai 0

Zechariah 1 1 4 2 1 1 2 12

Malachi 2 1 2 5 10

A Phenomenological, Descriptive Table Of Sources Cited In Each Piyyut 
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P 1 P 2 P 3 P 4 P 5 P 6 P 7 P 8 P 9 P 10 P 11 P 12 P 13 P 14 P 15

אור עולם אפתח שפתי אפתח פה ברנן אז לראש תתנו אכרעה ואברכה אין לנו כהן גדול אתן תהילה אהללה אלוהי אנוסה לעזרה אפחד במעשי אמנם אשמינו אספר גדולות אז בדעת חקר
אתה כוננת 

עולם
אזכיר גבורות

STANZAS 1 4 11 16 23 44 44 46 46 46 46 46 138 176 243

Psalms 1 9 20 9 19 10 42 30 25 15 15 9 47 44 77 372

Proverbs 1 4 1 10 2 7 6 5 10 4 20 17 27 114

Job 1 4 5 5 5 2 2 7 4 10 12 30 87

Song of Songs 1 10 2 11 2 1 2 3 2 34

Ruth 0

Lamentations 1 1 6 3 1 1 2 1 2 18

Ecclesiastes 1 2 2 1 2 4 12

Esther 3 1 2 2 3 11

Daniel 1 1 5 7 1 4 4 6 29

Ezra 1 1 1 1 4

Nehemiah 1 1 1 1 3 1 8

I Chronicles 1 2 1 3 1 3 4 1 6 22

II Chronicles 1 2 2 2 2 2 11

Genesis Rabba 1 1 1 1 1 4 9 8 33 59

Exodus Rabba 1 2 2 5

Leviticus Rabba 1 4 5

Esther Rabba 1 1 2

Song of Songs Rabba 1 2 3

Ecclesiastes Rabba 1 1

Tosefta/Mechilta 1 1 1 3 10 16

Sifre 4 4 8

Mishnah 2 1 2 46 95 103 118 367

P. Talmud 1 1 1 1 1 5 26 16 52

B. Talmud 1 4 8 22 35

DSS 2 1 3 2 8

Maccabbees 1 1

Josephus 1 1 6 10 18

Ben Sira 1 11 12

Codex Christianus 1 1

Other 2 2

0

5 22 60 69 108 174 207 247 208 171 205 230 750 881 1306 2783
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For each Piyyut, I took the number of times Yosse ben Yosse cited a given source, and I 

divided that number by the total number of citations in that Piyyut. The result is a number which 

indicates the proportion of a given source in the specific Piyyut. The following table 

summarizes this information. Note that the green number on the right-hand column indicates the 

overall proportion of the given source in all of Yosse ben Yosse’s known piyyutim. Each bar 

graph that follows depicts the proportion of book citations for a Piyyut relative to the overall 

proportion of Yosse ben Yosse's collective works. 
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P 1 P 2 P 3 P 4 P 5 P 6 P 7 P 8 P 9 P 10 P 11 P 12 P 13 P 14 P 15

אור עולם אפתח שפתי אפתח פה ברנן אז לראש תתנו אכרעה ואברכה אין לנו כהן גדול אתן תהילה אהללה אלוהי אנוסה לעזרה אפחד במעשי אמנם אשמינו אספר גדולות אז בדעת חקר
אתה כוננת 

עולם
אזכיר גבורות

STANZAS 1 4 11 16 23 44 44 46 46 46 46 46 138 176 243

TOTAL

Genes is 25.00% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 3.53% 0.00% 3.07% 3.98% 3.09% 3.20% 5.03% 16.30% 19.44% 11.49% 11.85% 14.01%

Exodus 0.00% 5.56% 2.04% 3.77% 0.00% 6.92% 1.84% 9.95% 3.70% 9.60% 2.52% 3.80% 1.96% 6.52% 5.27% 6.43%

Levi ticus 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 1.89% 0.00% 10.00% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 0.80% 2.52% 7.61% 4.41% 5.53% 4.89% 5.43%

Numbers 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 1.89% 0.00% 3.85% 1.23% 4.48% 0.00% 4.00% 1.26% 0.54% 0.98% 3.12% 2.63% 2.91%
Deuterono

my 0.00% 0.00% 8.16% 5.66% 1.18% 1.54% 2.45% 1.99% 2.47% 1.60% 5.03% 0.00% 2.61% 1.84% 1.69% 2.84%

Joshua 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 0.50% 0.00% 0.80% 0.63% 0.54% 0.65% 0.28% 0.38% 0.50%

Judges 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 2.49% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 0.16% 0.28% 0.19% 0.36%

I  Kings 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 1.18% 0.77% 0.61% 0.50% 0.00% 2.40% 0.00% 0.54% 0.16% 0.43% 0.38% 0.57%

I I  Kings 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 3.77% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 1.00% 0.00% 0.00% 0.63% 0.00% 0.16% 0.14% 0.19% 0.32%

I  Samuel 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 3.77% 2.35% 1.54% 0.61% 0.00% 1.23% 2.40% 0.63% 0.00% 0.82% 0.43% 0.47% 0.93%

I I  Samuel 0.00% 0.00% 4.08% 0.00% 1.18% 0.00% 0.61% 0.00% 1.85% 0.00% 0.00% 0.54% 0.33% 0.14% 0.28% 0.50%

Isa iah 25.00% 0.00% 4.08% 3.77% 9.41% 6.15% 15.95% 14.93% 9.26% 8.00% 9.43% 3.26% 4.90% 5.11% 6.11% 9.13%

Jeremiah 0.00% 0.00% 2.04% 9.43% 2.35% 2.31% 2.45% 1.99% 4.32% 6.40% 5.03% 0.54% 1.63% 1.56% 1.60% 2.91%

Ezekiel 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 1.18% 3.85% 2.45% 1.49% 3.09% 1.60% 1.89% 0.54% 1.63% 1.42% 1.98% 2.34%

Hosea 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 1.89% 1.18% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 1.23% 0.00% 4.40% 0.00% 0.33% 0.14% 0.38% 0.65%

Joel 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 1.23% 0.50% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 0.33% 0.28% 0.00% 0.25%

Amos 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 0.50% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 0.49% 0.28% 0.47% 0.40%

Obadiah 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 1.00% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 0.07%

Jonah 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 0.50% 0.00% 0.00% 0.63% 0.00% 0.00% 0.43% 0.09% 0.22%

Micah 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 1.89% 0.00% 0.77% 1.84% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 0.63% 0.00% 0.16% 0.00% 0.09% 0.29%

Nahum 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 0.54% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 0.04%

Habakkuk 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 2.35% 0.00% 1.23% 0.50% 1.85% 0.00% 1.26% 0.00% 0.16% 0.00% 0.28% 0.50%

Zephaniah 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 0.61% 0.00% 1.23% 0.00% 0.63% 0.00% 0.49% 0.14% 0.00% 0.29%

Haggai 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00%

Zechariah 0.00% 0.00% 2.04% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 0.50% 2.47% 0.00% 1.26% 0.00% 0.16% 0.14% 0.19% 0.43%

Malachi 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 1.23% 0.00% 0.00% 0.80% 1.26% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 0.47% 0.36%

Psalms 25.00% 50.00% 40.82% 16.98% 22.35% 7.69% 25.77% 14.93% 15.43% 12.00% 9.43% 4.89% 7.68% 6.24% 7.24% 13.37%

Proverbs 0.00% 5.56% 8.16% 1.89% 11.76% 1.54% 4.29% 2.99% 3.09% 0.00% 6.29% 2.17% 3.27% 2.41% 2.54% 4.10%

Job 0.00% 5.56% 0.00% 7.55% 5.88% 0.00% 3.07% 2.49% 1.23% 1.60% 4.40% 2.17% 1.63% 1.70% 2.82% 3.13%
Song of 

Songs 0.00% 0.00% 2.04% 0.00% 0.00% 7.69% 0.00% 1.00% 6.79% 1.60% 0.63% 0.00% 0.33% 0.43% 0.19% 1.22%

Ruth 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00%
Lamentati

ons 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 1.89% 1.18% 4.62% 0.00% 1.49% 0.62% 0.00% 0.63% 0.00% 0.33% 0.14% 0.19% 0.65%
Eccles iast

es 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 1.18% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 1.60% 1.26% 0.54% 0.00% 0.28% 0.38% 0.43%
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P 1 P 2 P 3 P 4 P 5 P 6 P 7 P 8 P 9 P 10 P 11 P 12 P 13 P 14 P 15

אור עולם אפתח שפתי אפתח פה ברנן אז לראש תתנו אכרעה ואברכה אין לנו כהן גדול אתן תהילה אהללה אלוהי אנוסה לעזרה אפחד במעשי אמנם אשמינו אספר גדולות אז בדעת חקר
אתה כוננת 

עולם
אזכיר גבורות

STANZAS 1 4 11 16 23 44 44 46 46 46 46 46 138 176 243

TOTAL

Esther 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 1.49% 0.62% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 0.33% 0.28% 0.28% 0.40%

Daniel 0.00% 0.00% 2.04% 0.00% 1.18% 0.00% 0.00% 2.49% 4.32% 0.00% 0.63% 0.00% 0.65% 0.57% 0.56% 1.04%

Ezra 0.00% 0.00% 2.04% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 0.50% 0.62% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 0.16% 0.00% 0.00% 0.14%

Nehemiah 0.00% 5.56% 0.00% 1.89% 1.18% 0.00% 0.61% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 0.49% 0.00% 0.09% 0.29%
I  

Chronicles 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 1.89% 0.00% 1.54% 0.61% 0.00% 0.00% 2.40% 0.63% 1.63% 0.65% 0.14% 0.56% 0.79%
I I  

Chronicles 0.00% 5.56% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 1.54% 1.23% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 0.33% 0.28% 0.19% 0.40%
Genes is  

Rabba 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 1.18% 0.77% 0.00% 0.50% 0.62% 0.00% 0.63% 2.17% 1.47% 1.13% 3.10% 2.12%
Exodus  

Rabba 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 0.50% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 0.28% 0.19% 0.18%
Leviticus  

Rabba 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 0.62% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 0.38% 0.18%
Esther 

Rabba 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 0.14% 0.09% 0.07%
Song of 

Songs  

Rabba 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 0.62% 1.60% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 0.11%
Eccles iast

es  Rabba 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 0.09% 0.04%
Tosefta/M

echi l ta 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 0.50% 0.62% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 0.16% 0.43% 0.94% 0.57%

Si fre 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 0.65% 0.00% 0.38% 0.29%

Mishnah 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 1.54% 0.00% 0.00% 0.62% 0.00% 1.26% 25.00% 15.52% 14.61% 11.10% 13.19%

P. Ta lmud 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 1.18% 0.77% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 0.80% 0.63% 0.54% 0.82% 3.69% 1.51% 1.87%

B. Ta lmud 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 0.77% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 0.65% 1.13% 2.07% 1.26%

DSS 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 1.09% 0.16% 0.43% 0.19% 0.29%
Maccabbe

es 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 0.50% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 0.04%

Josephus 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 0.50% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 0.16% 0.85% 0.94% 0.65%

Ben Si ra 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 0.14% 1.03% 0.43%
Codex 

Christianus 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 0.50% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 0.04%

Other 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 0.19% 0.07%

0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00%

100.00%
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Each bar graph depicts the proportion of book citations for a Piyyut, relative to the overall proportion of Yosse ben Yosse's collective works. 
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Each bar graph depicts the proportion of book citations for a Piyyut relative to the overall proportion of Yosse ben Yosse's collective works. 

0.00%

2.00%

4.00%

6.00%

8.00%

10.00%

12.00%

14.00%

16.00%

G
e

n
e

si
s

E
xo

d
u

s

Le
vi

ti
cu

s

N
u

m
b

e
rs

D
e

u
te

ro
n

o
m

y

Jo
sh

u
a

Ju
d

g
e

s

I K
in

g
s

II
 K

in
g

s

I S
a

m
u

e
l

II
 S

a
m

u
e

l

Is
a

ia
h

Je
re

m
ia

h

E
ze

ki
e

l

H
o

se
a

Jo
e

l

A
m

o
s

O
b

a
d

ia
h

Jo
n

a
h

M
ic

a
h

N
a

h
u

m

H
a

b
a

kk
u

k

Z
e

p
h

a
n

ia
h

H
a

g
g

a
i

Z
e

ch
a

ri
a

h

M
a

la
ch

i

P
sa

lm
s

P
ro

ve
rb

s

Jo
b

S
o

n
g

 o
f 

S
o

n
g

s

R
u

th

La
m

e
n

ta
ti

o
n

s

E
cc

le
si

a
st

e
s

E
st

h
e

r

D
a

n
ie

l

E
zr

a

N
e

h
e

m
ia

h

I C
h

ro
n

ic
le

s

II
 C

h
ro

n
ic

le
s

G
e

n
e

si
s 

R
a

b
b

a

E
xo

d
u

s 
R

a
b

b
a

Le
vi

ti
cu

s 
R

a
b

b
a

E
st

h
e

r 
R

a
b

b
a

S
o

n
g

 o
f 

S
o

n
g

s 
R

a
b

b
a

E
cc

le
si

a
st

e
s 

R
a

b
b

a

T
o

se
ft

a
/M

e
ch

il
ta

S
if

re

M
is

h
n

a
h

P
. T

a
lm

u
d

B
. T

a
lm

u
d

D
S

S

M
a

cc
a

b
b

e
e

s

Jo
se

p
h

u
s

B
e

n
 S

ir
a

C
o

d
e

x 
C

h
ri

st
ia

n
u

s

O
th

e
r

Total Proportion of Book Citations



746 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Appendix B: The Avodah: Mishnah Yoma & Yosse ben Yosse 

 

  



747 

 

Table of Contents 

 

Mishnah Yoma 1 ......................................................................................................................... 749 

Yoma 1:1 ......................................................................................................................... 749 

Yoma 1:2 ......................................................................................................................... 751 

Yoma 1:3 ......................................................................................................................... 753 

Yoma 1:4 ......................................................................................................................... 757 

Yoma 1:5 ......................................................................................................................... 759 

Yoma 1:6 ......................................................................................................................... 762 

Yoma 1:7 ......................................................................................................................... 765 

Yoma 1:8 ......................................................................................................................... 769 

Mishnah Yoma 2 ......................................................................................................................... 771 

Yoma 2:1-2 ..................................................................................................................... 771 

Yoma 2:3 ......................................................................................................................... 774 

Yoma 2:4-6 ..................................................................................................................... 776 

Mishnah Yoma 3 ......................................................................................................................... 779 

Yoma 3:1-2 ..................................................................................................................... 779 

Yoma 3:3 ......................................................................................................................... 783 

Yoma 3:4 ......................................................................................................................... 786 

Yoma 3:5 ......................................................................................................................... 792 

Yoma 3:6-7 ..................................................................................................................... 795 

Yoma 3:8 ......................................................................................................................... 797 

Yoma 3:9-11 ................................................................................................................... 802 

Mishnah Yoma 4 ......................................................................................................................... 805 

Yoma 4:1 ......................................................................................................................... 805 

Yoma 4:2 ......................................................................................................................... 808 

Yoma 4:3 ......................................................................................................................... 811 

Yoma 4:4 ......................................................................................................................... 813 

Yoma 4:5-6 ..................................................................................................................... 815 

Mishnah Yoma 5 ......................................................................................................................... 817 

Yoma 5:1 ......................................................................................................................... 817 



748 

 

Yoma 5:2 ......................................................................................................................... 823 

Yoma 5:3 ......................................................................................................................... 824 

Yoma 5:4 ......................................................................................................................... 827 

Yoma 5:5 ......................................................................................................................... 830 

Yoma 5:6 ......................................................................................................................... 831 

Yoma 5:7 ......................................................................................................................... 832 

Mishnah Yoma 6 ......................................................................................................................... 834 

Yoma 6:1 ......................................................................................................................... 834 

Yoma 6:2 ......................................................................................................................... 836 

Yoma 6:3 ......................................................................................................................... 841 

Yoma 6:4-6 ..................................................................................................................... 843 

Yoma 6:7 ......................................................................................................................... 845 

Yoma 6:8 ......................................................................................................................... 847 

Mishnah Yoma 7 ......................................................................................................................... 849 

Yoma 7:1 ......................................................................................................................... 849 

Yoma 7:2 ......................................................................................................................... 852 

Yoma 7:3 ......................................................................................................................... 853 

Yoma 7:4 ......................................................................................................................... 855 

Yoma 7:5 ......................................................................................................................... 862 

 

  



749 

 

Mishnah Yoma 1 

Yoma 1:1 

YOMA 1:1 THE PAYTAN 

Seven days before Yom Kippur the High 

Priest is removed from his home to the 

Palhedrin chamber, which the Talmud 

explains is a chamber reserved for the 

leaders of the people. The Mishnah does 

not specify who removes the High Priest, 

but implies that the sages, the proto-rabbis, 

oversee this transfer, in order to preserve 

the sanctity of the High Priest. They 

appoint a deputy High Priest, to serve as a 

standby should the High Priest be defiled 

by impurity. R. Judah’s opinion is that they 

also “prepare” a replacement wife for the 

High Priest, and the Talmud elaborates on 

the nuances of this arrangement.  

 

In  אזכיר גבורות : the Paytan says that Moses 

taught the High Priests all the relevant 

purification traditions;3686 they knew all they 

needed to know without requiring rabbinic 

instruction. The 3687,משפחות ברורים the families 

of the chosen ones, the priests who are the 

select, the elect of the people, appoint a deputy 

High Priest, not the rabbis. 

In  אספר גדולות: they are called 3688,כבירי שבט 

the greats of the tribe (of Levi), not the greats 

of the nation as a whole. 

In  אתה כוננת : they are referred to as 3689,קדושים 

the holy ones, a synonym for priests based on 

Exodus 19:6. 

In  אז בדעת חקר:  they are called טהורי שבט, the 

pure members of the tribe (of Levi).3690 

 

COMMENTS:  

- The Mishnah asserts rabbinic control over the proceedings of the Yom Kippur ritual. 

Indeed, elsewhere in Tractate Tamid 5:4 the Mishnah takes a well-aimed swipe at the 

priestly caste saying that on a day when no priest was found to have any fault b the 

rabbis, the Sanhedrin threw a sumptuous party. The Mishnah implies that there were 

always faults found with the priests, that without rabbinic supervision no temple ritual 

                                                           
3686 Line 124. 
3687 Line 127. 
3688 Line 21. 
3689 Line 75. 
3690 Line 72. 
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will have been correctly performed, to the detriment of the people. The Mishnah thus 

argues for rabbinic authority and against priestly self-governance, at the very least.  

- The paytan disputes the rabbinic insertion of supervising authorities other than the 

priestly specialists. He maintains priestly dominion over the ritual and effectively 

removes the sages from the temple scene.  

- He also does not mention the name of the chamber in which the High Priest is to be 

sequestered, but in אזכיר גבורות he places him in the 3691,מקום עצרת סגנים or the place 

where assistant priests assemble. Once again, the non-priestly presence is removed 

from the scene. In אז בדעת חקר the paytan says that an apartment was prepared 

specifically for the High Priest on the temple grounds, called 3692,טירת גירות מעונו the 

special princely abode. This is additional information which is not present in the other 

piyyutim, nor in the Mishnah. 

- The paytan sidesteps the question of a second wife as well and does not engage with 

rabbinic discourse on this question at all.  

 

  

                                                           
3691 Line 129. 
3692 Line 73. 



751 

 

Yoma 1:2 

YOMA 1:2 THE PAYTAN 

Throughout the week the High Priest may 

perform the daily sacrifices, and is first to 

receive his share of the offerings even if he 

chooses not to perform the sacrifices, the 

spraying of blood, the preparation of the 

Menorah candles, or the sacrifice of 

incense. 

In  אזכיר גבורות : The paytan agrees with the 

Mishnah. The High Priest sacrifices, prepares 

the incense and sets the candles. He is also first 

to receive the priestly share.3693 

In  אספר גדולות: The paytan is also in agreement 

here.3694 

In  אתה כוננת : the Paytan says the High Priest is 

first to sacrifice the important parts of the 

animal [the head and the leg] and specifies that 

he is first to receive his share.3695 

In  אז בדעת חקר:  the Paytan adds new 

information, saying that the High Priest is 

purified with מי טוהר, the water mixed with the 

Red Heifer ashes.3696 This information appears 

in the Palestinian Talmud.3697 The paytan has 

the temple priests throwing the purifying 

solution on the High Priest. 

 

COMMENTS:  

- The Mishnah is expanded by the Palestinian Talmud, whereas the amoraim drew on 

another possibly oral tradition. The paytan is a trained scholar, who is aware of the 

Talmud, especially the Palestinian Talmud. Here he does not distance himself from 

rabbinic tradition, but incorporates the narrative, with additions, into his own. 

Indeed, we must regard the Paytan as part of the complex social fabric of Byzantine 

Palestine. He is rabbinically trained, but at the same time he is not afraid to 

                                                           
3693 Lines 130-131. 
3694 Line 24. 
3695 Line 78. 
3696 Line 75. 
3697 Yerushalmi, Yoma, Folio 1,A Chapter 1 Halakha 1. 
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contradict the rabbis and promulgate an alternative political-religious agenda of his 

own.  

- The purification by priests once again places the priestly caste front and centre in the 

temple ritual of Yom Kippur. The paytan’s narrative takes care to insert mention of 

the priestly oversight of the procedures in his piyyutim. This is a subtle but definite 

disagreement with the Mishnaic aim of portraying the rabbis, or their predecessors, 

at the centre of the ritual as overseers and supervisors of the priests. There are hints 

at a power struggle here, between those who favour rabbinic leadership and those 

who call for priestly leadership, not only in retrospect, with reference to the now 

defunct temple services, but in terms of contemporary and future leadership of the 

community as a whole. 
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Yoma 1:3 

 

YOMA 1:3 THE PAYTAN 

The Elders of the temple Court are the 

ones who instruct the High Priest and 

review with him the details of the Avodah. 

