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The Appearance of the 
Kohen מַרְאֵה כֹהֵן. This piyyut 
is based on chapter 50 of Ben 
Sira (second century B.C.E.), 
who described the High Priest, 
Simon ben Onias, as follows: 
“How glorious he was sur-
rounded by the people as he 
came out of the sanctuary! Like 
the morning star among the 
clouds, like the moon when it 
is full . . . like roses in the days 
of first fruits . . . .”
  Using the magnificent imag-
ery of the natural world, of hu-
man strivings toward holiness, 
and of the heavenly realms, 
the medieval poet attempts to 
portray the High Priest emerg-
ing from the Holy of Holies: he 
has experienced closeness with 
the Divine, and he now returns 
to the people in wholeness and 
radiant peace.

  The images are chosen because they fit the alphabetical acrostic and 
not because of a progression of ideas, and the associations may seem odd. 
Nevertheless, the cumulutive effect is to depict magnificent beauty.
  This is one of the several traditional endings of the Avodah Service for 
Yom Kippur. Although the original poem by an unknown author is arranged 
as a full alphabetical acrostic, the Eastern European custom is to recite the 
poem only through the letter kaf, perhaps because of the esoteric nature of 
many of the images.

those who dwell on high עְלָה רֵי מַֽ  The poet may be referring to the .דָֽ
sun, the moon, and the stars, which were understood by some midrashim 
to have angelic personality. Several images in the poem picture the High 
Priest in blue (see below).

heavenly beings ת �וֹ  The prophet Ezekiel imagines some of the angels .הַחַ�יּ
as having the form of fiery animals and refers to them as h|.|ayot, a term the 
poet uses here. He describes their fiery nature as follows: “. . . The fire had a 
radiance, and lightning issued from the fire” (Ezekiel 1:13).

Like . . . the braid דִילִים דֶל �גְּ גֹֽ  ”,Literally, “the most prominent of the tzizit .כּ�ְ
that is, the blue strand. “The blue of the tzitzit is like the color of the sea, 
which is like the color of the heavens, which is like the throne of God’s 
glory” (Babylonian Talmud, Menah|.|ot 43b).

the glory ד ה�וֹ  As God expelled Adam and Eve from the Garden, God .כּ�ְ
fashioned clothes for them (Genesis 3:21). The midrash portrays the clothing 
as fashioned from God’s own Glory (Leviticus Rabbah 18:3).

אֱמֶת, מַה נֶּהְדָּר הָיָה כֹהֵן גָּדוֹל בְּצֵאתוֹ מִבֵּית 
גַע.	   קׇדְשֵׁי הַקׇּדָשִׁים בְּשָׁלוֹם בְּלִי פֶֽ

מַרְאֵה כֹהֵן. עְלָה	 רֵי מַֽ הֶל הַנִּמְתַּח בְּדָֽ כְּאֹֽ

מַרְאֵה כֹהֵן. כִּבְרָקִים הַיּוֹצְאִים מִזִּיו הַחַיּוֹת	

מַרְאֵה כֹהֵן. דֶל גְּדִילִים בְּאַרְבַּע קְצָווֹת	 כְּגֹֽ

מַרְאֵה כֹהֵן. שֶׁת בְּתוֹךְ הֶעָנָן	 כִּדְמוּת הַקֶּֽ

מַרְאֵה כֹהֵן. כְּהוֹד אֲשֶׁר הִלְבִּישׁ צוּר לִיצוּרִים	

מַרְאֵה כֹהֵן. מֶד	 רֶד הַנָּתוּן בְּתוֹךְ גִּנַּת חֶֽ כְּוֶֽ

מַרְאֵה כֹהֵן. לֶךְ	 צַח מֶֽ כְּזֵר הַנָּתוּן עַל מֵֽ

מראה כהן
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Truly, how glorious was the High Priest as he emerged 
from the Holy of Holies unharmed and in peace.

Like the canopy of heaven stretched out for those who dwell 
on high—

congregation: Mareh kohen 
[Thus was the appearance of the Priest]

Like lightning flashing from radiant heavenly beings—
congregation: Mareh kohen 

Like the blue of the braid of the four corners of the garment—
congregation: Mareh kohen 

Like the image of the rainbow amidst the clouds—
congregation: Mareh kohen 

Like the glory that clothed the first creations—
congregation: Mareh kohen 

Like the rose rising in a treasured garden—
congregation: Mareh kohen 

Like a wreath crowning the forehead of a king—
congregation: Mareh kohen 

MARE H KOH E N
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priestly crown צָנִיף  The .�בְּ
High Priest wore a turban 
(sometimes referred to in 
English as a miter), which 
was tied with a blue cord 
on which the words “Holy 
unto God” were inscribed.

the one hidden in the 
cleft תֶר סֵֽ ב �בְּ ֵ �שׁ -A refer .י�וֹ
ence to Moses’ request 
while on Mount Sinai to 
see God’s face. Moses is 
hidden in the cleft of the 
mountain as God passes by.

brightest star �ּגַה ֹֽ כַב הַנּ�  .כ�וֹ
A reference to the planet 
Venus.

מַרְאֵה כֹהֵן. סֶד הַנִּתָּן עַל פְּנֵי חָתָן	 כְּחֶֽ

מַרְאֵה כֹהֵן. הַר הַנָּתוּן בְּצָנִיף טָהוֹר	 כְּטֹֽ

מַרְאֵה כֹהֵן. לֶךְ	 תֶר לְחַלּוֹת פְּנֵי מֶֽ כְּיוֹשֵׁב בְּסֵֽ

מַרְאֵה כֹהֵן. גַהּ בִּגְבוּל מִזְרָח	 כְּכוֹכַב הַנֹּֽ
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Like the love that lights the face of a groom—
congregation: Mareh kohen 

Like the purity of the pure priestly crown—
congregation: Mareh kohen 

Like the one hidden in the cleft of the mountain, 
 praying before God—

congregation: Mareh kohen 

like the brightest star that shines in the eastern sky—
congregation: Mareh kohen 


