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God as King:

Engaging a Subversive Metaphor

R. Elie Kaunfer - kaunfer@hadar.org

Rabbi Jonathan D. Levine Memorial High Holiday Lecture 5785/2025

“I would like to pray, but to whom - some God of the Sunday school classroom, some
provincial king whose prerogatives and rites remain unclear?” - John Cheever (Journals of

John Cheever, p. 277)

Part 1 - God as King in the Bible and Liturgy

YHVH is king forever and ever.
- Psalm 10:16

YHVH rules as king, let the land rejoice.
- Psalm 97:1
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1) | extol you, my God, the king. And | bless
Your name forever and ever...

11) The glory of Your kingship they say, and
of Your might they speak.

12) To make known to humanity His mighty
acts, and the majestic glory of His kingship.
13) Your kingship is a kingship for the ages,
and Your dominion is for each and every
generation.

- Psalm 145
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R. Yohanan said: Any blessing without
“kingship” is not a blessing.
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Hear O Israel, YHVH our God YHVH is One
Blessed be the name of His glorious kingdom
forever and ever.
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R. Yehoshua ben Korha said: Why does the
paragraph of Shema precede the paragraph
of “If you listen”? So that you will first accept
the yoke of the kingdom of heaven, and only
afterwards accept the yoke of the
commandments. - Mishnah Berakhot 2:2
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Part 2 - We Are Always Subjects to Someone

“...to be Mine” (Lev. 20:26) We find they
distance from sin and instead accept the
kingship of heaven.

- Sifra Parasha 4 Perek 9:12, p. 93d
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When the people who look at the faces of the
litigants (= preferential treatment before the
law) multiplied, the law “you shall not show
favor to the faces (= preferential treatment)”
was cancelled, and “You shall not fear the
face of anyone” stopped (Deut 1:17)

They removed from them the yoke of heaven
and subjected themselves to the yoke of the
kingdom of flesh and blood

- T Sotah 14:4
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“His master shall pierce his ear with a
piercer” (Ex. 21:6). What is the difference
between the ear to pierce vs. any other limb?
Because he heard at Mt. Sinai “for Israel are
slaves to Me” (Lev. 25:55), and he removed
the yoke of heaven and subjected himself to
the yoke of the kingdom of flesh and blood.
Therefore the verse said: bring the ear and
pierce it, for it didn’t keep what it heard.

- T Bava Kamma 7:5
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Since You judge the world guilty or innocent,
they will know and understand that You
made them and created them, for if You did
not judge them, they would say: God has left
the land and there is no judge - everything
happens by chance.

- Abudraham, Rosh Hashannah
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Immediately, God consulted with Torah,
whose name is “wisdom”, when
(considering) creating the world. She [Torah]
responded and said: Master of all the world:
If there is no army for a king, and no camp
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?
for a king, over what is he king? If there is no m
nation to praise the king, where is the honor
of the king? - Pirkei DeRebbe Eliezer 3
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Part 3 - God’s Kingship Starts with Israel

“YHVH is our God” - why does it say this? It
already says “YHVH is One”! The meaning of
“our God” is that God applied God’s name to
us more.

- Sifre Devarim 41, p. 53
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R. Shimon bar Yohai said: The Holy Blessed
One said to Israel: | am God for all of those
who live in the world, but | have connected
My name to you.

- Shemot Rabbah 29:4
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Part 4 - The Ultimate Vision is for God to be King Over All

Let the heavens be happy and the land
rejoice, and the nations will say: YHVH is
King!

-1 Chronicles 16:31

Let it be said in the nations: YHVH is king!
- Psalm 96:10
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“YHVH is our God” - for us.

“YHVH is One” - for all people in the world.
“YHVH is our God” - in this world.

“YHVH is One” - in the world to come.

And thus it says: “YHVH will be king over all
the land - on that day, YHVH will be One and
His name One” (Zech 14:9)

- Sifre Devarim #31
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May His great name be magnified and
sanctified...

and may He rule His kingdom

- Kaddish
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Thus will  manifest My greatness and My
holiness, and make Myself known in the
sight of many nations. And they shall know
that | am the Lord.

- Ezekiel 38:23
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Part 5 - This is What We Pray for on Rosh Hashannah

May You, YHVH, alone rule over all Your
creations
- High Holiday Amidah (3" blessing)
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Be king over the entire world in Your
glory...And let all who have breath in their
nostrils declare: ‘The Lord, God of Israel, is
King, and His kingship rules over all.

- Rosh Hashannah Amidah (4™ blessing)
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May all flesh call You by name, all the evil
ones of the land will turn to You...

And may they accept the yoke of Your
kingdom, and may You rule over them
speedily forever.

- Alenu (Intro to Malchuyot on RH)
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May all come to serve You,
and bless and bow before You,
and may those in far away lands tell of Your
righteousness...

May those in far away lands celebrate Your
kingship,

May they accept the yoke of Your kingship
on them...and may they give You a crown of
kingship.

- High Holiday Amidah poem
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Part 6 - What Kind of King is God?

“Who has mercy on all / gives food to all”...
“His mercy is thin / his attributes are
diminished”

- Melekh Elyon Poem, Goldschmidt Mahzor, pp.
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“For what God is there in heaven or earth who
can do according to Your works and according
to Your mighty acts?” (Deut 3:24)

You do not resemble a king of flesh and blood,
who has advisors and councilors who object
when he wants to show lovingkindness and
overcome his attribute (of strict justice). But
You - no one objects to You if you pardon me -
cancel Your decree.

- Rashi to Deut 3:24
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Another interpretation: For the leader
(la-menatzeah): For the one who is defeated
(menutzah) by His creations. A flesh and blood
king: If you defeat him, he is angry. But God (is
not so): Defeat him and He is happy, as it says:
Therefore He said that He would destroy them,
had not Moses His chosen stood before Him in
the breach (Psalms 106:23)

- Midrash on Psalms 4
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A king of flesh and blood: If a person has a
burn on him, or if a poor person asks after his
welfare, it is a degradation to him, and he does
not respond.

But God is not so. All are accepted by him, and
He says: Praise me! It is good before Me. As it
says: “Itis good to sing to our God.” (Psalms
147:1)

- Midrash on Psalms 147:2
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I will see Your face in righteousness. (Ps. 17:15)
Rabbi Dostai bar Yannai said: Come see how
God is not like flesh and blood. Flesh and
blood: if you bring a gift to the king, it is in
doubt whether he will receive it or not. And
even if he receives it, it is in doubt whether you
will see the face of the king or not.

And even if you see the face of the king, it is in
doubt whether or not he will do your will.

But God is not so:

A person gives a coin to the poor, he merits to
see the face of the Shekhinah, as it says: | will
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see Your face in righteousness; | shall be ninn
satisfied, when | wake, with Your likeness
(Psalms 17:15)
- Yalkut Shimoni Psalms #671
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