The concern is that the High Priest may 

have forgotten the halakha, or that he did 

not even know it at all.  

 

On the eve of Yom Kippur the elders 

instruct the High Priest to stand at the 

Eastern Gate of the temple courtyard, and 

they show him the animals he will sacrifice 

so he will better know the animals and the 

order of the Avodah. 

In  אזכיר גבורות : the instructors are the  מחכימי

 the learned ones. There is no mention of 3698 פתי

the rabbinic court [Sanhedrin] at all.  

 

The animals to be sacrificed are brought to the 

High Priest by unnamed individuals, who 

compliment the High Priest and encourage him: 

 3699 כמה יפה עבודתך, חזק ואמץ

In  אספר גדולות: the High Priest studies the 

Avodah on his own. He needs no outside 

instruction at all.3700 Moreover, he confesses at 

the eve of the fast. 

In  אתה כוננת : the High Priest receives 

instruction from 3701,קציני מזימה those who 

instruct are 3702 כשבת אחים גם יחד. 

In  אז בדעת חקר:  the elders instruct the High 

priest, they stay with him, and review and 

recite the details of דיני עשור, the laws of the 

Tenth Day.3703 The animals to be sacrificed are 

presented to the High Priest at the Central Gate. 

 

COMMENTS:  

- The paytan uses a very interesting word in אזכיר גבורות. The word פתי appears in the bible 

(as in Psalms 19:8) but is never used at all in the Mishnah. Interestingly, the word appears 

five times in the Dead Sea Scrolls3704. Later on, in reference to the events described ion 

Yoma 1:6, he again uses the word. This may hint at a tantalizing possibility of contact 

                                                           
3698 Line 132. 
3699 Line 134. 
3700 Line 24. 
3701 Line 77. 
3702 Line 77, drawing from Psalms 133:1. 
3703 Line 78. 
3704 CD XIII, 6; CD XV, 15;  1QSa I, 19 I; 4Q177, 9,7 V; 4Q266 8:7 XVIII  See: Abegg, Bowley and Cook, The Dead Sea Scrolls 

Concordance, V.ol. 1: The Non-Biblical Texts from Qumran. 
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between Yosse ben Yosse and the Qumran literature, a subject which merits further 

research, and which I shall revisit at a later point in my own work. There are indeed 

several such words in Yosse ben Yosse’s works, as the reader will note. 

- This apparent intentional use of non-Mishnaic words may point to one or two of the 

following possibilities: (i) a literary choice, that aims to innovate and thus beautify the 

poetic piece, (ii) a preference for biblical words that pull the reader away from the 

Mishnah and toward a more “authentic” reading, from the biblical source which is the 

primary and most respected source by all, or (iii) an ideological affinity with the 

Zaddokite members of the Qumran community. Interestingly, in the Damascus 

Document3705 it is said: “The Priests and Levites and the sons of Zaddok who 

maintained the service of my temple etc.” (Ezekiel 44:15)… The sons of Zaddok are the 

chosen of Israel, men of renown who stand to serve at the end of days.” In the Hebrew, 

the reference is clearer, as the priests are לעשות כפירוש התורה בחירי ישראל, קרואי השם ... . 

They are the right and true interpreters of the Torah. In 4Q266, Frg. 5 it is said:  בני צדוק

... לכל ישראל ... מדרש התורה האחרון הכהנים הנה המה  It is the priests who are the last 

interpreters of the Torah, the only ones who are empowered to teach the Torah to the 

people entire, sans rabbinic input. In 4Q267 frag. 2 the community writes: God 

remembered the covenant with the forefathers and raised from Aaron men of knowledge. 

The segment explains that the priestly wise men are the “diggers of the well of Torah,” 

those who are able to draw from Torah the waters of wisdom and sagacity, which in turn 

allows them to instruct the people. Is The paytan in agreement with the Yaḥad’s 

interpretive ideology? 

                                                           
3705 CD-A, Col. IV. 
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- The attitude of the instructors in the first Piyyut is collegial, non-confrontational, even 

friendly. It assumes a certain social equality, rather than the Mishnaic tendency to portray 

the High Priest as a subject of the rabbis, as lesser learning and therefore in stature. He is 

in Yosse ben Yosse a primus inter pares, not a student of a wiser group or a subjugated 

individual before their greater power.3706 

- In the second Piyyut the Paytan goes even further and removes all external instruction. 

Now the High Priest is sage enough, learned and able to review the Avodah without help. 

He is empowered and validated as the leader. The High Priest’s confession on the eve of 

the Day does not appear in rabbinic sources.  

- The קציני מזימה are a definite group, but it is not a clearly designated group. Mirsky 

describes them as “those who are great in wisdom”3707, given his rabbinic reading of the 

text, and assumes that the instructors are rabbinic, in line with the Mishnah narrative. But 

the Paytan adds a verse implying the brotherliness of the instruction. He uses a 

particularly Qumranic term יחד which hints at a communal equality amongst members of 

the “Community of God.”3708 Is The paytan alluding to a socio-ideological affinity here 

as well? 

- In the fourth Piyyut the paytan calls the instructors “elders.” It is not clear whether this 

may be read rabbinically as a reference to the Sanhedrin, or it may be read as a reference 

to a priestly group. The specific reading of the word זקנים is definitely influenced by the 

                                                           
3706 See the technical terms for leaders in the Qumran community, as derived from the Scrolls, in: Schiffman and 

VanderKam, Encyclopaedia of the Dead Sea Scrolls, 134-135. 
3707 Aharon Mirsky, Yosse ben Yosse Poems, 188. 
3708 Schiffman and VanderKam, Encyclopaedia of the Dead Sea Scrolls, 133-134. 
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eyes of the beholder, by the hermeneutic lens one chooses to employ, depending on one’s 

ideological position.  

- The last Piyyut appears to further distance itself from the Mishnaic narrative, whereas he 

positions the High Priest not at the Eastern Gate, but at the Central Gate of the 

temple;3709 but in fact the Central Gate was called Nikanor Gate, and was both central 

architecturally, and eastern geographically. It stands at odds with the other texts. 

 

  

                                                           
3709 See Midot Tractate 1:3-5. 
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Yoma 1:4 

 

YOMA 1:4 THE PAYTAN 

For seven days prior to Yom Kippur the 

High Priest eats as he wishes; but on the 

eve of Yom Kippur itself he is not 

permitted to eat a lot, because eating 

induces sleep. 

In  אזכיר גבורות : the High priest abstains from 

heavy meals lest he falls asleep and 

experiences a defiling nocturnal emission.3710 

In  אספר גדולות: the High Priest is made to be 

hungry, lest he fall asleep and be defiled by 

nocturnal emissions.3711 

In  אתה כוננת : the High Priest avoids much 

sleep as well as much food, lest he fall into the 

habit of nocturnal emissions.3712 

In  אז בדעת חקר:  the food intake of the High 

Priest is reduced, lest he fall asleep and 

experience nocturnal emissions which would 

disqualify him from temple service. 

 

COMMENTS:  

- The Mishnah uses language that hints at an iterative, continuous past. The anonymous 

“they,” implying the rabbis, instruct the High Priest to reduce consumption lest he fall 

asleep. The Talmud adds the types of foods denied the High Priest and expands the 

Mishnaic prohibition by adducing the reason behind it, the concern that the sleeping 

priest may experience nocturnal emissions which would defile his purity and disqualify 

him from service.3713 The Talmud develops Mishnaic halakha and supplements it with 

haggadic materials and biblical expositions and comprises a single literary continuum 

with the Mishnah. It adds colour, texture, and information not found in the tightly edited 

                                                           
3710 Line 135. 
3711 Line 25. 
3712 Line 80. 
3713 Yerushalmi, Yoma, Folio 7, A Chapter 1, Halakha 4. 
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and condensed Mishnah, drawing from a shared original tradition which has not survived 

but may be gleaned from the two texts.3714 

- All four piyyutim agree with the Talmudic narrative and add the same reason behind the 

Mishnaic prohibition. The paytan is relying on the Palestinian Talmud, as a contemporary 

scholar who is aware of the prevalent oral traditions. This is not a site for disagreement 

with the rabbinic discourse.  

 

 

  

                                                           
3714 Tropper, “The state of Mishnah studies,” 97. 
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Yoma 1:5 

YOMA 1:5 THE PAYTAN 

The elders of the Sanhedrin pass the High 

Priest on to the elder priests, who in turn 

bring him to the Abtinas Chamber, which 

Tractate Shekalim 5:1 indicates is the place 

where the incense was prepared.  

 

The elders of the Sanhedrin abjure the 

High Priest and take their leave from him, 

reminding him that he is their emissary, 

and that he must not deviate from any of 

the instructions they gave him. 

 

The High Priest departs from them, in 

tears, and they take their leave from him 

crying as well. 

 

In  אזכיר גבורות : the High priest is moved to 

the House of Incense. 

 

He is abjured by the elder priests.  

 

He cries because he was assumed to be a 

“convicted” פתי, a simpleton.3715 

In  אספר גדולות: the High Priest is abjured by 

the elders of his  

tribe.3716 

In  אתה כוננת : the priestly elders abjure the 

High Priest and accompany him to the House 

of Incense. 

 

The High Priest retires from his elders in tears, 

because he was suspected of being a פתי, and 

they take leave from him in tears, because they 

were forced to thus consider him.3717 

In  אז בדעת חקר:  the High Priest’s comrades 

abjure him to follow the details of the ritual as 

instructed.  

 

He cries upon taking his leave, because he was 

considered a פתי. And they cry for fear of 

having convicted a man innocent of all sin.3718 

 

COMMENTS:  

- The Mishnah narrates the tearful goodbyes between the High Priest and the Sanhedrin 

sages, but does not explain why so lachrymose the moment. The Talmud fills the gap by 

                                                           
3715 Line 136. 
3716 Line 25. 
3717 Lines 81-82. 
3718 Lines 82-84. 
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telling the tale of an errant Boethusite priest3719, alleged to have disobeyed rabbinic 

instruction as to how to correctly mix the incense, as a cautionary tale which interjects the 

proceedings and is purposefully inserted into the narrative. Here, the elders of the 

Sanhedrin adjure the High Priest to follow their instruction and not fall into the 

Boethusite error; and they cry because they may have suspected an innocent man of being 

a Sadducee, a Zaddokite heretic, while the High Priest cries for having been thus been the 

object of calumny. The Talmud3720 continues the Mishnaic objective of retrojecting 

rabbinic control over the proceedings, even in the absence of the rabbis (who transferred 

the High Priest to the elder priests, as the rabbis cannot be present in the Priestly Court 

for the performance of the ritual). The High Priest is mandated to follow the Sanhedrin’s 

instruction, and he is not a priestly agent but a rabbinic agent in this discourse.  

- The paytan takes a different approach. Here, the High Priest is not abjured by the 

Sanhedrin, but by his priestly cohorts. Even as the Paytan seems to accept the presence of 

elder rabbis in the preliminary stages of the rituals, he excoriates their responsibility vis-

à-vis the appropriate priestly conduct. The real responsibility rests with elder priests.  

- The tearful goodbyes in the narratives are the site for divergence of the two discourses. In 

the second Piyyut he omits entirely the lachrymose references. In the three others he uses 

a Qumranic term (see above)- the word פתי, paralleling but not identifying with the 

Talmudic expansion that the suspicion was that the High Priest was a Zaddokite heretic. 

Here the paytan disagrees somewhat and casts the elders’ suspicion not in sectarian terms 

                                                           
3719 Boethus was one of the High Priests who was beloved by the people, but whose interpretation of Jewish tradition 

contradicted rabbinic views. He came to be regarded as the epitome of error by the rabbis. See: Josephus, The Jewish War, 
5:13.1. 

3720 Yerushalmi, Yoma, Folio 7A, Chapter 1, Halakha 5. 
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but in intellectual terms. A פתי is an un-informed person, a person who is in error because 

of his, well, stupidity. 4Q177 9,7 equates אויל ופתי, the word fool and the word פתי. The 

Paytan does not think that being a Zaddokite is an error but being a fool can jeopardise 

the efficacy of the ritual and that, he thinks, is worth crying about. Is he drawing 

reference from the Qumranic texts?  
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Yoma 1:6 

YOMA 1:6 THE PAYTAN 

If the High Priest is wise and learned, he 

studies the laws of Yom Kippur. If he is 

not learned, the rabbinic elders read the 

laws to him.  

 

If he is able to read the holy books he reads 

on his own, and if he is unable to read, the 

holy books are read to him.  

 

What did they read? Job and Ezra and 

Chronicles. R. Zechariah son of Kevutal 

says: On many occasions I read the book 

of Daniel to the High Priest. 

In  אזכיר גבורות : the elders speak to the High 

Priest and discuss Midrash and scripture with 

him, to busy him. 

 

If he is unschooled 3721 בער they read the tales 

of early kings, meaning the books of 

Chronicles.  

In  אספר גדולות: --- 

In   כוננתאתה  : the elders speak to the High 

Priest and discuss Midrash and scripture with 

him, to busy him. 

 

If he is unschooled 3722 בער they read the tales 

of early kings, 

meaning the books of Chronicles.  

In  אז בדעת חקר:  the High Priest learns and 

reads on his own, but maintains a humble 

position vis-à-vis his elders. If he is wise, the 

elders discuss scripture with him orally. If 

unschooled, they read to him from the books of 

Chronicles.3723 

 

COMMENTS:  

- The rabbinic elders are back in the picture in this Mishnah. Here they are the ones who 

read to the High Priest and who discuss scripture with him, not the elder priests (even as 

they had withdrawn in the previous Mishnah).  

- The Mishnah is specific about the books of scripture being read to the High priest. The 

detail lends an air of verisimilitude to the narrative, and the rabbinic interjection of an 

                                                           
3721 Lines 137-138. 
3722 Line 83. 
3723 Lines 85-87. 
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additional book, Daniel, gives the impression that the narrative deals with an iterative 

past in which the ritual was performed similarly but not identically. It was “real,” the 

narrative claims, “I was there,” says R. Zechariah, “I read Daniel to him.” Was he indeed 

there? It is historically doubtful. But it sounds real, and this is what the Mishnah wants to 

achieve, a “real” historic text of “real” events which the rabbis fashioned and told. Why 

did he add Daniel? Because the book of Daniel is in Aramaic, and the unschooled High 

Priest in this “historic case” spoke Aramaic as all lay people did at the time but could not 

really understand the Hebrew of the other scripture texts.  

- Curiously, the Talmud does not add any information here and cites the Mishnah almost 

verbatim. This underscores my suspicion that the rabbi’s tale about Daniel is not 

grounded in a real case but is a literary device designed to claim rabbinic presence at the 

temple through history and thereby argue for rabbinic authority in the present as well.3724 

Had it been a real event, the Talmud would have had more details- the name of the 

unschooled priest, the setting of the event, the time, some other textural information; but 

the Talmud is silent here. Reading from silence is at all times problematic, but in this 

case, I think the Talmudic silence indicates a fundamental lack of information about this 

story, because it did not actually happen.  

- The paytan is also specific. The High Priest can learn on his own for the most part, but if 

need be, the books of Chronicles are read to him by his elders, the priestly elders. There 

is no mention of Job, Ezra or Daniel.  

                                                           
3724 Cohn, The Memory of the Temple and the Making of the Rabbis, 34, 46. 
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- The Paytan is also specific about the reason for the reading: it is intended to prevent the 

High Priest from dozing off. The Mishnah is silent about the reason for reading even as it 

insists that rabbinic sages were involved.  

- The second Piyyut sidesteps the scene altogether. All four piyyutim do not put great 

emphasis on this part of the choreography. It is there, as it is in the Mishnah, but it merits 

no great detail or space within the poetic work.  
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Yoma 1:7 

 

YOMA 1:7 THE PAYTAN 

If the High Priest begins to doze off, 

acolyte priests, young priests, snap their 

fingers to rustle him up from his kip. 

They tell him to stand barefoot on the cold 

floor and occupy him until it is time to 

perform the sacrificial slaughter. 

 

In  אזכיר גבורות : if the High Priest dozes off, he 

is awakened gently 3725 בנועם by the snapping of 

fingers.  

 

He is kept awake by speech and song, not by 

musical instruments. 

 

The noise of the city is allowed to permeate the 

priestly   chamber, to chase away sleep, until 

the appointed time, 3726.עדי נשף 

In  אספר גדולות: the High Priest is kept awake 

with snapping of fingers and with songs until 

midnight.3727 

In  אתה כוננת : the young priests sing songs to 

the High Priest and snap their fingers.  

 

The city dwellers make noise outside, to add to 

the din and prevent the High priest from dozing 

off.3728  

In  אז בדעת חקר:  the High Priest is kept awake 

with songs and snapping fingers.  

 

The city noises are allowed in, to prevent him 

from sleeping. 

 

He remains thus occupied until midnight.3729 

  

                                                           
3725 Line 140. 
3726 Line 141. 
3727 Line 26. 
3728 Lines 85-86. 
3729 Line 88. 
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COMMENTS:  

- The Mishnah paints a realistic picture, complete with dialogue and finger snapping, 

lending the narrative an air of verisimilitude.3730 The reader is presented with a realistic 

looking narrative that underscores the presumed factuality and implicitly militates on 

behalf of rabbinic authority. The added “texture” seems to suggest that the events took 

place year after year and are described as a synthetic composite narrative of how the 

ritual used to be performed. The iterative past supports the claim of invariability 

buttressed by a multiplicity of nuanced discrete events over time. It thus confirms 

rabbinic memory of the past, and through sensory description, implies rabbinic 

witnessing and arbitration of the rituals.3731 The basic tannaitic claim is that this is what 

really happened, that the rabbis tell it like it was, as it did for centuries untold, and they 

also controlled the events for they are the true authorities over traditional practice and the 

arbiters of all the traditional ritual system.  

- The Talmud accepts the Mishnah narrative and adds more detail, by asserting that the 

young priests did not use musical instruments to keep the High Priest awake but sang and 

spoke to him with their mouth alone.3732 

- In his piyyutim Yosse ben Yosse appears to agree with the Mishnah narrative. There is a 

snapping of fingers, but it is “gentle.” There is singing, and he agrees with the Talmud 

that no musical instruments were used. But the paytan adds an open window to allow the 

city’s din to enter the priestly chambers. This is absent from the rabbinic story both in the 

Talmud and in the Mishnah. Now Jerusalem enters the space of the temple, inviting the 

                                                           
3730 Cohn, The Memory of the Temple and the Making of the Rabbis, 58-59. 
3731 Ibid., pp. 61-71. 
3732 Yerushalmi, Yoma, Folio 7B, Chapter 1 Halakha 7. 
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people of Jerusalem into the holy space, if only audibly. The service, says the Paytan, is 

being performed for the people and the people take part in it by extending their body’s 

influence into the temple domain. No rabbinic account allows this to happen in the 

hallowed grounds which are under the strict purview of the rabbis. In other places the 

noise made in the temple is “allowed” to permeate the city, but the directionality in 

rabbinic accounts is always one sided- from the temple outward.3733 Yosse ben Yosse is 

unique in that he “allows” the sound to travel into the temple, to mix in with the temple 

sounds, to be part of the service and the redemptive ritual.  

- The word the Paytan employs to indicate the time of midnight in the first Piyyut is 

distinctive. In the second Piyyut he says that the young acolyte priests keep the High 

Priest occupied till midnight. But in the first Piyyut he calls the time 3734 נשף which a 

Modern Hebrew reader may erroneously read as “ball” or “sumptuous party.” 

Interestingly, the Qumran scrolls3735 also use this distinctive word, in the same manner 

and meaning as does Yosse Ben Yosse. In 4Q88 X,6 the text reads:  יחד יהללו נא כל כוכבי

 referring to the doxological song of the midnight stars. In this reading therefore the נשף

paytan disagrees with the Mishnah regarding the time reference. The Mishnah claims that 

the High Priest was kept awake [with snapping fingers and the acolytes’ voices] until the 

early dawn [when the Tamid sacrifice is to be offered],3736 but the paytan says till 

midnight. The Qumranic word, coupled with a different understanding of the time 

                                                           
3733 Tractate Tamid 3:8. 
3734 Line 141. 
3735 4Q88 x,6; 4Q184, 1,5; 4Q162 II,2. 
3736 Tractate Tamid 3:2. 
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bracket, is indicative of an alternate discourse. It is not the rabbinic discourse, it is 

something else. The same but quite different. 
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Yoma 1:8 

YOMA 1:8 THE PAYTAN 

The altar is daily cleansed ritually (by the 

removal of ashes and their placement on 

the eastern edge of the ramp to the altar 

[Tamid 1:4]) at the early hours of the 

dawn, as the rooster called.  

 

But on Yom Kippur this is done at 

midnight, and on the pilgrimage festivals 

at the first watch [Brachot 1:1].  

 

The rooster crowed to mark the dawn and 

set the ritual in motion. But it called only 

once the Israelite Courtyard of the temple 

was full of people coming to offer their 

sacrifices.  

In  אזכיר גבורות : the keepers of the laws and 

the raiders of mitzvoth hurry to cleanse the 

altar before the midnight  

hour.3737 

In  אספר גדולות: --- 

In  אתה כוננת : the altar is cleansed ritually at 

midnight.3738 

In  אז בדעת חקר:  --- 

 

 

COMMENTS:  

- The Mishnah imagines the temple scene in detail. The daily sacrifice could only be 

offered at dawn, every day as well as on Yom Kippur. Miraculously, the rooster’s call 

always cleaved night from day only after the people assembled at the temple courtyard. 

The hand of God appears to be at play in the day’s early song of dawn.  

- Rabbinic authority is asserted in the Mishnah for the rabbis determine the timing of every 

element in the temple rituals, on regular days as well as on festival days, and even on 

Yom Kippur, the Day most solemn. The Tosefta3739 adds that the reason for the earlier 

ritual cleansing of the altar [not specified in the Mishnah] is that the High Priest, weak for 

                                                           
3737 Line 142. 
3738 Line 87. 
3739 Tosefta Yoma 20:2, 21:1. 
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fasting and lack of sleep, should not wait for the altar to be cleansed at dawn, but should 

have everything prepared for him ahead of time.  

- The paytan appears to agree with the rabbinic narrative more or less. Midnight, before or 

right after, is the right time for cleansing the altar. The priests, hungry for mitzvoth, eager 

to “score points” for performing God’s commandments, compete with one another for 

those honours.3740 The Paytan is not as worried as the rabbis are about the High Priest’s 

weakness.  

 

  

                                                           
 .line 90 אז בדעת חקר 3740
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Mishnah Yoma 2 

Yoma 2:1-2 

YOMA 2:1-2 THE PAYTAN 

The priests attending to the altar competed 

with one another for the honour of 

cleansing the ashes of the altar.  

 

Once it happened that priests rushed up the 

ramp, shoving and pushing one another as 

they ran together, and one fell over and 

broke his foot. To avert such disasters in 

future, the Sanhedrin instituted a lottery for 

the honour of cleansing the altar.  

 

This was the first of four lots drawn on 

Yom Kippur. 

In  אזכיר גבורות : the minor priests ran up the 

ramp to the altar, but lots were cast in order to 

suppress infighting and disputes.3741 

 

The first lot is cast to determine who cleanses 

the altar of the ashes. 

 

The priests first immerse themselves in a ritual 

bath, to purify themselves, and they don a 

headdress called an 3742.עטרה 

In  אספר גדולות: --- 

In  אתה כוננת : lots are prepared for the priests 

so they will not shove one another as they run 

up the ramp to the altar.3743 

In  אז בדעת חקר: leaders and wise men saw the 

event in which a priest’s leg was broken in the 

tumult, and in response they instituted the 

casting of lots to appoint priests to the task.3744 

 

COMMENTS:  

- Once again, the Mishnah creates an imagined narrative, better to simulate a reality in 

which they controlled and supervised the choreographed proceedings of the temple ritual, 

given the priests’ innate inability to regulate their own conduct. The Talmud adds a few 

                                                           
3741 Line 143. 
3742 Line 144. 
3743 Line 88. 
3744 Line 91. 
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more details regarding the ritual responsibilities of the priests who won the first lot, and 

the debates among named rabbis about these details.3745 

- The paytan accepts the rabbinic account. He does not add to it, nor does he detract from 

it. He leaves anonymous the identity of the institution which cast the lots, but one 

assumes here that he does not dispute the Mishnah, although this cannot be fully 

ascertained from the poems alone.  

- The paytan adds new information about the first lot cast on Yom Kippur. According to 

his narrative the priests, now tamed by the system of lots, must ritually cleanse 

themselves before the lots are even cast, and wear a headdress. This particular purifying 

ablution is absent from the rabbinic narratives. Accepting the hypothesis of Yosse Ben 

Yosse’s priestly lineage, one must assume that he inserted this purifying ablution, adding 

to the Mishnah text something which he considered fundamentally important. Ritual 

immersion in ritual baths is not the same as bathing for the purpose of hygiene; here the 

immersion is spiritually cleansing and is therefore subject to intense law-making 

exegeses based on biblical law.3746 Strict observance of purity laws was a prerequisite for 

the daily performance of priestly duties, required of all priests at the temple, not just of 

the High Priest.3747 Priestly settlements in Palestine boasted a proliferation of ritual 

baths,3748 whereas rabbinic settlements of Israelite Jews usually supported two or three 

                                                           
3745 Yerushalmi, Yoma, Folio 8 A&B Chapter 2 halakha 1. 
3746 Byron McCane, “Miqva’ot,” in The Eerdmans Dictionary of Early Judaism, ed. John Collins and Daniel Harlow, (Grand 

Rapids, MI: William B. Eerdmans Publishing Company, 2010). 
3747 Schiffman and VanderKam, Encyclopaedia of the Dead Sea Scrolls, 560-563. 
3748 In Susya, for example, archaeologists have unearthed over 35 ritual baths, and Yuval Baruch claims there may be as 

many as 70 or more. See: Baruch, Horvat Susya and Rujum el-Hamiri as a Case Study for the Development of the Village and the 
Rural Settlement in the Southern Hebron Hills from the Early Roman to Early Muslim Periods, 281-283. 
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ritual baths per the average-sized settlement.3749 The paytan’s concern with ritual purity 

and ritual ablutions is evocative of the Zaddokite penchant for immersive purification 

rites, which was very common in Qumran for example. As a rule, the Mishnah and 

Tosefta have relatively little to say about the structure of ritual baths, compared with the 

obsessive preoccupation with these structures at Qumran. This may have framed the 

Paytan’s discourse in ways that we still do not fully appreciate.  

 

 

  

                                                           
3749 Leibner, Settlement and History in Hellenistic, Roman, and Byzantine Galilee: An Archaeological Survey of the Eastern 

Galilee, 367, footnote 67;  See a detailed survey of all the ritual baths in Israel dating from the Late Roman and Byzantine 
periods in: Baruch, Horvat Susya And Rujum El-Hamiri As A Case Study for The Development of The Village and The Rural 
Settlement in The Southern Hebron Hills From the Early Roman to Early Muslim Periods, 288-296. 
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Yoma 2:3 

YOMA 2:3 THE PAYTAN 

The order of the second lot [of a total of 

four lots] is outlined in detail: 

 

1. the priest who will slaughter the daily 

offering 

2. the priest who will pitch the blood 

3. the priest who will cleanse the ashes of 

the inner altar 

4. the priest who will cleanse the candles 

of the Menorah 

5. the priest who will bring the sacrificed 

animals’ limbs to the ramp of the altar 

6. the priest who will bring the forelegs 

7. the priest who will bring the fat tail of 

the animals, and the left hind leg 

8. the priest who will bring the breast fat 

and the neck, as well as the ribs, heart 

and lungs 

9. the priest who will bring the two flanks 

10. the priest who will bring the innards 

11. the priest who will bring the fine flour 

for the daily offering 

12. the priest who will bring the baked 

cakes 

13. the priest who will bring the wine for 

the liquid offering 

 

In  אזכיר גבורות : the second lot decides the 

apportioning of duties pertaining to: 

 

1. the daily offering of the ram (sheep) 

2. the cleansing of ashes from the inner altar 

3. the cleansing of the candelabra.3750   

In  אספר גדולות: a lot is cast to determine: 

 

1. who will cleanse the altar 

2. who will set the organs of the sacrified 

animal 

3. who will prepare the incense.3751  

In  אתה כוננת : the first lot determined: 

 

1. who will prepare the daily offering 

2. who will cleanse the inner altar 

3. who will cleanse and prepare the 

candelabra.3752 

 

The second lot determined which novice priests 

will prepare the incense.3753 

In  אז בדעת חקר: the lots determine:  

 

1. who will cleanse the outer large altar 

2. who will cleanse the inner altar 

3. who will cleanse and prepare the 

candelabra 

4. who will sacrifice (offer) the incense and 

thus win God’s blessing.3754 

  

                                                           
3750 Line 145. 
3751 Line 27. 
3752 Line 89. 
3753 Line 90. 
3754 Line 91. 
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COMMENTS:  

- The Mishnah is a legalistic composition and as such it is most particular about the correct 

application of law and the correct performance of rituals. Claiming such stringency helps 

assert rabbinic control and authority over all aspects of traditional life, extrapolating from 

temple specificity to all religious acts in general, of priests as well as of lay people.3755 

This text is especially detailed as it expands the biblical text to the smallest imagined 

detail, better to simulate the accuracy of the description, thereby confirming rabbinic 

memory as accurate and binding.  

- The paytan is somewhat less legalistic in his approach to the subject. He does narrate the 

casting of lots, but in each telling he changes the order and substance of the duties to be 

apportioned to the various priests. He appears to be “messier” in the allocation of duties 

to the priests. He sacrifices detail and accuracy for the sake of achieving literary flow in 

his poetry and subjugates the detail to the demands of poetic form.  

- The paytan connects, in the fourth Piyyut, the apportioned duties to blessings earned by 

conscientious priests. This is a less legalistic depiction, one which connects the reader to 

the inner thoughts of those pushy priests. His is a more humane and generous image of 

priestly contests, than the Mishnah’s somewhat derisive description of priests running 

amok with unbridled zeal for want of rabbinic supervision. Under the paytan’s pen, the 

contest is not about a rudderless proverbial “who’s on first,” but about a burgeoning 

desire to merit God’s beneficence. This represents new information which is lacking in 

the other texts.  

  

                                                           
3755 Cohn, The Memory of the Temple and the Making of the Rabbis, 17. 



776 

 

Yoma 2:4-6 

YOMA 2:4-6 THE PAYTAN 

The third and fourth lots are draw.  

 

The third: for novice priests who have 

never had the honour of offering incense.  

 

The fourth: for all priests, young and old, 

to determine who will bring the 

slaughtered animals’ limbs from half way 

up the altar ramp, all the way to the top 

where the pyre stands at the ready.  

 

The daily offering is offered by 9-12 

priests, “no less, no more,” depending on 

the calendar (weekdays, Sabbath, 

festivals).  

 

An offering of a ram, and an offering of an 

ox, are both made by a varying number of 

priests. 

In  אזכיר גבורות : --- 

In  אספר גדולות: --- 

In  אתה כוננת : --- 

 

In  אז בדעת חקר: --- 

 

 

COMMENTS:  

- The Mishnah adopts a very legalistic and prescriptive tone here, specifying the precise 

number of priests implicated in the sacrificial cult. The Talmud adds even more precise 

information, as well as anecdotal material. Both texts endeavour to make the rabbinic 

hold on the temple ritual seem complete and essential. Without rabbinic oversight, the 

biblically mandated rituals cannot be accurately interpreted from word to deed. Without 

rabbinic control, the efficacy of the rituals would therefore be nullified and the 

relationship between God and His people would suffer irreparable injury. The rabbis thus 

underscore their claim to veracity, accuracy of both prescriptive behaviour and of their 

memory of the temple rites and assert ownership over all Jewish ritual life. It is as much 
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an argument for rabbinic leadership, as it is a crafted memory of rite which no rabbi 

could have witnessed unless they were priests,3756 and unless they had lived in the days 

when the temple still stood. The historical implausibility of these possibilities lends 

credence to the argument that crafted memories were a means to assert rabbinic political 

and religious leadership of the people. And once this is ascertained, the narrative militates 

against competing claims for authority as well.3757 

- The paytan is silent about all these matters of law. He is focused strictly on the Yom 

Kippur ritual and does not countenance any diversion therefrom. His is a poetic text, 

intended for a community. It is a text which educates but also makes partners of the poet 

and his audience, as his intent is to recreate a specific moment in time [albeit with a wide 

diachronic horizon].3758 He is not a jurist, nor does he claim to be one; he is instead a poet 

whose task is to make vivid a past no longer accessible to his community. The poetry was 

written in response to a distressing political reality in the post-destruction period, when 

sovereignty was denied the Jews, when their lives were regulated by foreign peoples and 

subject to oft repressive measures. The poet responded to popular anguish and offered a 

liturgical image of a reality which was once glorious and divinely regulated, and could, 

and would soon be re-established for the faithful.3759 The liturgy expressed the longing 

plea for God’s salvation, for the purging of evil, and for the restoration of Jerusalem, its 

temple, its people, and peace. The Yom Kippur ritual served as an important anchor, a 

rite which once ensured the welfare of the world entire and was performed at the very 

                                                           
3756 Lev. 16:17. 
3757 Cohn, The Memory of the Temple and the Making of the Rabbis, 26-28. 
3758 Ibid., 62. 
3759 Weinfeld, Early Jewish liturgy: From Psalms to the Prayers in Qumran and Rabbinic Literature, 101-124. 
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heart of the universe, in Jerusalem. Reliving the redemptive ritual in word instead of 

deed, the congregation, led by the poet, could somehow recreate the mystery and have an 

active role in the deliverance of Israel. For such a ritual, therefore, the question of the 

precise number of priests and the issue of who holds which part of a slaughtered animal, 

are both overshadowed by the majesty of the Day of Awe which the paytan seeks to 

evoke. 
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Mishnah Yoma 3 

Yoma 3:1-2 

YOMA 3:1-2 THE PAYTAN 

The ממונה, the man in charge as supervisor 

of the temple rituals, instructs the priests to 

ascertain if the correct time for the daily 

offering had arrived.  

 

The priest who first notices the dawn 

declares ברקאי and the day’s offerings may 

proceed.  

 

The Mishnah debates the precise image of 

the dawn’s light. Only once the supervisor 

determines that the dawn has indeed 

dawned sufficiently, do the rituals of the 

day commence.  

 

A story is told of a time now past in which 

the incorrect time was declared, as the 

moon’s light was ruled in error to have 

been the dawn’s, with insalubrious effect 

on priestly purity and on the efficacy of the 

temple ritual which had to be scrapped and 

repeated. 

In  אזכיר גבורות : the priest who is in charge of 

temple rituals, called שר פקיד sends reliable 

emissaries to the east to see if the dawn had 

risen.3760 

 

They tell the priest that ברק נוגה and thus set the 

day’s rituals in motion.3761 

In  אספר גדולות: they declare ברק נוגה and the 

day’s order begins.3762 

In  אתה כוננת :trusted priests who are אמוני עיתים 
3763 and know well how to determine the 

correct times for ritual performances to begin 

are sent [three times] to see if indeed  ברק

 3764.נוגה

In   חקראז בדעת : the פקיד sends an emissary to 

the east to see if indeed 3765.ברק נוגה 

 

COMMENTS:  

- The Mishnah asserts control over the timing of the ritual. Only when the man in charge, a 

Sanhedrin sage, determines that the “hurdle” of dawn has been overcome, can the priests 

perform their choreographed rituals.  

                                                           
3760 Line 147, 
3761 Line 148, 
3762 Line 28, 
3763 Line 91, citing Isa. 33:6, 
3764 Line 91 repeats the root  של"ח three times:  ישולח, ישלח, ישולחו speaking both in the singular and plural third person. 
3765 Line 94, 
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- The Talmud most excitedly augments the Mishnah narrative with “case study” tales of 

years past when the requisite amount of dawn-light was ill perceived, with detrimental 

consequence.3766 Nothing works, nothing functions correctly, without rabbinic oversight, 

not even time. The imagined narrative of confusing the moon’s glow for the dawn’s, 

lends verisimilitude to the narrative and militates for rabbinic control. In the absence of 

precise parameters, the priests could not be relied upon to tell time; it therefore seems 

fitting that rabbinic control be extended over the priests, negate all competing claims to 

authority, and be established as the undeniably singular authentic and authoritative voice.  

- The paytan does not divert his gaze from the day’s events. He does not seek to reify 

temporal control, but to evoke a synthetic past and to implicate his audience in its 

recreation through liturgy on the Day of Awe.  

- The Mishnah employs the term ממונה as the technical term for the sage who is in charge 

of the proper proceedings. The word means “an appointed one,” one who is given the 

authority by a greater authority than himself, in this case, the Sanhedrin, the Temple 

Court. By inserting the Sanhedrin as the most essential vector in the Yom Kippur ritual, 

the Mishnah is claiming rabbinic authority over the priesthood, over the temple itself. 

But, as David Goodblatt explains, “the existence of a supreme governing body in 

Jerusalem called the Sanhedrin cannot be proven by the sources, and if it existed, it 

cannot be described.”3767 The idealized image of an institution like that, glosses over any 

                                                           
3766 Yerushalmi, Yoma, Folio 13 B, Chapter 3 Halakha 1-2, and Folio 14 A, Chapter 3 Halakha 2. 
3767 David Goodblatt, “Sanhedrin,” in Encyclopaedia of Religion, 2nd ed., ed. Lindsey Jones, (New York: Macmillan 

Reference USA, 2005), 8104. 
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sectarian past, any dissention, any variation in the traditional life and militates for 

rabbinic control over all aspects of the traditional life in the present.3768  

- The word ברקאי is unique. It is “unpacked” in the Talmud through a story and a 

“recorded” conversation, which illustrate the essential importance of noting the first rays 

of sun as they pierce the night sky. The word ברקאי derives from the word ברק, lightning, 

which evokes a dagger-like image of a light that vanquishes the darkness. It is at once a 

poetic word and a legal word, as it is used in the Mishnah.  

- The paytan employs a different technical term for the supervisor of the rites. He calls him 

 ,Interestingly, the Qumran community’s technical term for the role of overseer .שר פקיד

(who was the second most important officer who was at the head of the community and 

oversaw the reception of new members to the Yaḥad) was 3769.פקיד The Paytan’s lexical 

choice once again raises the possibility that he may have had contact with Qumran texts, 

specifically with the Rule of the Community and the Damascus Document. This 

observation, I think, certainly merits further investigation.  

- In all four piyyutim the term the paytan uses to “replace” ברקאי is a compound word:  ברק

ברק   The first word .נוגה  mirrors the Mishnaic terminology and also evokes a lightning-

like first ray of sun; the Qumranic texts also use the word,3770 for it is a common one in 

scripture (appearing 18 times in the Hebrew Bible) as well as in the quotidian speech. 

The word נוגה however, which appears only 4 times in the bible (all describing the 

righteous individual, not the physiognomy of sunlight), and thrice in the Qumran 

                                                           
3768 Cohn, The Memory of the Temple and the Making of the Rabbis, 44. 
3769 Charlesworth, “Community Organization,” 135. 
3770 4Q169, 3-4ii4; 4Q392, 1,9. 
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scrolls,3771 is an almost painterly lexical choice. It speaks of a glow, a brightness more 

diffuse than lightning-like ray of sun, it evokes a softer dawn and captures the chilly air 

of morning when the sky blushes with anticipation of the day. Given the biblical 

tendency to employ the term in describing God’s glory and the righteous person’s glow 

and given the Qumranic tendency to use the word נוגה to evoke a person’s love for God, I 

think the paytan’s choice speaks about the same point of order as does the Mishnah, but 

the “twist” here is less casuistic, less legal, and more organic. I interpret the difference to 

mean a nuanced challenge to the rabbinic asserted prerogative of leadership and incisive 

authority, especially in view of the paytan’s description of the overseer as a  נגיד מלאכת

 who is not cast as an outsider to the priestly cohort, but as the priest who is one 3772 הקודש

of the other priests, the leader of the priests who arose from within their ranks.  

- In the third Piyyut The paytan repeats the root  של"ח  three times:  ,ישולחו ישולח, ישלח  

speaking both in the singular and plural third person. The narrative becomes more 

dynamic, more urgent, more evocative for the listener. In the fourth Piyyut, it is the פקיד 

who sends an emissary; in the other piyyutim, there are many emissaries, there is an 

overall sense of rushed nervousness, a sense that the Day of Awe must soon begin, and 

that God’s unseen hand is setting the cosmic scene in readiness for the crucial moment of 

compassionate clemency for the world entire. The audience is breathless with 

anticipation. Did the day dawn? Can we begin?  

 

  

                                                           
3771 4Q468b1; 11Q22,1,2; 1QHa, xiv, 18. 
 .line 147 ,אזכיר דבורות אלוה 3772
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Yoma 3:3 

YOMA 3:3 THE PAYTAN 

A person cannot enter the temple 

courtyard, even in a purified state, without 

first performing ritual purification rites.  

 

The High Priest on Yom Kippur must 

immerse himself five times, and sanctify 

his hands and his feet ten times. 

 

All the ritual ablutions are performed 

inside the temple walls, in sanctity, in the 

Parvah Chamber (south-eastern corner of 

the Priestly Courtyard) except this first 

purification rite. 

In  אזכיר גבורות : the High Priest immerses 

himself at the Parvah Chamber.3773 

In  אספר גדולות: --- 

In  אתה כוננת : the minor priests accompany the 

High Priest for the first immersion at the 

outside ritual pool in the Parvah Chamber.3774 

In  אז בדעת חקר: --- 

 

COMMENTS:  

- The Mishnah adopts a legalistic tone, specifying the ritual purity requirements for the 

priestly service, and asserting expert authority over the same. The rabbis insert 

themselves into the priestly realm, both physically and ritually/spiritually, making 

themselves central to the temple ritual. They authorize their own version of the past 

through such interjections as the Mishnah’s specification that the first ablution took place 

somewhere else and continue to argue for their own importance in the present.3775 The 

very sanctity of the temple is created by ritual action,3776 as the ritual defines what is 

sacred and draws the spatial boundaries between the sacred and profane. By orienting the 

priests’ movements within the sacred space thus created, the rabbis make meaningful the 

                                                           
3773 Line 149. 
3774 Line 92. 
3775 Cohn, The Memory of the Temple and the Making of the Rabbis, 73. 
3776 Ibid., p. 78. 
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very structure of the temple and legitimate the socio-religious and political relations and 

hierarchy they proclaim as real and true.3777 

- “If the space of the temple symbolizes the Judaean polity, which includes a variety of 

Judaeans, what defines their Judaeanness and what unifies the people as a whole is 

correct ritual performance as determined by the rabbis.”3778 

- The temple boundaries divide the rabbis from opposing claimants of authority, 

principally the priestly caste with its inherited tradition of temple service. The rabbis 

reconfigure temple space to displace the priests, to disqualify them, even though it is 

historically doubtful that the rabbis or their predecessors could have actually breached the 

traditional virtual wall of prohibitions for any but the priests’ presence on the holy 

grounds.3779 

- The Mishnah account of the number of immersions greatly expands the biblical account 

in Leviticus 16, wherein the High Priest is only mandated to immerse himself three times 

and to sanctify his hands and feet six times. This is a common midrashic practice which 

regards scripture as cryptic and therefore requiring expansion and elucidation. Rabbinic 

midrash regards all scripture as relevant and divinely inspired, no detail can be 

unimportant, no discrepancy can be left un-harmonized. Every detail is regarded as a 

vehicle for imparting meaning.3780 The rabbis sought to understand God and His 

relationship with Israel and derive didactic, prescriptive information from every nuance 

                                                           
3777 Ibid., p. 74. 
3778 Ibid., p. 83. 
3779 Ibid., 87. 
3780 James L. Kugel, The Bible as It Was, (Cambridge, MA: Belknap Press of Harvard University Press, 1999), 18-22. 
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of scripture, even if they had to add their own narrative to complement the Holy Book 

where gaps were noted.  

- There is a Baraita3781 which asserts that the first ritual immersion took place in the Water 

Gate, situated in the mid-section of the southern wall of the Priestly Courtyard, next door 

to the High Priest’s sequestered residence on Yom Kippur.3782 

- Two of the Yosse Ben Yosse piyyutim mention the first ritual immersion, but both 

disagree with the Mishnah and state that, like all other immersions on Yom Kippur, this 

too was performed at the Parvah Chamber. The other two piyyutim do not speak of it at 

all. The poet is eager to begin the Avodah. The audience is made to understand, in non-

legalistic, poetic language, that the “real deal” will now commence. 

 

  

                                                           
3781 Baraita Yoma 31:2. 
3782 Tractate Midot 1:4. 
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Yoma 3:4 

YOMA 3:4 THE PAYTAN 

A linen sheet (בוץ)  is spread between the 

High Priest and the people.  

 

The High Priest undresses, immerses 

himself, and dons his golden vestments. 

He then sanctifies his hands and feet. 

 

They bring him the daily offering which he 

quickly slaughters. Another priest 

completes the ritual slaughter while the 

High Priest receives the animal’s blood 

and casts it on the altar.  

 

The High Priest enters the היכל, the 

Sanctuary of the temple (within whose 

walls there lies ensconced the Holy of 

Holies). He offers the morning incense 

offering and cleanses the candelabra. 

 

He returns to the main altar to offer the 

daily burnt offering, the head and limbs of 

the sacrificed animal, the baked cakes and 

the wine offering. 

In  אזכיר גבורות : a linen cloth (שש)  is drawn 

between the High Priest and the people in 

attendance, to honour him and to shield his 

nakedness from view.3783 

 

The High Priest disrobes, immerses himself, 

and is dressed by an attending deputy priest in 

his linen clothes and on top of them the golden 

vestments.3784 

 

The High Priest’s vestments are described in 

detail.3785 

 

All the people in the temple courtyard must 

perform ritual ablutions to purify themselves, at 

pain of death.3786 

 

The High Priest, the people’s emissary, 

sanctifies his hands and feet.3787  

 

The High Priest slaughters the daily offering, 

casts the blood upon the altar, enters the 

Sanctuary to offer incense and cleanse the 

candelabra, returns to complete the daily 

offering of the animal’s head and flesh, as well 

as the caked cakes and the liquid offering of 

wine.3788  

                                                           
3783 Line 150. 
3784 Line 151. 
3785 Lines 152-185. 
3786 Line 187. 
3787 Line 188. 
3788 Line 189. 
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YOMA 3:4 THE PAYTAN 

In  אספר גדולות: the High Priest disrobes, 

dresses in the eight articles of ceremonial 

golden vestments, sanctifies his hands and feet, 

and offers the daily offering.3789 

 

The High Priest takes the blood and casts it on 

the altar, offers the incense, cleanses the 

candelabra, and makes the sacrifice of flesh, 

baked cakes and liquid offering.3790 

In אתה כוננת: a linen sheet )שש( is spread 

between the High Priest and the people, to 

preserve his dignity  and demonstrate his high 

rank.3791 

 

The High Priest disrobes, rushes to perform the 

purifying immersion and dons the golden 

vestments.3792 

 

The ceremonial priestly vestments are 

described in great detail.3793 

 

The High Priest sanctifies his hands and 

feet.3794 

 

Minor priests present the daily morning 

offering to the High Priest. He slaughters the 

animal, receives its blood in a 3795.מיזרק 

 

The High Priest divides the incense into two 

portions. He then offers the morning incense, 

cleanses the candelabra, then makes sacrifice of 

the head and flesh of the daily offering, as well 

as the baked cakes and the liquid offering.3796 

                                                           
3789 Line 28. 
3790 Line 29. 
3791 Line 93. 
3792 Line 94. 
3793 Lines 95-118. 
3794 Line 119. 
3795 Line 120. 
3796 Line 121. 
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YOMA 3:4 THE PAYTAN 

In  אז בדעת חקר: a sheet is drawn between the                        

High Priest and the people, in order to 

demonstrate his elevated priestly status  גדול

 3797.מאחיו

 

The High Priest immerses himself outside.3798 

 

He wears the eight articles of ceremonial 

golden vestments and sanctifies his hands and 

his feet.3799 

 

He offers the daily morning offering, another 

priest mixes the blood (so it will not coagulate) 

and the High Priest receives the blood. He 

sprinkles the blood, he cleanses the candelabra, 

and then makes the meat and baked cakes and 

liquid offerings.3800 

 

COMMENTS:  

- The paytan generally accepts the Mishnah narrative of the early proceedings. He mirrors 

the Mishnah’s account of the High Priest’s movements in the temple space, and for the 

most part echoes the choreographed ritual in all its aspects. His artistry becomes apparent 

when he evokes in word and metred rhyme the visual splendour of the High Priest’s attire 

worn in a temple long reduced to ashes. Similarly, he is specific about the vessel in which 

the High Priest receives the blood of the sacrificed animal, the מיזרק, even as the Mishnah 

is silent about it. Whereas the Mishnah assumes familiarity with priestly garb (based on 

study, as well as on scripture,3801 Josephus,3802 and other sources, the paytan does not take 

                                                           
3797 Line 95. 
3798 Line 95. 
3799 Line 96. 
3800 Lines 97-98. 
3801 Exod. 28:4, 36 for example. 
3802 Josephus, Antiquities of the Jews, 3:7, 6. 
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for granted his congregation’s edification. The Paytan describes the vestments in all their 

imagined glory, better to evoke the splendour of the day and portray as real the ritual 

itself.  

- I find most interesting the paytan’s lexical choice of words describing the linen fabric of 

the sheet that shielded the High Priest’s nakedness and thus enhanced his stature in the 

eyes of all beholders, at the temple itself and, in their imagination, the congregants 

hearing the Avodah in liturgical form. Whereas the Mishnah uses the word בוץ to name 

the linen cloth in question, the paytan prefers (consistently ion all his 14 piyyutim) the 

word שש. Both words can be translated as “fine linen.” Both words appear in the Hebrew 

Bible describing sumptuous fabrics and clothes.3803 The question intrigued me. Hebrew 

was no longer the language of every day, it was a language reserved for religious 

purposes of prayer and study, and therefore the Piyyut poetry, which lionized Hebrew (as 

opposed to the lingua franca of the day- Aramaic, influenced by Hellenic linguistic 

imports), appears stilted to the modern-ear, but at the time it must have had some popular 

appeal else it would not have been written or preserved.3804 The form of Piyyut poetry is 

not an arbitrary affectation, but a reflection of a style which audiences favoured in the 5th 

century, and an emotionally charged form of liturgy.3805 Why then did the paytan 

choose שש over the Mishnah and the Talmud’s בוץ? What difference did the words make 

to him and to his audience? 

                                                           
  .In the Bible it is mentioned 4 times,  in the Mishnah it is mentioned 4 times, in the BT 20 times, in the PT five :בוץ 3803
 ,even once בגדי שש only once. It is not mentioned in the Mishnah as בגדי שש In the Bible it is mentioned 6 timers, and as :שש

nor in the BT, the PT of the Tosefta.  
3804 Yahalom, Poetic Language in the Early Piyyut, 32. 
3805 Ibid., 9. 
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- Professor Lawrence Schiffman helped me resolve the problem when he pointed out to me 

the Greek etymology of בוץ, namely Βύσσος [Býssos]. Rabbinic literature freely weaves 

Hebrew, as well as foreign “invading” words and sentences in Aramaic and Greek words 

in its narrative.3806 Could it be that the paytan argued for a return to national purity and 

was an advocate of Hebrew, at a time when the vast majority of Jews living in Byzantine 

Palestine spoke only Aramaic and were not conversant in Hebrew?3807  

                                                           
3806 Strack and Stemberger, Introduction to the Talmud and Midrash, 179. 
3807 Archaeological evidence points to the survival of Hebrew as a spoken language in the Southern Judaean settlements, 

such as Susya, where priestly communities preserved and old language and resisted its adulteration and dilution with foreign 
words. This may argue for a plausible assumption that the paytan lived in one such community and served as a Paytan for an 
audience that did understand Hebrew and valued its purity. Elsewhere in my work I intend to investigate the possibility that Yosse 
Ben Yosse resided in Susya, the largest and wealthiest, most organized priestly town in the region, a town which reached the 
pinnacle of its development precisely during his lifetime and continued to be an important urban centre for centuries thereafter.  

I have reason to speculate that Yosse Ben Yosse did not live and work in the Galilee among Jewish communities whose 
Rabbinic inclinations he appears to have disagreed with or, at the very least, diverged from. I have developed a working 
hypothesis that he actually lived in south Judea, among a community such as the one at Susya. Material culture, archaeology, 
textual evidence, and some extrapolation there from, would suggest the Susya hypothesis may be a plausible answer to the 
question of Yosse Ben Yosse’s geographic and community location in Palaestina. Briefly, the hypothesis claims that 
conventional wisdom is erroneous in having, for the most part, adopted this image of Palaestina Prima as being virtually 
Judenrein. Archaeological evidence (Gutman, Yelvin, and Netzer, “Excavations in the Synagogue at Horvat Susya,” 123-128) 
indicates that the destruction in South Judea was not as devastating as it was in Northern Judea and that the Jewish community 
there, hailing back to the first century BCE, was revived and in every way continued to flourish. Galilean Jews, were for the most 
part led by Rabbinic authorities whose Patriarchate, established in 140 CE as the Yavneh Sanhedrin, had moved because of the 
vicissitudes of life under Byzantine rule to Usha, Shefar’am, Beit She’arim, Sepphoris, and finally to Tiberias (Herr, ed., “The 
Roman-Byzantine Period: The Mishnah, the Talmud, and Byzantine rule 70-640 CE,” 80).  

Settlements on the Golan, although in close proximity to the Galilee, developed a slightly independent way of Jewish 
practice about which we know very little indeed (Maoz, “The Art and Architecture of the Synagogues of the Golan,” 98-115). In 
Southern Judea, a few Jewish settlements maintained a form of Jewish life, which is also largely dismissed by Rabbinic sources 
as irrelevant, but for which archaeology (Zertal, Sisera’s Secret), as previously discussed, is an eloquent witness nonetheless. 
The Jewish residents of the town of Susya, direct descendants of Second Temple Jews, enjoyed economic and cultural peaked in 
the fifth century, coincidentally parallel to the paytan’s written works, and continued to exist well into the eighth century 
(Levine, Ancient Synagogues Revealed, 116-132 ).  

Susya’s 3000 in habitants, who supported an enormous synagogue, richly adorned with mosaic floors and exquisite 
inscriptions, also built some 30 ritual baths attesting to their intense preoccupation with Jewish ritual ablutions and Jewish Law 
(Baruch, Horvat Susya and Rujum el-Hamiri as a Case Study for the Development of the Village and the Rural Settlement in the 
Southern Hebron Hills from the Early Roman to Early Muslim Periods). They also appear to have observed pre-Destruction burial 
rites unlike the Galilean Jews, and sources claim that Hebrew remained for them a spoken language. Susya was a considerable 
settlement, and yet it is barely ever mentioned in Rabbinic sources. The gap of silence can only be filled through archaeology and 
illustrates the problem of exclusive engagement with textual sources as a gauge for “what really happened” in history. The paytan 
“fits” a community such as Susya, in his Priestly leanings3807, in his insistence on the purity of Hebrew, in his apparently intimate 
knowledge of the Avodah, and in his non-Rabbinic understanding of history, of God’s role in it, and of the  theological 
understanding of Time, History, and the dialogue between Heaven and Earth as ongoing and meaningful.  The way his manuscripts 
ended up in the Genizah is also quite commensurate with the access Susya enjoyed to Egypt and its historic Genizah. Susya, 
standing in geographic proximity to the Dead Sea, may also have had contact with the Qumran community, further cementing 
the association between the paytan and the esoteric materials we now call the Dead Sea Scrolls. It remains to be more rigorously 
defended, but I sense a plausible resolution of the question of the paytan’s location in Palestine through my Sussya hypothesis, 
whereas Mirsky and other scholars have chosen to not address the question at all. I suspect that Mirsky et al did not study the 



791 

 

- At the same time, one must remember that the Piyyutic ecstatic emotional expression, as 

well as its cadence and vocabulary, were intended to astonish, to surprise, and to delight 

audiences. The language created by paytanim predates the codification and systemization 

of Hebrew grammar, as well as the rules of spelling and punctuation.3808 It also precedes 

the systemization of verb inflections and syntax, and is a significant bridge between the 

lively use of Hebrew in the everyday of antiquity, the remembered Scriptural Hebrew 

framed by daily use of Aramaic and Greek in 5th century Palestine, and the nascent 

written Hebrew of literary and cultural expressions. It is also possible, therefore, that the 

Paytan was not an advocate for a return to pure Hebrew, but a poet who was good at his 

craft, who chose “fun and interesting” words, better to delight his audience. Or maybe the 

two words referred to different fabrics altogether.3809 All this to say that there is much yet 

to learn from and about Yosse Ben Yosse.  

 

  

                                                           
problem because it may have clashed with their understanding of Yosse Ben Yosse as a Rabbinic sage. A combination of textual 
analysis and archaeological study would, I maintain, offer an alternative route.  

3808 Zulai, The Land of Israel and its Piyyutim, 35-44. 
3809 Yehudah Gur maintains that בוץ referred to locally produced fine linen, the one made by Aramaic speaking folk; and 

 :describes the finer linen woven of six strands of the finest linen fit for the high-status priests and royalty in Egypt. See שש
Yehudah Gur, Hebrew Dictionary [Hebrew], (Tel-Aviv, Israel: Dvir, 1952). 
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Yoma 3:5 

YOMA 3:5 THE PAYTAN 

The morning’s incense offering was made 

between the sprinkling of blood and the 

sacrifice of limbs.  

 

The afternoon’s incense offering was made 

between the sacrifice of limbs and the 

offering of liquid libations.  

 

If the High Priest was old or weak or 

infirm or delicate, hot water is prepared for 

him to be mixed with the cold water (in the 

ritual bath) to temper the water.  

In  אזכיר גבורות : --- 

In  אספר גדולות: --- 

In  אתה כוננת : --- 

In  אז בדעת חקר: --- 

 

COMMENTS:  

- The Mishnah specifies the correct times for offering the daily incense, as part of the 

general effort to outline with precision the legally correct order of each element of the 

Avodah. Speaking legalistically, the Mishnah asserts its memory of the past as accurate, 

its ruling as exclusively correct, and therefore its right to authority and leadership.  

- The vignette about the “delicate” High Priest who is fastidious and needs some hot water 

in his ritual bath lest he be cold serves two literary purposes. First, it establishes a certain 

verisimilitude, for it is claimed, not all past High Priests were young and hardy, some 

were old, others infirm, they were human, they were real people and halakha had to be 

elastic enough to accommodate them all. The sensory experience lends credibility to the 

claim that the narrative describes true events and real people. Furthermore, the iterative 

past, with its small variations, never deviated from the invariable nature of the ritual, 

which the rabbis controlled and mediated. Thus, the second purpose of the narrative is 



793 

 

achieved, namely to underscore the rabbis’ concern with correct procedure, transmitted 

and determined by themselves, and therefore assert rabbinic authority in the present. The 

rabbis are at the centre of the temple narrative in the Mishnah and Talmud discourse. In 

other words, which priests are dispensable, replaceable, sometimes weak, infirm, or 

pampered, rabbinic oversight is indispensable, materially crucial to the efficacy of the 

Yom Kippur rituals and therefore of all rituals and aspects of traditional life.3810  

- The Talmud adds its own narrative to underscore the effort for verisimilitude. It asks how 

and when the water was warmed, accepting the Mishnah narrative as factual (thereby 

strengthening its claim to veracity), and answers with some technical information on 

water warming techniques and legal discussion on the correct time and procedure that 

ought to have been followed in the past, thereby affirming the rabbinic memory as 

accurate and rabbinic law-making as collectively binding, then and now.3811 The claim is: 

it really happened “thus,” it ought to have happened “thus,” and “thus” is what the rabbis 

say was “thus,” therefore all rabbinic “thus”’es are the only “thus” in town for all time 

and for all Jews.  

- The paytan is once again not at all concerned with the rabbinic breaks in narrative. All 

four piyyutim sidestep the rabbinic vignette as well as its legal discussion. He achieves 

verisimilitude with images of priestly garb, with changes in poetic cadence which denote 

the hurried air alleged to have animated the proceedings, and with a literary recreation of 

the emotional tenor of the day. He brooks no alternative versions of the past. His past is 

idealized, synthesized, made to sound factual with sensory information. Like the rabbis 

                                                           
3810 Cohn, The Memory of the Temple and the Making of the Rabbis, 58-67. 
3811 Yerushalmi, Yoma, Folio 16 A, Chapter 3 halakha 5. 
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he blurs the line between the actual events and the telling,3812 but he is not in the business 

of militating for rabbinic authority. His concern is with the congregation who will 

“consume” the narrative, and his other concern is to militate for priestly, not rabbinic, 

control of the action at the temple.  

 

  

                                                           
3812 Cohn, The Memory of the Temple and the Making of the Rabbis, 69-70. 
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Yoma 3:6-7 

YOMA 3:6-7 THE PAYTAN 

The High Priest is led to the Parvah 

Chamber, which was on sacral grounds.  

 

A sheet of fine linen בוץ is drawn between  

himself and the people.  

 

He sanctifies his hands and feet. He then  

disrobes.  

 

R. Meir says: he first disrobed and then  

sanctified his hands and feet.  

 

He then immerses in the ritual bath,  

and dresses in his white linen clothes,  

and sanctifies his hands and his feet.  

 

In the morning the High Priest wears  

Egyptian linen vestments, from a famous  

town in Egypt.  

 

In the afternoon he wears Indian linen.  

 

His clothes are publically funded, but  

he can definitely contribute of his own  

purse to enhance the beauty, value and  

quality of the vestments, all worn not  

for his glorification but for the glory of  

the office he holds.  

 

He is now ready to begin the holy day’s  

holy service. 

In  אזכיר גבורות : the High Priest walks to the 

Parvah chamber. 

 

A sheet of שש is drawn between him and the 

people. 

 

He sanctifies his hands and feet, immerses, 

dons his Linen vestments, and sanctifies his 

hands and feet again.3813 

In  אספר גדולות: the High Priest turns and goes 

to the Parvah Chamber. 

 

He sanctifies his hands and feet, immerses, 

dons his linen vestments, and sanctifies his 

hands and feet again.3814  

In  אתה כוננת : the High Priest rushes to the 

Parvah Chamber.  

 

He disrobes of his golden vestments. 

 

He sanctifies his hands and feet, immerses, 

dons his linen vestments, and sanctifies his 

hands and feet again.3815 

In  אז בדעת חקר: -the High Priest is led to the 

Parvah Chamber.  

 

A sheet is drawn between him and the people.  

 

He sanctifies his hands and feet, immerses, 

dons his linen vestments, and sanctifies his 

hands and feet again.3816 

  

                                                           
3813 Lines 191-192. 
3814 Line 30. 
3815 Lines 122-123. 
3816 Lines 99-100. 
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COMMENTS:  

- The Mishnah interjects the narrative with alternate rabbinic opinions. The narrative is 

interrupted, it sounds real and authentic, and it militates for rabbinic authority. The 

Talmud adds more particular information and offers more rabbinic discussions as well, 

based on the foundational Mishnah text, affirming it, continuing it, and asserting rabbinic 

authority both in the past and in the present.  

- The paytan generally accepts the choreography of the Avodah here. In the first three 

piyyutim, he implies that the High Priest needs no guiding hand, he is not “led” to the 

ritual bath chamber but goes there on his own. He has dominion over the Avodah. There 

are no rabbinic overseers in his narrative. Only in the fourth Piyyut the Paytan allows for 

the involvement of others, but he does not mention non-priestly participants, so one 

assumes the High Priest is led by his kin. The paytan asserts that the priests knew well 

what to do, how to act, when to act and where to go, and therefore, in nuance and through 

silence, he militates for priestly leadership both past and future.  

- In the first Piyyut the paytan again chooses  שש  over בוץ in speaking of the sheet that is 

drawn to guard the High Priest’s modesty and dignity. In the fourth Piyyut the sheet is 

just a sheet, and in the other two piyyutim there is no sheet at all. These are small details. 

The Avodah will soon take a turn for the dramatic and the poet is eager for his audience 

to leave the small details of ablution and focus on the “real deal.” The rabbis are 

maintaining a casuistic and legalistic tone, but as a poet the paytan has a different agenda. 

