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Avinu Malkenu, remember that we are but dust

From whence the liturgy
Ps 103:14
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For [God] knows how we are formed,
and is mindful that we are dust.

Steinsaltz commentary: God is aware of how powerless we are and how much we need His
kindness and mercy, for He knows how intense our evil impulses are, so likely to cause us to
veer from the proper path. He is mindful that we are but dust, physical beings, children of
the earth, and that because of this, He cannot expect perfection from us.

On the origins of dust and humanity

Gn 2:7
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God nIn' formed the Human from the soil’s humus blowing into his nostrils the breath of
life: the Human became a living being. [The Contemporary Torah, JPS, trans., 2006]

What does it mean to be dust?
Pirkei Avot 3:1
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Akabyah ben Mahalalel said: mark well three things and you will not come into the power of
sin: know from where you come, and where you are going, and before whom you are
destined to give an account and reckoning. From where do you come? From a putrid drop.
Where are you going? To a place of dust, of worm and of maggot. Before whom you are
destined to give an account and reckoning? Before the King of the kings of kings, the Holy,
Blessed One.



Hasidic

According to Hasidic tradition, Rabbi Simcha Bunim of Peshischa carried two slips of paper,
one in each pocket. On one he wrote: Bishvili nivra ha-olam—“for my sake the world was
created.” On the other he wrote: V’anokhi afar v’efer”—*“1 am but dust and ashes.”

How could our stories be different if we remembered that we were but dust?

On hubris and humility

Context: The story of the judge, Jephthah, is related in Jdg 11 — 12. In this story, Jephthah,
an able warrior who had been driven out of his family home for being the bastard born son
of his father, a chieftain, and a prostitute. When the Ammonites go to war against the
Gileadites, Jephthah’s brothers ask him to come back and lead them. Just before Jephthah
goes out to face the Ammonites in battle, he makes a vow to God: “If You deliver the
Ammonites into my hands, then whatever comes out of the door of my house to meet me
on my safe return from the Ammonites shall be GOD’s and shall be offered by me as a burnt
offering” [Jdg 11: 30-31]. Unfortunately, the first thing to greet him upon his successful
return from battle is his daughter. The sad end to the story appears to be that, after a
period where she is able to bewail her virginity in the hills with her female companions,
Jephthah sacrifices his daughter.

Two Versions of a Midrash on the Story:

Midrash Tanchuma Buber, Bechukotai 7:1
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...But was not Phinehas [the High Priest] there? Still he [Jephthah] said (Jdg 11: 35): “Alas,
daughter! You have brought me low; you have become my troubler! For | have uttered a
vow to GOD and | cannot retract.” However, Phinehas had said: | am a high priest and the
son of a high priest. Shall | humble myself and go to an ignoramus (‘am ha'arets)? But
Jephthah said: | am head of the tribes of Israel and head of the magistrates. Shall | humble
myself and go to a commoner? Between the two of them that poor woman perished; so the
two of them were liable for her blood...

Bereshit Rabbah 60:3

N NN NN LIZYN 7N 1IN 7 MY KD DX 0N'9 KN ,INTI NN i7 1AW 0NY'D DY Nl N7
['2 NN KNNAT KTD LX'DD NIYID DTAX [T7 [T ['2,002'9 2¥X 7 7i0 X1 7%0Y! 'Yy UKD
NIV 7Y 2'NTR YY) DRIV .RR7YT K2 TR KR720NYT RD'D

...Pinhas [the high priest] was not there to abrogate his [Yiftah’s] vow for him. Instead,
Pinhas said: ‘It is he who requires my services; shall | go to him?’ And Yiftah said: ‘l am the
head of the chieftains of Israel, shall | go to Pinhas?’ Between the two of them, that young
woman was lost. This accords with [the saying] that people say: Between the midwife and
the mother in childbirth, the son of the wretched woman is gone. Both of them [Pinhas and
Yiftah] were punished for the blood of the young woman...