That is why he is not concerned at all with the provenance of linen, with the price of the 

priestly vestments. Those are “accounting matters,” best left for historians and jurists. A 

poet notes the beauty of the vestments, not their price.   
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Yoma 3:8 

YOMA 3:8 THE PAYTAN 

The High Priest approaches his bullock. 

The animal stood between the Sanctuary 

and the altar, its head to the south but its 

face turned westward.  

 

The High Priest stood on the east, his face 

turned westward, and there, he placed his 

hands on the bullock’s head. The High 

Priest confesses for his iniquities, 

transgressions and then for his sins and 

those of his own household, praying for 

God’s mercy, and citing Leviticus 16:30 

“ For on this day shall atonement be made 

for you, to cleanse you; from all your sins 

shall ye be clean before the LORD.” 

They respond with: ”Blessed be the name 

of His glorious kingdom for all eternity.” 

In  אזכיר גבורות : the High Priest turns to his 

bullock 

intended for a sin offering, standing between 

the Sanctuary and the altar.  

 

He places his hands upon the bullock’s head 

and 

confesses: for his sins, his iniquities and then 

for his transgressions.  

 

And the priests and the people, who were 

standing at the Courtyard kneeled and bowed 

before God when they heard His name spoken 

by the High Priest, and they all said: ”Blessed 

be the name of His glorious kingdom for all 

eternity.” And the High Priest declared: You 

have been cleansed. 3817  

 

In  אספר גדולות: the High Priest is like a groom, 

like the sun rising to the glory of God. He turns 

to his bullock, places his hands upon the 

bullock’s head, and confesses: for his sins, his 

iniquities and then for his transgressions.  

 

And the priests and the people, who were 

standing at the Courtyard kneeled and bowed 

before God when they heard His name spoken 

by the High Priest, and they all said: ”Blessed 

be the name of His glorious kingdom for all 

eternity.”3818 

                                                           
3817 Lines 193-203. 
3818 Lines 31-38. 
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YOMA 3:8 THE PAYTAN 

In  אתה כוננת : the ritually pure High Priest 

turns to his bullock, standing between the 

Sanctuary and the altar, he places his hands on 

the bullock’s head with heavy hands and with a  

heavy heart and confesses for his sins, his 

iniquities and then for his transgressions. 

 

And the priests and the people, who were 

standing at the Courtyard kneeled and bowed 

before God when they heard His name spoken 

by the High Priest, and they all said: ”Blessed 

be the name of His glorious kingdom for all 

eternity.”3819 

In  אז בדעת חקר: the High Priest turns to his 

bullock, which if of his own wealth and 

possessions (מיהונו).3820  

 

He stands between the Sanctuary and the altar, 

he places his hands on the bullock’s head with 

heavy hands and a heavy heart and confesses: 

for his sins, his iniquities and then for his 

transgressions.3821 

 

COMMENTS:  

- The High Priest needs to confess and find atonement for his sins and those of his own 

household, before he can proceed, cleansed, to the next stage of the Avodah. To atone he 

must sacrifice a bullock, his own3822. The Mishnah is quite specific about the 

choreography, the “face” of the bullock, the directionality in space of all the actors in the 

ritual drama. Those are all imagined data, all details intended to lend credibility to rabbinic 

memory and militate for rabbinic authority.  

                                                           
3819 Lines 124-134. 
3820 Line 101. 
3821 Lines 101-104. 
3822 Lev. 16:3. 
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- The Talmud3823 adds even more detailed information, pertaining to the décor of the temple. 

It names the benevolent donors who contributed to the beautification of the temple, and it 

describes the golden handles and the sumptuous setting, relying on oral tradition or other 

sources. The Talmud thus confirms the continuous nature of rabbinic literature and further 

militates for rabbinic authority, as we have seen throughout the narrative.  

- Citing Leviticus in his prayer, the High Priest confirms the link between the Mishnah and 

Leviticus. The Mishnah becomes an extension of scripture, part of it, continuous and 

harmonious with it; and the rabbis become direct and legitimate heirs to Moses and to the 

Word of God. This is in line with the statement in Tractate Avot 1:1 which claims a 

rabbinic connection to the hoary past of Israel: “Moses received the Torah from Sinai and 

transmitted it to Joshua, Joshua to the Elders, the Elders to the Prophets, and the Prophets 

transmitted it to the Men of the Great Assembly.” The direct line of transmission from God 

through to Moses and to the Sanhedrin speaks to the legitimate claim for rabbinic authority 

and presents the Mishnah as continuous with the Pentateuch, with the entire Hebrew Bible 

itself.  

- There is a Baraita3824 which suggests that the prayer spoken by the High Priest differed 

from the text which appears in this Yoma 3:8  The Mishnah here states that the High Priest 

confessed first of his iniquities (intentional offenses), then of his transgressions (offenses of 

a rebellious nature), and last of his sins (errors); the Baraita suggests that the order of these 

offenses was different: first the High Priest confessed for his sin, then the iniquities and last 

for his transgressions, moving from the “light” to the “heavy” offenses. The Baraita further 

                                                           
3823 Yerushalmi, Yoma, Folio 18 B, Chapter 3 halakha 8. 
3824 Yoma, Folio 36 B. 
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rules that the halakha, the way things ought to be, is according to the sages of the Baraita, 

not according to the tradition of R. Meir as it appears in Yoma 3:8. By changing the text 

and the order of confessions, the rabbis manipulate the memory of the past and a bend it to 

their needs, harmonizing the past with a later tradition. They thus cast themselves as central 

to the ritual, central to prayer in general, and central in the law-making endeavour which 

governs the traditional life.  

- In the paytan’s narrative the choreography is basically the same as it is in the rabbinic 

narrative, although he is less concerned with the minutia of spatiality, with the direction of 

the High Priest’s visage and with such imaginative elements of the drama. To him, the 

High Priest is glorious, he glows like a groom, like the sun, his office is the incarnate glory 

of God in action. The Paytan wishes to convey the sensory and emotive quality of the 

mystery, in order to make his audience feel the awesome drama, rather than understand it 

intellectually. The paytan does not dispute the rabbinic account, but he embellishes it 

poetically, as is his wont.  

- The order of offenses for which the High Priest confesses is different from the Mishnah 

Yoma 3:8, but in line with the Baraita order. Here the paytan seems to be aware of the 

halakhic dispute and he decides to toe the rabbinic line.  

- The addition of the section on the priests and the people in attendance, who kneel and bow 

before God as His name is called out, appears in Mishnah Yoma 6:2, only after the third 

confession made by the High Priest. The paytan maintains throughout the position that this 

participation by the priests and the people in the Courtyard in effect took place even after 

the first (and second) confession. There may be a different tradition at play here, or a 

redactive error, or a silence that speaks to yet other possible reasons.  I have not found a 
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corresponding narrative in the Mishnah or in the Palestinian Talmud. This is problematic, 

in view of the great detail and importance of the rabbinic discourse on the Avodah, and I 

have yet to find a solution to this problem.  

- In the fourth Piyyut the paytan employs the word הון [in a now “wrong” orthography, 

adding the letter Yod after the Mem, which before the standardization of Hebrew spelling 

sometime in the 7th century, was still considered acceptable] reference to the High Priest’s 

bullock.3825 This is yet another example of a “curious” lexical choice. The word הון appears 

18 times in the Hebrew Bible, denoting wealth and property. It never appears in the 

Mishnah and in other rabbinic texts it only appears in quotes from the bible.3826 In the 

Qumran literature this word appears no less than 110 times.3827 So why did the paytan 

choose this word? Why did he not simply say “his bullock,” like the Mishnah says? He 

could be choosing chose “fun and interesting” words, better to delight his audience; he too 

can be quoting scripture; he could be using a word oft spoken in his time and place; or he 

could be making a nuanced reference to Qumranic literature and to the ideology which 

animated it, namely the primacy of the priestly caste over rabbinic leadership. All these 

possibilities share a measure of plausibility, and yet they render the fourth piyyut different. 

 

  

                                                           
3825 Line 101. 
3826 Tosefta, BT, PT, Mekhilta, Gen. Rabba, Exod. Rabba, Lev. Rabba, Num. Rabba, Song of Solomon Rabba, Esther Rabba, 

and in Aggadic Midrashim. 
3827 Abegg, Bowley and Cook, The Dead Sea Scrolls Concordance, Vol. 1, The Non-Biblical Texts from Qumran.  
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Yoma 3:9-11 

YOMA 3:9 [and YOMA 3:10-11] THE PAYTAN 

The High Priest walks over to the eastern 

wing of the Courtyard, and positions 

himself north of the altar, opposite the 

gateway. He is flanked by his deputy on 

the right, and the head of his Clan3828 on 

his left. 

 

Two he-goats awaited the High Priest, and 

where they stood there was also a box 

containing two gold–coated boxwood lots, 

the gold covering of which was donated by 

[Yehoshua] Ben Gamla who is herein 

praised.  

 

People who contributed to the sumptuous 

vessels and décor of the temple are 

remembered as praiseworthy.3829  

 

People who are remembered with scorn are 

those who refused to share their learning 

and ritual specialization.3830 

In  אזכיר גבורות : the High Priest walks 

eastward to the Itton Gate, flanked by deputy 

priests.  

 

Two he-goats await him and there is a vessel 

containing two golden lots.3831  

 

In  אספר גדולות: the High Priest walks eastward 

to the Yessod Gate, where two he-goats await 

him.3832 

In  אתה כוננת : the High Priest, flanked by his 

deputy and the head of his Clan, position 

themselves at the Tiḥon Gate. Two he-goats 

await there and a box containing two golden 

lots.3833 

In  אז בדעת חקר: the High Priest walks to the 

Itton Gate, and positions himself north of the 

altar. He is flanked by his deputy and by the 

head of his Clan. There are two he-goats 

waiting for him, as well as a box containing 

two golden lots.3834  

  

                                                           
3828 The term Order refers to the priestly משמרות, the administrative division of Temple priests. The priestly workforce was 

divided into 24 Families, each responsible for the Temple rituals for the duration of one week, during which they were entitled 
to the meat of offerings. Every Order was divided into six family groups, or Clans, each accorded service on a different weekday. 
The watch switched on the Sabbath, as the outgoing Order and incoming Order shared the day’s sacrifices. See: Ben-Dov, 
“Mishmarot,” 958-960. 

3829 Ben Kattin, King Munbaz, Heleni the King’s mother, and Nikanor. 
3830 Beit Garmu, the bakers of sacrificial baked cakes; Beit Abtinas, the incense specialists who refused to share their secret 

know-how; Hugrass ben Levi who did not want to teach his musical compositions; Ben Kamtzar who was a scribe and 
calligrapher. 

3831 Lines 204-205. 
3832 Line 39. 
3833 Lines 135-136. 
3834 Lines 105-106. 
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COMMENTS:  

- The Avodah takes a more dramatic turn, following the Leviticus script. The Mishnah 

carefully inserts “real life” information about the appearance and provenance of the lots, 

continuing the effort toward literary verisimilitude intended to legitimate rabbinic 

authority.  

- The Mishnah “positions” the High Priest spatially, at a specific point within the sacred 

space. Orienting people within the temple space makes the site meaningful and legitimates 

the social hierarchy constructed by the rabbis.3835 The idealized constructed space of the 

temple in effect makes a claim on what contemporary social reality ought to be like. The 

rabbis assert their memory and telling of the sacred space as a contestation of power vis-à-

vis other groups vying for authenticity and authority.3836 Ritual action sanctifies the 

imagined space, and in turn draws the intellectual and religiously binding boundaries of the 

people. The interjection of an alternative rabbinic opinion lends the narrative an air of truth, 

the flavour of variability over time, and overall militates for rabbinic authority.  

- The Talmud3837 finds no less than seven names for the eastern gate which divides the 

priestly Courtyard [wherein only the priests and Levites could assemble] from the women’s 

Courtyard [wherein lay people could congregate]. The names are: Itton, Yessod 

[foundational], Tiḥon/Tavekh [central], Sur, Ḥarissit, Ḥadash [new], Elyon [upper]. The 

paytan selects three of these names, one for each of the first three piyyutim. In other words, 

he draws information from a rabbinic source, or from a common oral or other tradition,3838 

                                                           
3835 Cohn, The Memory of the Temple and the Making of the Rabbis, p. 74. 
3836 Ibid., p. 89. 
3837 Yerushalmi, Eiruvin, Chapter 5 halakha 1. 
3838 Tropper, “The state of Mishnah studies,” 97. 
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and as a literary craftsman, he embellishes his work with the various names, to create 

literary variety and impress his audience with his perspicacity and savvy.  

- The paytan accepts the rabbinic narrative and does not contest any of the details therein. He 

does not, however, concern himself with stories of men who were “remembered” as 

praiseworthy or as scornful, as does the Mishnah in Yoma 3:10-11. The Talmud and 

Mishnah further embellish the stories of the good, the bad and the ugly in Mishnah Tractate 

Shekalim 5:1, in Baraita Yoma 38:2, and retroject fantastic tales of miracle and wonder 

associated with each of the men and women here mentioned. The implication of course is 

that rabbinic memory is authentic, that rabbinic presence at the temple over many years 

was both central and ubiquitous, and that rabbinic conceptions of rituals are correct and 

binding.  
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Mishnah Yoma 4 

Yoma 4:1 

YOMA 4:1 THE PAYTAN 

The High Priest draws lots, one “For God” 

and one “To Azazel.”   

 

He is flanked by his deputy on his right 

and the head of his Clan on his left. They 

instruct him to raise his hand once he 

draws the lots.  

 

The High Priest assigns the lots to the he-

goats declaring their fate accordingly. R. 

Yishma’el disputes the declaration. The 

attending priests retort with: : ”Blessed be 

the name of His glorious kingdom for all 

eternity.” 

In  אזכיר גבורות : the High Priest draws lots, one 

“For God” and one for a he-goat who will die 

at the desert cliff.  

 

He is flanked by his deputy on his right and the 

head of his Clan on his left.  

 

He places the lots on the he-goats and cries in a 

very loud voice, declaring their fate.3839  

In  אספר גדולות: the High Priest draws lots for 

the two he-goats, “For God” and to 

damnation.3840 

In  אתה כוננת : the High Priest draws the two 

lots, one “For God” and the other “To Azazel.”  

 

He is flanked by his deputy on his right and the 

head of his Clan on his left. 

 

He calls out in a loud voice, declaring the fate 

of the he-goats. 3841 

In  אז בדעת חקר: the High Priest draws lots for 

the two he-goats, “For God” and to damnation. 

He so declares, speaking.  

 

He is flanked by his deputy on his right and the 

head of his Clan on his left.3842 

  

                                                           
3839 Lines 207-209. 
3840 Line 39. 
3841 Lines 137-140. 
3842 Lines 107-111. 
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COMMENTS:  

- The Mishnah builds variability into the design of the narrative. Some years, it claims, the 

lot raised with the High Priest’s right hand was “For God,” at different time he raised the 

“To Azazel” lot in his right hand. This implies that the ritual was repeated over many years, 

precisely as described in the Mishnah, despite the inevitable variability and contingencies. 

The iterative narration draws the diachronic limits of each individual event that has a 

beginning, middle and end, all synthetically described as abstract events [the High Priest 

drew lots: he stood at the northern edge of the altar, he drew lots, he declared them raising 

his hands]. By saying that sometimes he raised X in his right and sometimes he raised Y in 

his hand, the rabbis claim to have orchestrated all the collective “sometimes” of the past. 

The narrative also draws the diachronic limits of the entire series of events, it claims that 

the events began to be thus practiced in the desert, in the time of Moses and Aaron, and it 

claims that the rituals ceased only with the destruction of the temple. The allusion to the 

biblical past and to the central most seminal events and personalities spoken of in scripture, 

rabbinic literature asserts a seamless continuity, constant presence, continued authority, and 

the accuracy of rabbinic memory.3843 Rabbinic discourse follows a pattern of laying claim 

to specific power relations and of a claim to be at the top of the socio-political and religious 

hierarchy of Jewish society in Byzantine Palestine, and beyond it, both in terms of time and 

space. Rabbinic literature aims to standardize Jewish traditional life, and to stand at the 

helm as its primary authority.   

- Here the paytan follows the Mishnaic narrative, accepting it and only adding some auditory 

embellishments, whereas he describes the declaration of the results of the drawn lots as a 

                                                           
3843 Cohn, The Memory of the Temple and the Making of the Rabbis, 63-64. 
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yelling, a screaming, a loud voice. He is not concerned with diachronic limits of one kind 

or another, but focuses on the details of the ritual, describing it to his audience with as 

many literary and poetic sensory devices as he can. He makes the memory “come to life” as 

real, as factual, inviting the congregation to feel as though they are witnessing true events.  

  



808 

 

Yoma 4:2 

 

YOMA 4:2 THE PAYTAN 

The High Priest ties a red ribbon on the 

horns of the he-goat selected by lot to be 

cast “To Azazel.” He positions the he-goat 

facing the eastern gate. 

 

The High Priest positions the second he-

goat facing the abattoir.  

 

He returns once again to his own bullock, 

places his hands on the animal’s head, and 

confesses his iniquities, transgressions and 

sins, as well as those of the priestly caste 

“the Sons of Aaron.” Praying for God’s 

mercy, he cites Leviticus 16:30 “ For on 

this day shall atonement be made for you, 

to cleanse you; from all your sins shall ye 

be clean before the LORD.” 

They respond with: ”Blessed be the name 

of His glorious kingdom for all eternity.” 

 

In  אזכיר גבורות : the High Priest ties a crimson 

string to the head of the he-goat that is to be 

cast off.  

 

He returns to his own bullock, places his hands 

on the head of the animal and confesses, for his 

sins, his iniquities and then for his 

transgressions, and then for his fellow priests as 

well.   

 

And the priests and the people, who were 

standing at the Courtyard kneeled and bowed 

before God when they heard His name spoken 

by the High Priest, and they all said: ”Blessed 

be the name of His glorious kingdom for all 

eternity” And the High Priest declared: You 

have been cleansed.3844 

In  אספר גדולות: the High Priest ties both he-

goats with crimson threads and announces 

which one is to be cast off and which one is to 

be sacrificed at the temple.  

 

He returns to his own bullock, places his hands 

on the head of the animal and confesses, for his 

sins, his iniquities and then for his 

transgressions, and then for his fellow priests as 

well.   

 

And the priests and the people, who were 

standing at the Courtyard kneeled and bowed 

before God when they heard His name spoken 

by the High Priest, and they all said: ”Blessed 

be the name of His glorious  kingdom for all 

eternity.”3845 

                                                           
3844 Lines 209-220. 
3845 Lines 40-42. 
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YOMA 4:2 THE PAYTAN 

In  אתה כוננת : the High Priest turns to his own 

bullock, places his hands on the head of the 

animal with a heaviness of heart and mind, and 

confesses, for his sins, his iniquities and then 

for his transgressions, and then for his fellow 

priests as well.   

 

And the priests and the people, who were 

standing at the Courtyard kneeled and bowed 

before God when they heard His name spoken 

by the High Priest, and  they all said: ”Blessed 

be the name of His glorious kingdom for all 

eternity”3846  

In  אז בדעת חקר: the High Priest marks the two 

he-goats with crimson, allocating one for 

sacrifice and one to the desert cliffs. 

 

He then returns to his own bullock, places his 

hands on the head of the animal and confesses, 

for his sins, his iniquities and then for his 

transgressions, and then for his fellow priests as 

well.   

 

And the priests and the people, who were 

standing at the Courtyard kneeled and bowed 

before God when they heard His name spoken 

by the High Priest, and they all said: ”Blessed 

be the name of His glorious kingdom for all 

eternity.”3847 

 

COMMENTS:  

- Like in Yoma 3:8, the Mishnah describes the order of offenses in the High Priest’s 

confession, which the Baraita later disputes. Opinions also vary in the Talmud, asking if 

here the High Priest confesses twice, once for himself and once for his kin priests. The 

                                                           
3846 Lines 141-151. 
3847 Lines 111-113. 
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debates are in effect not about how things were in the temple, but how they ought to have 

been, militating for rabbinic authority, past and present as we have seen throughout the 

narrative.  

- Aside from employing some painterly images with poetic language, the paytan follows 

the Mishnah narrative with no deviation or disagreement. He does add, in all four 

piyyutim, the prayers and prostration of the priests and the people in attendance, a scene 

which is absent from the Mishnah narrative in the first two confessions. It represents new 

information, possibly gleaned from a different source.  
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Yoma 4:3 

YOMA 4:3 THE PAYTAN 

The High Priest slaughters his bullock.  

He receives the animal’s blood in a special 

vessel מזרק. 

 

He hands the blood to another priest who 

mixes it lest it coagulate. He places the 

vessel on the fourth level/stair of the 

Sanctuary, mixing the blood until the High 

Priest returns from offering the incense.  

 

The High Priest takes a brazier and 

ascends to the altar. He removes glowing 

embers from the inner pyre, descends and 

places the brazier on the fourth level/stair 

of the Sanctuary. 

In  אזכיר גבורות : the High Priest slaughters his                      

bullock, receives the blood and transfers it to 

be mixed lest it coagulate. He places the blood 

on the  stairs leading to the Sanctuary.  

 

The High Priest ascends to the altar with a 

golden brazier, draws coals from the western 

corner, descends and places the brazier on the 

floor level of the Courtyard, at the bottom of 

the stairs leading to the Sanctuary.3848  

In  אספר גדולות: the High Priest slaughters his                   

bullock.  A novice priest mixes the blood.  

 

The High Priest takes a golden brazier and 

draws glowing coals.3849 

In  אתה כוננת : the High Priest slaughters the 

bullock, receives its blood and orders that it be                    

mixed lest it  coagulate. He places the vessel 

containing the blood on the floor level of the                     

Courtyard, at the foot of the stairs leading to 

the Sanctuary.  

 

He ascends the altar, circumambulates it and 

holds a golden brazier into which he draws 

embers, and descends.3850 

In  אז בדעת חקר: the High Priest slaughters his                    

bullock, receives its blood into a vessel, 

another priest mixes the blood lest it 

coagulates. He places the vessel at the level of 

the Sanctuary.  

 

He ascends the altar, and from its western 

corner he draws burning glowing embers in a 

golden brazier.3851 

  

                                                           
3848 Lines 221-223. 
3849 Line 43. 
3850 Lines 152-154. 
3851 Lines 114-115. 
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COMMENTS:  

- Like in in Yoma 4:2, the paytan follows the Mishnaic script, changing nothing but the 

placement of the brazier, which the Paytan specifies was golden. According to Tractate 

Midot 3:6 there were 12 stairs leading from the priestly Courtyard to the Sanctuary. The 

paytan and the Mishnah seem to be in a dispute over the precise placement of the brazier 

on these stairs, whereas the Mishnah asserts it was placed on the fourth step, and the 

paytan, at least in first and third piyyutim, claims it was placed on the floor level of the 

Courtyard, at the foot of the stairs. It is not clear which sources the Paytan draws upon for 

this information.  

- The apparent difference between the two narratives concerning the type of brazier used in 

the ritual [The paytan insists on a golden brazier whereas Yoma 4:3 remains silent about 

its description] is resolved in Yoma 4:4, where the Mishnah explains in detail the 

difference between daily ritual and the Yom Kippur ritual vessels.  
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Yoma 4:4 

YOMA 4:4 THE PAYTAN 

The daily brazier: was made of silver, was 

heavy, contained 4 measures of volume 

and was then transferred to a smaller gold 

brazier made of “green” (lesser) gold with 

a short handle. The daily incense was 

divided into two portions, one for the 

morning service and one for the afternoon 

service. The daily incense was finely 

ground.  

 

The Yom Kippur brazier: was smaller in 

volume, there was no need to transfer its 

contents to another brazier as it was made 

of good quality “red” gold, it was light and 

had a long handle. The incense was 

particularly and exceptionally finely 

ground, and heaps were added by hand to 

the premeasured portion.  

 

Opinions of R. Yosse and R. Menaḥem are 

interjected regarding these details. 

In  אזכיר גבורות : minor priests bring a censer to                 

the  High Priest and a vessel  containing  

exceptionally finely ground incense.3852  

In  אספר גדולות: ---  

In  אתה כוננת : the incense was exceptionally                                         

finely ground.3853 

In  אז בדעת חקר: the incense was exceptionally                      

finely ground.3854  

 

COMMENTS:  

- The Mishnah speaks in great detail and with sensory additions, to lend its narrative 

verisimilitude and a legalistic tone which denotes not so much how the ritual was 

performed, but how it ought to have been performed. The details buttress the rabbinic 

claim that all temple ritual was controlled by their predecessors, that rabbinic memory is 

accurate, and that rabbinic authority therefore stems from the re-imagined narrative.  

                                                           
3852 Line 224. 
3853 Line 155. 
3854 Line 117. 
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- The interjection of opinions further underscores the verisimilitude of the text and, with it, 

rabbinic claims to contemporary authority and exclusive political-social-religious 

leadership.  

- The paytan is not concerned with the technical details that differentiate the daily temple 

vessels from the vessels used on Yom Kippur. He is focus only on the Yom Kippur ritual, 

better to inform his audience. He agrees with the Mishnah that the incense used in the 

ritual was particularly fine, in line with the evaluation of the Day of Awe as a solemn, 

special day whose rituals were exceptionally well appointed and attended to. This may be 

a tradition [shared by both the Mishnah and the Paytan] grounded in some reality, or a 

harmonized tradition that synthesizes contemporary values with past traditions and 

imagined or recreated memories of the temple.  
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Yoma 4:5-6 

YOMA 4:5-6 THE PAYTAN 

In the daily service: priests ascended the 

altar on the east and descended on the 

west. On Yom Kippur the High priest 

ascended the altar and descended 

therefrom in the middle of the ramp.  

 

In the daily service: the High priest 

sanctified his hands and feet in a laver at 

the Courtyard. On Yom Kippur a golden 

laver was used.  

 

In the daily service four sets of wood for 

the pyre were used. ON Yom Kippur a 

fifth set was used, for the incense burnt 

within the Sanctuary.  

 

Several opinions of various rabbis are 

included in the narrative. 

In  אזכיר גבורות : --- 

In  אספר גדולות: --- 

In  אתה כוננת : --- 

In  אז בדעת חקר: --- 

 

COMMENTS:  

- The legalistic, casuistic tone of the Mishnah claims an accurate memory, control over all 

the ritual practices at the temple [year round and on Yom Kippur] throughout the years of 

the temple’s existence [affirming the diachronic limits of the day’s ritual from morning to 

eve, and the diachronic limits of the temple service as a whole, spanning centuries and 

centuries, deep into the hoary biblical past].3855 Interjected opinions lend an air of 

veracity to the narrative. The Talmud3856 goes into greater detail still, claiming a 

continuous tradition based on the Mishnah text.  

                                                           
3855 Cohn, The Memory of the Temple and the Making of the Rabbis, 63. 
3856 Yerushalmi Yoma, Folio 22 B, Chapter 4 halakha 4. 
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- The Paytan is not interested in these details and sidesteps the legalistic matters, of how 

the ritual ought to have been performed. He is only concerned with the synthetic 

abstraction of the Yom Kippur ritual, its theatre and splendour, to be evoked in rhyme 

and meter for his audience.  
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Mishnah Yoma 5 

Yoma 5:1 

YOMA 5:1 THE PAYTAN 

The High Priest places the brazier on the 

fourth stair leading to the Sanctuary.  

 

An empty golden censer is brought to him.  

 

A brazier-full of exceptionally finely 

ground incense is brought forth from the 

Abtinas Chamber. He takes a fistful of 

incense, places it in the censer, holding it 

in his left hand. He holds the brazier in his 

right hand, because it is heavy.  

 

He walks westward until he reaches the 

two curtains: one for the Sanctuary and 

one curtain for the Holy of Holies, between 

which curtains is a space of one cubit.  

 

R. Yosse claims there was only a single  

curtain [based on Exodus 26:33], but the 

Mishnah disagrees. It says there was one 

curtain, divided into two sections, one 

gathered to the south [left] and one to the 

north [right].  

 

The High Priest walks, holding the brazier 

in his right hand and the censer in his left. 

He enters the Holy of Holies, turns 

southward [left], he walks over to the Ark, 

his left hand on the side of the curtain.  

 

In  אזכיר גבורות : the High Priest holds the 

censer in his left hand and the brazier in his 

right hand.  

 

He crosses his hands, placing the right hand 

over the left, turns left in the Sanctuary and 

walks over to the [single] curtain leading to the 

Holy of Holies.   

 

He walks between the walls of the Sanctuary, 

from south to north, until he reaches the Ark. 

The two staves of the Ark pressed upon the 

curtain, blocking the path, and forming the 

shape of womanly breasts.  

 

The High Priest, strong as he was, draws the 

curtain and stands motionless between the 

staves of the Ark. When the Ark no longer 

stood in the Holy of Holies, the High Priest 

stood in the place where the Ark once stood, 

for this is the cornerstone of creation, the centre 

of the earth itself. He put the brazier there, on 

the stone.  

 

He adds incense to the brazier and as the smoke 

rises, the High Priest turns around and leaves 

the Holy of Holies.  

 

He prays briefly for the people, in the 

Sanctuary.3857 

                                                           
3857 Lines 225-232. 
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YOMA 5:1 THE PAYTAN 

He reaches the place of the Ark [Second 

Temple], places the brazier between the 

place of the two staves of the Ark [when it 

was still in the temple].  

 

He scoops incense from the censer with his  

two hands, places it on the glowing coals 

on the brazier, and the Sanctuary is filled 

with smoke.  

 

He exits backwards to the Sanctuary, and 

prays briefly, lest he the people to be 

apprehensive. 

In  אספר גדולות: the High Priest, having placed 

a handful of incense in the censer and holds the                         

censer in his left hand.  

 

He stands between the staves, places the 

incense on glowing coals, and fills the 

Sanctuary with smoke.  

 

He prays briefly in supplication, in the 

Sanctuary.3858 

In  אתה כוננת : the High Priest receives a golden 

censer and a Maguess containing finely ground 

incense. He takes a handful of incense and 

places it in the censer, holding the censer in his 

left hand and the brazier in his right hand.  

 

He walks within the walls of the Sanctuary and 

reaches the [single] curtain before the Ark. He 

places the brazier between the staves of the 

Ark, and once the Ark no longer stood in the 

temple, he placed it on the foundation stone.  

 

He piles incense onto the brazier, and once the 

Sanctuary is filled with smoke, he turns around 

and exits the Holy of Holies.  

 

He rushes to pray briefly, so as not to 

“tyrannize” the holy people.3859  

                                                           
3858 Lines 44-45. 
3859 Lines 155-160. 
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YOMA 5:1 THE PAYTAN 

In  אז בדעת חקר:  the High Priest receives a 

golden censer and a Maguess containing finely 

ground incense. He takes a handful of incense 

and places it in the censer, holding the censer in 

his left hand and the brazier in his right hand.  

 

He enters the Sanctuary, and walks between the 

two curtains, he stands at the northern end 

[right side], turns to the south [left] and walks 

until the middle of the Sanctuary. When the 

Ark still stood in the temple, the High Priest 

“met” the two staves there.  

 

He draws the curtain forcefully and stands 

before the foundation stone of the world. 

There, he places the brazier, places incense on 

its glowing embers, and as the Sanctuary is 

filled with smoke, he turns around and exits the 

Holy of Holies.  

 

He prays briefly in the Sanctuary, lest the 

people be frightened.3860 

 

COMMENTS:  

- The Mishnah narrative here is at its most imaginative. Only the High Priest could have 

been present in the Holy of Holies, no witnesses could have reported, even second hand, 

the particular elements of the ritual.3861 The High Priest was alone in the Holy of Holies. 

But the interpretive paradigm of the rabbis continues. They interject rabbinic oversight 

even where it was spatially impossible, extending their supervisory capacity and their 

presence into the sacred most domain, because the boundaries in the temple were not 

only physical but political as well. Mishnaic texts imagine compliance with “correct” 

                                                           
3860 Lines 116-123. 
3861 Lev. 16:17. 
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rabbinic law, they lay claim to the right and authority to construct the outline and content 

of authentic Jewishness, excluding all other forms thereof. Their asserted centrality in the 

temple is extrapolated from and extended to a claim for centrality in all aspects of 

traditional life. It is an innovation. Spatial centrality corresponds with the highest levels 

of sacrality, radically changing and reconfiguring the historic temple space, displacing 

the priests’ dominion, and claiming ownership of the temple entire in the process. This in 

turn grants the rabbis the right to play a decisive role in society, to determine practice and 

to be the arbiters of correct conduct.3862 

- Once again, the literary trope of interjecting the narrative with “debate” and differing 

opinions, lends the text an air or verisimilitude and factuality.  

- In the last sentence of the Mishnah, the people of Israel are imagined as anxiously 

waiting on the outer Courtyard, for the High Priest to exit the Holy of Holies. They would 

be apprehensive if he stayed there too long. Did he make a mistake? Did he nullify the 

redemptive meaning of the ritual? It is not clear how the people in the outer Courtyard 

would have known, let alone seen, the High Priest had completed his service in the Holy 

of Holies. The Mishnah leaves the “line of sight” matter unclear, possibly because the 

narrative as a whole is imagined, abstract, synthetic, and didactic rather than factual.  

- The paytan generally follows the Mishnaic script. The main details of the theatre are the 

same in both the Mishnah and the piyyutim. The Paytan’s choreography differs slightly 

from the Mishnah’s in this dramatic scene. The Mishnah describes the High Priest 

leaving the Holy of Holy walking backwards, as one would upon taking leave of a king. 

                                                           
3862 Cohn, The Memory of the Temple and the Making of the Rabbis, 87-89. 
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The paytan describes the High Priest turning around and taking leave, his back to the 

place of the Ark. Two traditions appear to be at play here.  

- In the first Piyyut the paytan “paints” the High Priest walking, his arms crossed [the 

Mishnah and the Talmud do not mention this]. It is not clear which source the paytan 

draws this gesture from. It may be a priestly tradition, an oral tradition, or an affectation 

of poetic license. The image of the staves pushing against the curtain like breasts is 

particularly evocative and would doubtless have impressed the audience, adding a 

titillating image and emotive layer to the sensory-rich narrative. People could easily 

imagine the shape and picture the scene, and the talk of breasts would surely have helped 

perk the ears of men in the audience. Hey, I can almost hear them whisper, this is not 

such a boring poem after all… Talk about figurative language! 

- The Paytan both edifies and entertains. His High Priest is “strong” in the first and fourth 

poems. His elevated socio-religious status is expressed physically. A nice poetic trope. 

- In all but the fourth Piyyut, the paytan agrees with the description of there being a single 

curtain dividing the Sanctuary and the Holy of Holies3863. In the fourth he asserts two 

curtains and imagines the High Priest walking in the space between the two. The fourth 

piyyut is, in broad terms, closer than the others to the Mishnah in this segment.  

- In the second, third and fourth piyyutim the paytan uses a different term for the brazier of 

incense. He calls it a מגס [Maguess]. The Mishnah in Yoma 6:7 employs this term with a 

slightly different spelling  describing a different ritual vessel, related to the [Maguiss]  מגיס

sacrifice on the main altar of the limbs of the bullock and the he-goat. The Talmud3864 

                                                           
3863 See also: Tosefta Yoma 51:1. 
3864 Yerushalmi, Yoma, Folio 22 B Chapter 5 halakha 1. 



822 

 

debates whether a Maguiss was a vessel used on holy days or on profane days of the 

week. It is obvious the term was in common circulation, but I am not certain any of the 

rabbis and paytanim of the time knew precisely the nature and function of this and other 

temple-related technical terms.  
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Yoma 5:2 

YOMA 5:2 THE PAYTAN 

After the Ark was taken from the temple 

[after the destruction of the First temple]. 

The High Priest used to place the brazier 

with incense on the place where the Ark 

once stood. There was a stone there “since 

the days of the early prophets” which 

tradition held that it was the foundation 

stone of the world. The stone rose about 

three fingers from the floor of the Holy of 

Holies. 

In  אזכיר גבורות : ---  

In  אספר גדולות: ---  

In  אתה כוננת : ---  

In  אז בדעת חקר:  --- 

 

COMMENTS:  

- The sages could not agree about the location of the pilfered Ark. Some thought it was 

taken to Babylon,3865 others thought it was hidden by King Josiah,3866 but in any event the 

Mishnah holds that by the time of the Second Temple there was no longer an Ark in the 

temple. The ritual proceeded as if there was one.  

- The early prophets cited in the Mishnah are traditionally thought to be Samuel and 

David.3867 In terms of the general effort to establish the bona fides and long-term 

omnipresence and importance of the rabbis, going back to King David links scripture to 

the present and one of the most seminal figures to the rabbis, buttressing the rabbinic 

claim to legitimate continuous authority.  

- The paytan incorporates these traditions into his piyyutim, as we have seen above. In this, 

he accepts the Mishnaic narrative.   

  

                                                           
3865 Based on 2 Chron. 36:10. 
3866 BT Yoma 53B and 54A. 
3867 PT Sotah, 48 B. 
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Yoma 5:3 

YOMA 5:3 THE PAYTAN 

The High Priest takes the blood from the 

minor priest who has been continuously 

mixing it and returns and enters the Holy 

of Holies. He stands at the place of the 

Ark, between the two staves and flicks the 

blood with his finger, once upward and 

seven times downward, on the Kapporet 

[the cover of the Ark, or the place of the 

cover of the Ark in the Ark’s absence].3868 

As he did so, he counted the sprinklings in 

a particular manner.  

 

He exits the Holy of Holies and places the 

vessel מזרק containing the bullock’s blood, 

on a golden stand in the Sanctuary. 

In  אזכיר גבורות :  The High Priest takes the 

blood  from the minor priest who has been 

continuously mixing it, and returns and enters 

the Holy of Holies.  He stands at the place of 

the Ark, between the two staves and flicks the 

blood with his finger, once upward and seven 

times downward, on the Kapporet [the cover of 

the Ark, or the place of the cover of the Ark in 

the Ark’s absence]. As he did so, he counted 

the sprinklings in a particular manner.  

 

He exits the Holy of Holies and places the 

vessel מזרק containing the bullock’s blood, on a            

golden stand in the Sanctuary.3869 

In  אספר גדולות:  The High Priest rushes and 

takes the blood from the minor priest who has 

been continuously mixing it, and returns and 

enters the Holy of Holies. He stands at the 

place of the Ark, between the two staves and 

flicks the blood with his finger, once upward 

and seven times downward, on the Kapporet 

[the cover of the Ark, or the place of the cover 

of the Ark in the Ark’s absence].  As he did so, 

he counted the sprinklings in a particular 

manner.  

 

He exits the Holy of Holies and places the 

vessel מזרק containing the bullock’s blood, on a 

golden stand in the Sanctuary.3870 

                                                           
3868 Lev. 16:14. 
3869 Lines 233-238. 
3870 Lines 46-47. 
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YOMA 5:3 THE PAYTAN 

In  אתה כוננת :  The High Priest says to the 

minor priest: “Give me the blood of the 

bullock.” He takes the blood from the minor 

priest who has been continuously mixing it, and 

returns and enters the Holy of Holies. He 

stands at the place of the Ark, between the two 

staves and flicks the blood with his finger, once 

upward and seven times downward, on the 

Kapporet [the cover of the Ark, or the place of 

the cover of the Ark in the Ark’s absence]. As 

he did so, he counted the sprinklings in a 

particular manner.  

 

He exits the Holy of Holies and places the 

vessel  מזרק containing the bullock’s blood, on 

a golden stand in the Sanctuary.3871 

In  אז בדעת חקר:   The minor priest who has 

been continuously mixing the blood of the 

bullock, hands it to the High Priest. The High 

Priest returns and enters the Holy of Holies. He 

stands in front of the place of the Kapporet, 

between the two staves and flicks the blood 

with his finger, once upward and    seven times 

downward, on the Kapporet [the cover  of the 

Ark, or the place of the cover of the Ark in  the 

Ark’s absence]. As he did so, he counted the 

sprinklings in a particular manner.  

 

He exits the Holy of Holies and places the 

vessel מזרק containing the bullock’s blood, on a 

golden stand in the Sanctuary.3872 

  

                                                           
3871 Lines 161-163. 
3872 Lines 124-126. 
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COMMENTS:  

- The two narratives are all but identical, save for the lexical embellishments of the Paytan. 

He also adds some theatrical dialogue between the High Priest and the minor priest in the 

third piyyut, better to animate the dynamic drama of the ritual for his listeners.  
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Yoma 5:4 

YOMA 5:4 THE PAYTAN 

The High Priest exits to the priestly 

Courtyard. 

 

The he-goat chosen by lot “For God” is 

brought to him. The High Priest slaughters 

it and collects its blood in the זרק bowl.  

 

He enters the Holy of Holies, and stands 

on the place between the two staves. He 

flicks the blood with his finger on the 

Kapporet or on the place of the Kapporet, 

once upwards and seven times downward, 

counting out loud as he sprinkles the 

blood.  

 

He exits the Holy of Holies and places the  

vessel containing the blood of the he-goat 

on the second stand [R. Judah argues there 

was only one].  

 

He takes the blood of the bullock and 

flicks it with his finger on the curtain 

behind which stood the Ark, flicking the 

blood once upwards and seven time 

downward, counting out loud. 

 

He takes the blood of the he-goat and 

flicks it with his finger on the curtain 

behind which stood the Ark, flicking the 

blood once upwards and seven time 

downward, counting out loud. 

 

He mixes the blood of the bullock and the 

blood of the he-goat by twice emptying the 

 vessels into one another. 

 In אזכיר גבורות :  the paytan restates the  

Mishnah narrative, almost verbatim.3873  

In  אספר גדולות:  the High Priest slaughters the                 

he-goat and does with it as he did with the 

blood of the bullock, sprinkling each of the 

bloods on the Kapporet in the Holy of Holies. 
3874 

In  אתה כוננת :  the paytan restates the Mishnah  

narrative, almost verbatim.3875 

In  אז בדעת חקר:   the paytan restates the 

Mishnah narrative, almost verbatim.3876 

                                                           
3873 Lines 238-244. 
3874 Line 48. 
3875 Lines 161-168. 
3876 Lines 125-128. 
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COMMENTS:  

- The blood of the bullock and the blood of the he-goat have now become ritual detergents. 

They are purifying agents that sanctify specific areas and structures in the Holy of Holies 

and in the sanctuary of the temple.  

- The Mishnah is again imaginative and specific, continuing the endeavour for 

verisimilitude and realism, even though the historic ritual was hidden from view of all but 

the High Priest. The Mishnah draws on scripture and expands the text, retrojecting 

rabbinic oversight and control of temple rituals, challenging priestly authority, and 

claiming hierarchic hegemony and socio-political-religious authority, past and present.   

- In the second Piyyut the paytan states that the blood of the bullock and the blood of the 

he-goat were sprinkled on the Kapporet [the cover of the Ark], not on the curtain. Aharon 

Mirsky claims that this is an example of an error in transcription. For the spelling of the 

two words is similar and possibly confusing for some scribes. The Kapporet is:  כפרת and 

the curtain is: פרכת. the words are similar enough to cause potential confusion.3877 This is 

a plausible explanation. Another possible explanation may be that another tradition 

informs this particular Piyyut. It is a less plausible explanation, given the Paytan’s 

evident mastery of the Avodah. He consistently keeps the narrative similar, changing a 

few words between them to lend lexical variety and some poetic flare to impress his 

audience with his verbal pyrotechnics. He never contradicts himself so blatantly. In three 

of the four piyyutim he maintains that the curtain was ritually purifies, and only in one he 

deviates from the scenario significantly. I therefore tend to concur with Mirsky in this 

case.  

                                                           
3877 Mirsky, The Paytan Poems, 209. 
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- In the third Piyyut the paytan describes two stands for the vessels containing the blood of 

the two sacrificed animals. In the other piyyutim, he mentions only one.  
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Yoma 5:5 

YOMA 5:5 THE PAYTAN 

The High Priest exits the Holy of Holies 

and walks over to the golden altar [the 

incense altar], and purifies it [with the 

mixture of bloods].  

 

He begins in the north-eastern corner and 

walks around the altar counter-clockwise, 

sprinkling the blood upward and 

downward the four corners of the altar. 

 

Rabbis debate the direction of 

circumambulation and the direction of the 

sprinkling.  

 

In  אזכיר גבורות :  the High Priest exits to purify                      

the golden altar.  

 

He begins in the north-eastern corner and walks 

around the altar counter-clockwise, sprinkling 

the blood upward and downward seven times 

on each of the four corners of the altar, 

counting out loud.3878 

In  אספר גדולות:  the High Priest exits to purify 

the golden altar.  

 

He sprinkles the four corners of the altar with 

the mixed bloods, flicking upward and 

downward seven times, seven times on each of 

the four corners of the altar counting out 

loud.3879 

In  אתה כוננת :  the High Priest exits to purify 

the golden altar. He sprinkles the four corners 

of the altar with the mixed bloods, flicking 

upward and downward seven times seven times 

on each of the four corners of the altar, 

counting out loud.3880 

In  אז בדעת חקר:   the High Priest exits to purify 

the golden altar. He sprinkles the four corners 

of the altar with the mixed bloods, flicking 

upward and downward seven times seven times 

on each of the four corners of the altar, 

counting out loud.3881 

 

 

COMMENTS:  

- The poetic narrative mirrors the Mishnah almost exactly. 

  

                                                           
3878 Lines 243-244. 
3879 Lines 49-50. 
3880 Lines 168-170. 
3881 Line 129. 
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Yoma 5:6 

YOMA 5:6 THE PAYTAN 

The High Priest sprinkles blood on the 

surface of the golden altar. 

 

The remaining blood solution [from the 

golden altar’s purification] is cast on the 

western foundation of the main altar [in the 

Priestly Courtyard], and the remaining 

blood solution [from the purification of the 

main altar] is cast on the southern 

foundation of the main altar.  

Both solutions mix in the duct [at the base 

of the altar] and they flow to the Kidron 

river where they are sold to farmers as 

fertilizer. 

In  אזכיר גבורות :  the High Priest casts the 

remaining blood at the [western] base of the 

altar, facing the door of the Sanctuary.3882 

In  אספר גדולות:  --- 

In  אתה כוננת :  --- 

In  אז בדעת חקר:   --- 

 

COMMENTS:  

- The poetic narrative in the first piyyut mirrors the Mishnah almost exactly. The other 

piyyutim do not deal with the casting of the blood solution remaining. The paytan is not 

interested in the mercantile aspects of the effluent bloods, nor with the housework at the 

temple. To him the temple is more of an abstraction, and abstractions do not need 

cleaning. For the rabbis, eager to construct a sacred space and claim essential 

involvement therein, housework and cleaning serve to enhance the verisimilitude 

conveyed in the narrative.  

 

  

                                                           
3882 Line 245. 
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Yoma 5:7 

YOMA 5:7 THE PAYTAN 

The High Priest must follow the prescribed 

ritual without error. If he makes a mistake, 

or changes any of its components, he must 

begin the entire Avodah from the 

beginning.  

In  אזכיר גבורות :  --- 

In  אספר גדולות:  --- 

In  אתה כוננת :  --- 

In  אז בדעת חקר:   --- 

 

COMMENTS:  

- The rabbis make one of the boldest claims in this Mishnah. Yoma 5:7 echoes Midot 5:4 

where the rabbis say: “The rabbis [of the temple court] made a celebration when they 

found no fault with one of the Sons of Aaron the Priest. And thus, they exalted and 

prayed- Blessed be the Lord God that no fault has been found with one of the scions of 

Aaron and blessed be the Lord God that He chose Aaron and his sons to stand and serve 

before God in the Holy of Holies at the Temple.” 

- The priestly caste is cast as servile and subject to rabbinic supervision. And the rabbis, 

whose stringent application o and interpretation of the Law is correct, binding and all but 

timeless, celebrate and make merry when their edicts are followed without error, a rare 

occurrence indeed. For without rabbinic law-making and oversight, the temple itself 

would be excoriated of meaning, its rituals would be null and void, and the people would 

stand bereft of a guided and authentic relationship with God. Indeed, the people’s 

relationship with God is preserved only thanks to the indefatigable explication of Torah 

by the rabbis.  
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- Even though historically speaking the rabbis were not the most powerful group within 

Jewish Roman society, and even though there is no evidence that the people sought their 

advice or heeded its directives, the rabbis hoped to be most powerful. In writing about the 

temple, in dismissing the priestly caste and its claims to authentic leadership, the rabbis 

crafted an imagined collective memory, arguing for authority and authenticity as 

meaning-makers and law-makers.3883 The enterprise was eventually successful, as we 

know, but the evidence of the effort invested in this rabbinic enterprise is indicative of the 

competition they faced, even though the echoes of this competition have faded over 

centuries of rabbinic control and active recention.3884 The discursive power play, as 

Foucault would have perceived it,3885 is at its most evident in this Mishnah. The dialogue 

with the priestly group, governed by a strategy of exclusion, is the site for a political 

contest for power, authority and leadership. Power here is defined in the process and 

substance of narrative production, whereas rabbinic leadership is framed and constituted 

by power relations in Byzantine Palestinian Jewish society.  

  

                                                           
3883 Cohn, The Memory of the Temple and the Making of the Rabbis, 3-5. 
3884 Tropper, “The state of Mishnah studies,” 93. 
3885 Mills, Discourse, 11-18 (citing Michael Foucault). 
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Mishnah Yoma 6 

Yoma 6:1 

YOMA 6:1 THE PAYTAN 

The Mishnah discusses the two he-goats 

which have had their fate ascribed to them 

by lots.  

 

They preferably have to be of equal size 

and appearance. It is best to keep the he-

goats alive and well before the Yom 

Kippur ritual. Should one animal die, a 

replacement must be found, bearing the 

same fate as its forerunner. Unless the 

animal dies during the performance of the 

ritual, in which case the rabbis have 

different positions.  

In  אזכיר גבורות :  --- 

In  אספר גדולות:  --- 

In  אתה כוננת :  --- 

In  בדעת חקר אז :   --- 

 

COMMENTS:  

- The Mishnah here not only engages in “idle” legalism. It echoes the discussion in the first 

Mishnah in Tractate Yoma, where the rabbinic court members of the Sanhedrin are said 

to have debated the High Priest’s purity, longevity, and the possibility of his demise, 

which would necessitate a lieutenant, possibly a new wife et cetera. There is a subtle, 

almost imperceptible mirroring of the he-goat and the High Priest in this current 

Mishnah. Both the he-goat and the High Priest are essential for the efficacious 

performance of the ritual, both are under strict rabbinic supervision, but both are entirely 

replaceable. The High Priest is reduced to a cog in a machine operated and overseen by 

the rabbis, much as the he-goat is perceived. The objectification and devaluation of the 

High Priest, levelling as it were his hierarchic and ritual status to that of a sacrificial he-

goat, diminishes and dispenses with potential priestly claims to leadership. This Mishnah, 
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therefore, deals not really with the he-goats or other animal-husbandry matters, but in 

effect with the High Priest and fundamentally with rabbinic claims to authority and 

leadership of the people entire.  

- The Paytan is quite silent about these issues. Is he ignoring the he-goat debate because he 

is not a jurist? Is he silent because discussion of casuistic matters would sidetrack his 

audience from the main event of the day? Is he subtly disagreeing with the rabbinic 

discourse, and is he then a proponent and supporter of priestly claims to religious 

leadership? It is always problematic to decipher the meaning of silence and always a 

tenuous scholarly practice to make assumptions and extrapolate conclusions from silence. 

I only raise the questions here to point at the polyvalent nature of silent narrative, and to 

the tantalizing riches that await the patient researcher who will pick up this particular 

glove.  
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Yoma 6:2 

YOMA 6:2 THE PAYTAN 

The High Priest approaches the he-goat 

that is to be cast off, places his hands on 

the he-goat and confesses.  

 

The High Priest confesses the iniquities, 

transgressions and sins of the people of 

Israel, praying for God’s mercy, and citing 

Leviticus 16:30 “ For on this day shall 

atonement be made for you, to cleanse 

you; from all your sins shall ye be clean 

before the LORD.” 

 

And the priests and the people, who were 

standing at the Courtyard kneeled and 

bowed, prostrating themselves before God 

when they heard His name spoken by the 

High Priest, and they all said: ”Blessed be 

the name of His glorious kingdom for all 

eternity.” 

In  אזכיר גבורות :  then, after that, the High 

Priest confessed for us, placing his hands on 

the he-goat, supplicating on our behalf.  

 

He confesses the transgressions, iniquities and 

sins of the people of Israel,  praying for God’s 

mercy, and citing Leviticus 16:30 “ For on this 

day shall atonement be made for you, to 

cleanse you; from all your sins shall ye be 

clean before the LORD.” 

 

And the priests and the people, who were 

standing at the Courtyard kneeled and bowed, 

prostrating themselves before God when they 

heard His name spoken by the High Priest, and 

they all said: ”Blessed be the name of His 

glorious kingdom for all eternity.” 

 

And then he announced to the people-you have 

been cleansed.3886  

                                                           
3886 Lines 246-254. 
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YOMA 6:2 THE PAYTAN 

In   גדולותאספר :  and then  the High Priest 

approaches the he-goat that is to be cast off, 

places his hands on the he-goat and confesses.  

 

The High Priest confesses the sins, iniquities 

and transgressions of the people of Israel, 

praying for God’s mercy, and citing Leviticus 

16:30 “For on this day shall atonement be 

made for you, to cleanse    you; from all your 

sins shall ye be clean efore the LORD.” 

 

And the priests and the people, who were 

standing at the Courtyard kneeled and bowed, 

prostrating themselves before God when they 

heard His name spoken by the High Priest, and 

they all said: ”Blessed be the name of His 

glorious kingdom for all eternity.”3887 

In  אתה כוננת :   and then  the High Priest 

approaches the he-goat that is to be cast off, 

places his hands on the he-goat and confesses.  

 

The High Priest confesses the sins, iniquities 

and transgressions of the people of Israel, 

praying for God’s mercy, and citing Leviticus 

16:30 “ For on this day shall atonement be 

made for you, to cleanse you; from all your sins 

shall ye be clean before the  LORD.” 

 

And the priests and the people, who were 

standing at the Courtyard kneeled and bowed, 

prostrating themselves before God when they 

heard His name spoken by the High Priest, and 

they all said: ”Blessed be the name of His 

glorious kingdom for all eternity.” And the 

High Priest adds: “God, in Your infinite mercy, 

forgive the community of Jesurun.”3888 

                                                           
3887 Lines 51-52. 
3888 Lines 171-179. 
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YOMA 6:2 THE PAYTAN 

In  אז בדעת חקר:    The High Priest approaches 

the he-goat that is to be cast off, places his 

hands on the he-goat and confesses.  

 

The High Priest confesses the iniquities, 

transgressions and sins of the people of Israel, 

praying for God’s mercy, and citing Leviticus 

16:30 “ For on this day shall atonement be 

made for you, to cleanse you; from all your sins 

shall ye be clean before the LORD.” 

 

And the priests and the people, who were 

standing at the Courtyard kneeled and bowed, 

prostrating themselves before God when they 

heard His name spoken by the High Priest, and 

they all said: ”Blessed be the name of His 

glorious kingdom for all eternity.” 

 

COMMENTS:  

- The Mishnah here, for the first time, portrays the public prostration in response to the High 

Priest’s confession and mention of the Tetragrammaton. 

- I repeat my comment first made regarding Yoma 3:8 here: The addition of the section on 

the priests and the people in attendance, who kneel and bow before God as His name is 

called out, appears in Mishnah Yoma 6:2, only after the third confession made by the High 

Priest. The paytan maintains throughout his oeuvre the position that this participation by 

the priests and the people in the Courtyard in effect took place even after the first (and 

second, see Yoma 4:2) confession. There may be a different tradition at play here, or a 

redactive error, or a silence that speaks to yet other possible reasons. I have not found a 

corresponding narrative in the Mishnah or in the Palestinian Talmud. This is problematic, 

in view of the great detail and importance of the rabbinic discourse on the Avodah.  
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- In the first piyyut the paytan involves his audience directly, and announces the very 

purpose of the Avodah, and of the liturgical poem itself. It was done, he tells the 

congregation, for us. We have been cleansed. We are the beneficiaries of the ritual. The 

High Priest prayed for us, performed the sacrifices and prayers for us, we, who live 

centuries after the temple was destroyed, can still enjoy the beneficent rewards of the 

priestly service, just by reciting its course. The Mishnah is more didactic, more 

prescriptive in tenor, for it is concerned with law-making and with declaring how the 

synthetic past ought to have been like. The poet, on the other hand, is concerned with the 

here and now of his audience, and he wants them to be materially included in the 

Avodah, to feel cleansed and purified as a consequence. He wants his audience to feel a 

connection with the priestly service, a continuity with a glorious past during which the 

mediation of priests afforded the people a direct and efficacious relationship with God. In 

his narrative, the High Priest announces to the people- “You have been cleansed,” you 

have been forgiven by God for all your offenses. In this narrative, the priestly action is 

redemptive; in the Mishnah narrative the adherence to rabbinic edicts is redemptive. It is 

therefore not merely a question of choreography and style, but a political matter, a 

leadership matter, and a subtle challenge to rabbinic claims to prerogative, entitlement 

and exclusivity.  

- The fourth poem is the only verbatim copy of Mishnah Yoma 6:2 according to Aharon 

Mirsky.3889 

- Note the consistent difference between the Mishnah text and the Yosse ben Yosse texts, 

regarding the order of offenses for which the High Priest confesses. To remind my 

                                                           
3889 Mirsky, The Paytan Poems, 238. 
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reader: the Mishnah always speaks of iniquities, transgressions and then sin; the paytan 

consistently speaks of: sins, iniquities and transgressions. I discuss this phenomenological 

difference in my comments to Yoma 3:8.  
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Yoma 6:3 

YOMA 6:3 THE PAYTAN 

The High Priest hands over the he-goat 

that is to be cast off, to a person who used 

to walk to animal off to the desert.  

 

The High Priests used to make a point of 

appointing a priest to the task. But R. 

Yosse says that once there was an Israelite 

who walked the he-goat to the desert. 

In  אזכיר גבורות :  the he-goat is handed over to 

a man who was appointed in advance by the 

High Priest.3890 

In  אספר גדולות:  a minor priest walks the he-

goat to the desert cliff.3891 

In  אתה כוננת :  the High Priest deposits the he-

goat into the hands of an איש עיתי, a designated 

man, to take the he-goat to the desert.3892  

In  אז בדעת חקר:    the he-goat is handed over to 

a minor priest who is a designated man,  איש

 to take to the desert cliff.3893 עיתי

 

COMMENTS:  

- The Mishnah takes another subtle jibe at the priests. First, the person who was appointed is 

said to be not important enough to merit a technical title, he was just the guy who walked 

the goat to the desert. Secondly, the High Priests wanted to have a designated priest, but as 

the story goes, when an Israelite once walked the animal to the desert things went just as 

smoothly, the ritual was just as efficacious, and nothing untoward really took place. In 

other words, the priests are dispensable. The ritual is legally sound and correct regardless 

of the clan association of the man pulling the rope of the condemned he-goat. This militates 

against priestly importance and for rabbinic importance, for after all, the important thing is 

                                                           
3890 Line 255. 
3891 Line 53. 
3892 Line 180 citing Lev. 16:21. 
3893 Line 132. 
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to have the he-goat cast off in accordance with rabbinic edict, so the rabbis are central and 

essential, and not the politically presumptuous priestly caste.  

- The paytan challenges the rabbinic implications, in all of the four piyyutim. In his narrative 

it is always a priestly agent, always a minor priest who is pre-appointed by the High Priest 

himself. The term איש עיתי is rare. It appears only once in the Hebrew Bible, in Leviticus 

16:21, it never appears in the Mishnah, never in Yerushalmi, never in Tosefta, and only 

once in the Bavli as a direct quote from Leviticus. It is also rare in the extant Qumranic 

literature, appearing once in 11QT col. xxvi. The paytan uses it twice in his work, but this 

is not, I think, a mere stylistic preference or affectation. By employing the rare term, the 

Paytan links his Piyyut to scripture, distancing it from the Mishnah, and asserting a more 

authentic understanding of historic events. He underscores priestly dominion over the Yom 

Kippur ritual, priestly centrality and importance, and entreat his audience to remember that 

the priestly connection to the ritual is based in Torah, not in fallible human claims to 

power.  

 

  



843 

 

Yoma 6:4-6 

YOMA 6:4-6 THE PAYTAN 

There was a bridge upon which the he-goat 

walked, above the hoi polloi, lest it defile 

the people. The he-goat was accompanied 

by Jerusalem’s gentry. There were ten huts 

between the city and the desert cliff, where 

food and water awaited the he-goat and its 

escort, as well as groups of people 

honoured to accompany them to the next 

station.  

 

The man who walked the he-goat to the 

desert ties the he-goat to a rock, and 

throws the animal off the promontory, to 

see its flesh fragment into pieces of flesh.  

 

The escort returns to the city, entering only 

after he washes his clothes and performs 

cleansing ablutions on his own body. 

In  אזכיר גבורות :  --- 

In  אספר גדולות:  --- 

In  אתה כוננת :  ---  

 

In  אז בדעת חקר:    --- 

 

COMMENTS:  

- The Mishnah is detailed, descriptive, theatrical and dramatic describing the fate of the 

condemned he-goat. One is privy to the last of the gory details of the ritual through this 

text. The he-goat takes centre stage in the ritual theatre. The city’s elites come to see the 

spectacle. The excitement and outdoors performance are at least as exciting as the ritual 

performance taking place within the temple walls. Is the temple a side-show for a while?  

- The paytan does not at all “go there.” For him the priestly ritual in the temple is more 

important. It is about to reach its climax. The Paytan is silent about the hoi polloi, he is 

interested in the people of his congregation. 
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- The paytan is silent about the gentry and city’s elites, either because they matter not to his 

telling, or because he disputes the rabbinic narrative wherein their predecessor social crème 

de la crème are central to the Avodah, preferring therefore to enhance the role of the High 

priest in the drama. Once again it is difficult to interpret the silence, but it is telling, I think, 

that the Paytan ignores three Mishnayot and does not, for the sake of the people in his 

audience at least, describe the gory fate of the he-goat of Azazel. The tale would make for 

good copy and would have doubtless enthralled the congregation. This particular silence is 

eloquent and dialogical, speaking volumes about the overall discursive goals of the two 

narratives, as they dialogue with one another.  
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Yoma 6:7 

 

YOMA 6:7 THE PAYTAN 

The High Priest walks over to the abattoir 

where the carcasses of the bullock and the 

sacrificial he-goat are hung. He removes 

the fat and innards and collects them in a 

Maguiss, a bowl. He makes an offering of 

the fat and innards on the altar.  

 

The High Priest tresses the limbs of the 

animals and four minor priests carry them 

to a pyre outside the city walls to be 

burned. As they leave the temple 

courtyard, they cleanse themselves ritually. 

In  אזכיר גבורות :  the High priest ascends the 

altar and makes an offering of the fat of the 

bullock and he-goat.  

 

He threads the flesh of the animals on wooden 

stakes and they are taken to a place beyond the 

city walls, to be burned whole, along with all 

the detritus and excretions.3894 

In  אספר גדולות:  the High Priest sacrifices the 

animals’ fat, while his acolytes burn the skin, 

flesh and excretions of the animals beyond the 

city’s boundary.3895 

In  אתה כוננת : the High Priest turns to the 

bullock and to the sacrificial he-goat. He rips 

them and takes the fat out to be sacrificed at the 

altar.  

 

Novice priests shoulder the rest of the carcasses 

and burn the skin, flesh and excretions beyond 

the city’s boundary.3896 

In  אז בדעת חקר:    the High Priest sacrifices the 

fat of the bullock and the sacrificial he-goat.  

 

Other priests burn the skin, flesh and excretions 

of the animals outside the city.3897 

  

                                                           
3894 Lines 255-256. 
3895 Line 53. 
3896 Lines 181-182. 
3897 Line 133. 
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COMMENTS:  

- The two narratives are essentially the same. The only difference is the ritual ablutions 

of the priests who must purify themselves before re-entering the city after exiting the 

Courtyard.  

- The Paytan turns the spot light back on the High Priest, while the Mishnah maintains a 

didactic tone and treats as equally important the High Priest and the minion priests, by 

way of diminishing the ritual status of the High Priest and asserting control over the 

proceedings both inside and outside the temple. Their supervisory role breaches the 

temple walls, it covers the space beyond, it therefore establishes rabbinic authority over 

holy and profane spaces, over the land and its people all, while subtly reducing to 

irrelevance priestly claims to authority. The narrative implies that while priestly 

dominion over elements in the ritual are indeed “factual,” priestly authority stops at the 

temple’s outer wall, while rabbinic authority spans both the inside and the outside of the 

sacred space.  
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Yoma 6:8 

YOMA 6:8 THE PAYTAN 

All this while the High Priest must await 

word that the he-goat has been cast 

successfully off to Azazel, so he can 

proceed with the day’s rituals.  

 

How is he informed? There are watchers in 

each of the ten stations along the way 

between the temple and the desert 

promontory of death. Once the ritual has 

been completed, they signal each other in 

turn, by waving their overcoats in the air, 

creating a chain of notifications that 

eventually reaches the High Priest.  

 

R. Yishma’el says that a scarlet ribbon 

hung at  the door of the Sanctuary, and 

once the ritual had been performed, the 

ribbon miraculously blanched, citing Isaiah 

1:18, indicating that Israel’s offences had 

been pardoned. 

In  אזכיר גבורות :  as the High Priest awaits, he 

is taken aside to learn and review Torah law 

and Yom Kippur laws.3898 

In  אספר גדולות:  the High Priest hurries to 

review the laws of the Avodah.3899 

In  אתה כוננת : the he-goat is in the desert, its 

status communicated by wavers of 

headscarves.3900 

In  אז בדעת חקר: the High Priest sends the he-

goat to the peak in the desert, and orally 

reviews the laws of the Avodah.3901 

 

COMMENTS:  

- The High Priest in the Mishnah narrative is a passive actor, lacking agency. He must 

await confirmation that the condemned he-goat had been disposed of. He must rely on 

an overcoat “telephone,” or on supernatural indicators, submissive and inactive. He 

awaits rabbinic approval to proceed with the Avodah.  

- The paytan’s priest has more agency. He reviews Torah laws, and he goes over the 

laws of the Avodah, because he, and not the rabbis, is in control of the ritual. It is he 

                                                           
3898 Line 257. 
3899 Line 54. 
3900 Line 183. 
3901 Line 134. 
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who determines the course of the Avodah, familiar as he is with the nuances, details 

and laws. He does not require rabbinic oversight, he does not require non-priestly 

teachers and supervisors. The paytan subtly disputes the rabbinic discourse itself, he 

empowers “his” High Priest and the priestly caste and dispenses with rabbinic 

dominion and claims of authenticity. The power-play between rabbinic and priestly 

claims to leadership is as subtle as it is clear. The paytan is an advocate of priestly 

leadership, not a rabbinic partisan. Here the difference is not in choreographic details 

or sartorial choices for the members of the human “telephone” line, but an essential 

difference of power relations asserted through the narrative.  
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Mishnah Yoma 7 

Yoma 7:1 

YOMA 7:1 THE PAYTAN 

The High Priest moves to the Women’s 

Courtyard. He wears either linen (בוץ) 

garments, or one of his own white 

overcoats. 

 

The temple beadle removes a Torah scroll 

from the temple synagogue, hands it to the 

head of the Sanhedrin, who hands it to the 

deputy High Priest, who finally hands it to 

the High Priest.  

 

The High Priest reads the Torah scroll, 

standing. He reads Leviticus 16:1-34 and 

Leviticus 23:26-32 as the translator 

interprets the Hebrew for the people in 

assembly into the vernacular.  

 

The Torah scroll is rolled. The High Priest 

takes it under his arm and declares to the 

people: More than what I have just read to 

you is written in this scroll.  

 

The High Priest recites orally Numbers 

29:7-11, and then makes eight blessings: 

for the Torah, the Avodah, the confessions, 

for God’s pardon of iniquities, for the 

temple, for the people of Israel, for 

Jerusalem, for the priests, and finally for 

the rest of the prayers all.  

In  אזכיר גבורות :  the High Priest sanctifies his 

hands and his feet, disrobes of the linen 

vestments, and dons his own clothes, and reads 

the Torah.3902 

In  אספר גדולות:  the High Priest sanctifies his  

hands and feet and immerses in the ritual 

bath.3903 

In  אתה כוננת : the High Priest sanctifies his 

hands and feet, disrobes of the linen vestments 

and wears his own clothes.  

 

He lectures before the congregations, informing 

the people of the laws of the Avodah and of the 

laws of Yom Kippur, and completes the 

requisite blessings.3904  

In  אז בדעת חקר:    the High Priest recites eight 

blessings.3905 

  

                                                           
3902 Lines 258-259. 
3903 Line 54. 
3904 Lines 185-187. 
3905 Line 135. 
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COMMENTS:  

- The High Priest must read out loud sections of scripture that deal with the Avodah and 

others that deal with the correct observance of Yom Kippur, including fasting and self-

affliction, which together assure atonement. The ritual is important, for it now involves 

direct contact between the people and God, mediated by the High Priest’s voice. But in the 

rabbinic narrative, the ritual is governed by the Sanhedrin. The head of the Sanhedrin is the 

facilitator, the real link between Torah and the people, he is the one who gives the scroll to 

the High Priest, and the High priest in turn becomes a disembodied voice, the loudspeaker, 

the mechanism of communication. The High Priest is almost objectified in this narrative, 

subject to rabbinic oversight and orchestration. This is further amplified by the order of the 

eight prayers. The priest is seventh in a list of eight, he comes in order of importance after 

the people of Israel, after the temple as the axis mundi, after the Avodah ritual, after God’s 

pardon, and way after the Torah. And the Mishnah reminds the people, the Torah contains 

so much more than what the High Priest was empowered to recite, and it is the rabbis who 

know the rest, who can interpret the rest for you, who can teach you the rest. In fact, 

allowing the High priest to recite orally a carefully chosen [by rabbis] section of the Torah, 

assures the people that he was well taught by his rabbinic teachers, that he is not ignorant 

of the law, for his high priestly status does not guarantee sagacity or a connection with 

scripture. He, the High Priest is but a mouthpiece for the soundtrack of Yom Kippur, which 

the Sanhedrin understands the “more,” the totality of Torah. In this narrative the High 

Priest is accorded no special place, he is counted among all the other priests, and blessed as 

a vehicle of communication with God, just as prayer is blessed as a communicative notion 
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between heaven and earth. This is a rabbinic coup d’état that overthrows priestly authority, 

and claims rabbinic exclusive religious, social, legal and political leadership. 

- The paytan’s High Priest is a free agent. He knows the order of the Avodah, and he follows 

the script unaided. The paytan does not accept the Mishnah narrative, does not include any 

mediators between the High Priest and the Torah, let alone between the High Priest and the 

people. He has an unambiguous and direct contact with the people, as their agent, their 

emissary before God. Here the High Priest wears his own clothes, a more ambiguous 

sartorial reference is made in the Mishnah, where the High Priest can choose to wear his 

own clothes if he decided not to wear the linen vestments for some reason. He stands 

before the congregation in the Women’s Courtyard, alone and in direct contact with the 

people. He teaches them, he is not merely a mouthpiece for rabbinic sages. He is, in the 

paytan’s narrative, empowered and independent, responsible for the people and to the 

people sans rabbinic mediation or instruction. 

- The fourth and last Piyyut makes an oblique reference to the Mishnah narrative. It stands 

apart from the other Avodot. 

- The apparent “extra” sanctification mentioned in three of the four piyyutim and absent 

from the Mishnah is actually added on to the Mishnah narrative in Yoma 7:3 
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Yoma 7:2 

YOMA 7:2 THE PAYTAN 

While the High Priest read the Torah out 

loud, the bullock and he-goat were being 

burned outside the city limit. Therefore, if 

one wanted to witness the burning, one 

missed the public Torah reading by the 

High Priest; and if one wished to witness 

the High Priest reading in the Torah, one 

had to forgo the burning of the animals. 

In  אזכיר גבורות :  --- 

In  אספר גדולות:  --- 

In  אתה כוננת : --- 

In  אז בדעת חקר: --- 

 

COMMENTS:  

- The High Priest is so secondary in this narrative that the rabbis, directing bodies 

through space, assert as equally important the burning of skins and excrements, and the 

Torah reading by the High Priest in the temple courtyard. You could not witness both, 

you had to choose one of the two, as both were quite entertaining. The High Priest in 

this scenario is mere entertainment, equal to a burning ox and a smoking goat. He is 

not a teacher, he is not a mediator, he is not a relevant element in the ritual, he is but a 

side show. One could not be in two places at once, so one had to choose. And if one 

missed the public reading of the Torah, well, that’s just the way it goes, but it bears no 

significance on the efficacy of the Avodah and the Day’s purpose before God.  

- Reading from the Paytan’s silence, problematic though it may be, I assume but cannot 

confirm that the paytan disagrees with rabbinic assessment of the High Priest’s 

centrality to the Yom Kippur rituals.  
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Yoma 7:3 

YOMA 7:3 THE PAYTAN 

If the High Priest wore his own clothes, he 

does not need to sanctify his hands and his 

feet again, because he already has when he 

disrobed of the linen vestments.  

 

If he read the Torah in the linen vestments 

he must sanctify his hands and feet, 

disrobe of the linen vestments, immerse in 

the ritual bath, wear the golden vestments 

and sanctify his hands and his feet.  

 

He makes the burnt offering of his ram and 

the people’s ram, and adds the Mussaf’s 

seven sheep sacrifice.  

 

Opinions differ as to the following step, as 

follows: 

 

According to R. Eliezer:  (i) the High 

Priest  sacrifices his ram and the ram of the 

people, (ii) he makes a burnt offering of 

the innards of the bullock and the he-goat, 

(iii) he makes the burnt offering of the 

bullock and the he-goat, plus seven sheep, 

along with the afternoon Tamid offerings.  

 

According to R. Akiva: (i) the High Priest 

makes the burnt offering of the bullock and 

the seven sheep, along with the morning 

Tamid, or the Mussaf, (ii) he sacrifices the 

incense, (iii) he sacrifices the he-goat 

outside, (iv) he sacrifices his ram and the 

people’s ram, along with the innards of the 

bullock and the he-goat, and (v) he makes 

the afternoon Tamid offering. 

In  אזכיר גבורות :  the High Priest finishes the 

Torah reading, disrobes of the white clothes, 

immerses in the ritual bath, wears the golden 

vestments and sanctifies his hands and feet. He 

sacrifices the seven sheep and the two rams, his 

and the people’s.3906 

In  אספר גדולות:  the High Priest sanctifies his 

hands and his feet, immerses in the ritual bath, 

wears the golden vestments, and sanctifies his 

hands and feet. He makes the burnt offering.3907 

In  אתה כוננת : the High Priest sanctifies his 

hands and his feet, he disrobes of his own 

clothing, immerses in the ritual bath, wears the 

golden vestments, and sanctifies his hands and 

feet. He next (i) sacrifices the Mussaf ram, (ii) 

makes a burnt offering of his ram and the 

people’s ram, as well as the innards of the 

bullock and he-goat.3908 

In  אז בדעת חקר: the High Priest sanctifies his 

hands and his feet, disrobes, immerses in the 

ritual bath, wears the golden vestments, and 

sanctifies his hands and feet. He offers the 

Day’s Mussaf sacrifices.3909 

                                                           
3906 Lines 259-260. 
3907 Lines 54-55. 
3908 Lines 187-189. 
3909 Line 135. 
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COMMENTS:  

- Both the Mishnah and the Paytan agree on the order of ablutions and the change of 

costume sequences. But when it comes to the sacrificial rites, things get more 

interesting. This is the culmination of a day’s work, the pinnacle and final chapter of 

the Avodah, and yet no one seems to know what to do next. The Mishnah narrative 

allows for two entirely different scenarios, different total numbers of animals to be 

sacrifices on Yom Kippur, and a different order of sacrifices. Did the rabbis not really 

know what came next? The dispute is materially different, in substance and timing 

alike. The Talmud3910 adds to the confusion and does not resolve the matter at all. It 

seems as though oral tradition spoke in two voices, and the rabbis themselves could 

not decide in favour of one over the other. Both traditions were deemed valid. They 

just did not know. It is surprising that they did not “remember” this aspect of the 

Avodah, given their “perfect” unerring recollection hitherto. This merits further 

investigation 

- The paytan is also in the dark, it would seem. His rendition of this phase of the Avodah 

presents a third tradition, entirely different from the two possibilities offered in the 

Mishnah. Perhaps the paytan, who obviously knew well the Mishnah, drew information 

from an entirely different source.  Was it a priestly tradition passed down orally? Was 

there another written text which is now lost? This conundrum is fertile soil, I think, for 

an in-depth future study which is well beyond the purview of this dissertation. 

  

                                                           
3910 Yerushalmi Yoma, Folio 37 A and B. 
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Yoma 7:4 

YOMA 7:4 THE PAYTAN 

The High Priest sanctifies his hands and 

his feet. 

 

He disrobes, immerses in the ritual bath, he 

dresses in the white vestments, and 

sanctifies his hands and feet.  

 

He enters the Sanctuary to remove the 

censer and the brazier.  

 

Once again he sanctifies his hands and 

feet, disrobes, immerses in the ritual bath, 

dons the golden vestments, and sanctifies 

his hands and feet.  

 

He enters the Sanctuary to make the 

afternoon incense offering and to cleanse 

the candelabra.  

 

He sanctifies his hands and feet and 

disrobes.  

 

His personal clothes are brought to him. 

He dresses, and goes home, accompanied 

by the multitudes.  

 

The High Priest celebrates with his kin the 

fact that he emerged alive from the Holy of 

Holies. 

In  אזכיר גבורות :  the High Priest sanctifies his 

hands and feet, disrobes of the golden 

vestments, immerses in the ritual bath, and 

wears linen vestments.  

 

He reviews the laws of the Avodah.  

 

He sanctifies his hands and feet, takes the 

censer and brazier out of the Sanctuary, 

sanctifies his hands and feet, disrobes of the 

linen vestments and puts them aside for 

safekeeping in perpetuity.  

 

He immerses in the ritual bath, wears the 

golden vestments, makes an offering of the 

afternoon Tamid, makes an offering of the 

afternoon incense and ablations, cleanses the 

candelabra, he blesses the people by raising his 

hands up, and sanctifies his hands and feet.  

 

He dresses in his own clothes, rushed to him by 

his acolytes. He emerges in full glory, like the 

sun at dawn, and delivers his senders healing 

and justice. The people, hopeful for his speedy 

deliverance and eager to receive his good news 

of atonement, hear as he describes the day’s 

events to them and tells them of the miraculous 

blanching of the crimson ribbon in the Holy of 

Holies, indicating expiation of all offenses.  

 

The High Priest and the people rejoice, 

proclaiming: “Happy is the people that is in 

such a case. Yea, happy is the people whose 

God is the LORD” [Psalms 144:15].3911 

                                                           
3911 Lines 260-276. 
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YOMA 7:4 THE PAYTAN 

In  אספר גדולות:  the High priest, having 

sanctified his hands and feet, returns the 

utensils of the incense, he sanctifies his hands 

and feet, immerses in the ritual bath, wears the 

golden vestments, and sanctifies his hands and 

feet.  

The High Priest makes the afternoon Tamid 

sacrifice, as well as the offering of incense and 

ablations. When he finishes this, he cleanses 

the candelabra, and for the tenth time sanctifies 

his hands and feet.  

He dons his own clothes )כלי הון( and the elated 

congregation accompanies him as he goes 

home, happy to have emerged unharmed from 

the Holy of Holies.3912 

                                                           
3912 Lines 56-59. 
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YOMA 7:4 THE PAYTAN 

In  אתה כוננת : the High Priest sanctifies his 

hands and feet, disrobes, immerses in the ritual 

bath, wears the whites and sanctifies his hands 

and feet.  

He removes the golden brazier and the censer 

from the Holy of Holies, where he had left 

them in the place between the staves of the 

Ark.  

The High Priest immerses in the ritual bath, 

dons the golden vestments and sanctifies his 

hands and feet.  

He sacrifices the afternoon Tamid, along with 

the incense and ablations.  

He leaves the candle lighting for late in the day, 

because the law in reference to the candles is 

that they be lit in the evening. 

The High priest raises his arms to bless the 

people. 

He sanctifies his hands and feet, wears his own 

clothes, and walks home accompanied by the 

elders of the people.  

The joyful congregation asks for a sign that the 

ritual “worked” and that the people have been 

forgiven for their offenses. The High Priest 

tells them that the crimson ribbon blanched and 

that the he-goat cast off in the desert had 

atoned for all their sins. And they all 

rejoiced.3913 

                                                           
3913 Lines 190-197. 
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YOMA 7:4 THE PAYTAN 

In  אז בדעת חקר: the High Priest sanctifies his 

hands and feet, immerses in the ritual bath, 

wears his linen vestments, and sanctifies his 

hands and feet.  

He removes the incense utensils from the 

Sanctuary. 

He sanctifies his hands and feet, disrobes and 

places the linen vestments for eternal safe 

keeping.  

He immerses in the ritual bath, wears the 

golden vestments and sanctifies his hands and 

feet.  

He makes the afternoon Tamid offering and the 

second half of the day’s incense, and sacrifices 

those along with the ablations.  

Now that all the elements of the Avodah have 

been completed, he lights the candles in the 

candelabra, sanctifies his hands and feet, 

disrobes of the golden vestments, and dresses 

in his own clothes )בגדי הונו( brought to him by 

young priests.  

The “dear ones” accompany him to his abode. 

The people ask the High Priest for a miracle, a 

supernatural demonstration of God’s 

forgiveness. The loyal emissary tells them that 

the crimson ribbon had turned white. And they 

all rejoiced.3914 

  

                                                           
3914 Lines 136-149. 
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COMMENTS:  

- The Mishnah and the paytan agree about the order of ablutions and costume changes. 

The paytan adds some sacrifices here, apparently out of order, but in keeping with the 

inherent and pervasive confusion as to the sacrificial rites at the end of Yom Kippur.  

- The paytan’s High Priest, in the first piyyut, reviews for the last time the laws of the 

Avodah. He is imbued with spiritual and legal agency to the very last. No one needs to 

instruct him, he knows well what to do and how to bring closure to the Day of Awe. 

No rabbi is in sight. 

- To the Mishnah’s matter of fact, didactic rendition of the final steps in the Yom Kippur 

drama, the paytan adds the human touch. The people, anxiously awaiting news of the 

success of the ritual they could not witness, become the subject of the poem. It is for 

them, for their sake, that the ritual was undertaken. The High Priest is the only one who 

saw it all unfold, the only one who was present in the Holy of Holies, the only one who 

really knows if “it worked” or not. He emerges to let the people, who had sent him as 

their emissary, that all is well and made right again. The Mishnah is less concerned with 

the public perception. What matters is the adherence to rabbinic instruction. The ritual 

was efficacious because the rabbis so decided, and the High Priest, while an important 

actor, was but an instrument of the rite. It is the Law which is central, not the 

performance itself, and once the High Priest has exited the stage, it’s curtains for him 

and the legal discourse can proceed. Not so for the Paytan. The homecoming is 

emotional, for the High Priest and for the people, it signals that the world is in order 

again. The audience, listening to the Piyyut, can make a sigh of relief, for the long 

telling is over, the Avodah in virtual space had worked, and they too can go home 
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cleansed and edified. At the end of the first Piyyut the people are given a voice. It is a 

voice they claim, that is absent from the Mishnah. The people come to have agency as 

well, with no apparent rabbinic guidance. They don’t really need a rabbi to tell them 

they are blessed for the Psalmist already did.  

- In the second and fourth piyyutim, the paytan again employs the word הון. Please refer to 

my comments on Yoma 3:8 above.  

- The paytan adds an interesting element to the narrative. In three of the four piyyutim, he 

describes the High Priest disrobing of the linen vestments one last time and placing them 

for eternal safekeeping in the temple. This Mishnah does not speak of this, but the 

Yerushalmi does not speak of it,3915 as does Mishnah Midot 1:4, speaking of the priestly 

vestments stored at the Phineas the Dresser’s Chambers. The paytan is a learned scholar, 

as we have seen, and he takes great care to harmonize all the sources he is familiar with 

in order to animate to the extent possible all the actions of the High Priest, the focal 

point of his liturgy and the prime actor in the Yom Kippur drama. Describing the High 

Priest’s blessing of the people, arms raised in the traditional form, underscores the 

importance of the High Priest to the people, to the closure of all Yom Kippur penitent 

rituals, to the final glorious step of the Avodah. It is an unmediated communication of 

blessings to the people, an interactive and direct statement of atonement and peace. No 

intervening claimants to authenticity or authority appear here. It is just the High Priest 

and the people, and all is now well in the world, sans rabbis. 

                                                           
3915 Yerushalmi, Yoma, Folio 24 halakha 1. 



861 

 

- The Mishnah makes no reference to the candelabra or the candle lighting at this point in the 

ritual. The Paytan appears to be drawing on other traditions, especially for the third Piyyut 

here. 
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Yoma 7:5 

 

YOMA 7:5 THE PAYTAN 

The High Priest wears eight sets of 

clothing, a minor one wears four: a tunic, 

pants, hat and belt. To these, the High 

Priest adds the breastplate, the ephod, the 

robe and the tzitz (the plate on his 

forehead).  

They were only allowed to inquire of God 

through the urim ve’thumim while the 

High Priest Gadol was wearing these eight 

garments.  

The urim ve’thumim were only consulted 

for the king, the courts, or for someone 

needed as a leader by the community. 

In  אזכיר גבורות :  --- 

In  אספר גדולות:  --- 

In  אתה כוננת : --- 

In  אז בדעת חקר: --- 

 

COMMENTS:  

- The last Mishnah in Yoma 7:5 can be read as an introduction to the prescriptive Yoma 8. 

The paytan does not adopt a casuistic tone, in fact he ends his narrative with the return of 

the High Priest to his abode. This literary choice reflects the paytan’s focus on the High 

Priest, and the rabbinic focus on legalities. The Mishanic tone seeks to emphasise the role 

of the rabbis in directing the High Priest, whereas the paytan maintains the High Priest’s 

agency and independence.   

******* 

 


