

Rosh Hashana and Yom Kippur

The Days of Awe

Unlike the other major Jewish holidays, Rosh Hashana and Yom Kippur are not related to either historical or agricultural events, nor are they joyous occasions.  The "days of awe" as they have come to be known, are purely religious holy days and emphasize self-examination, spirituality and holiness.  


Rosh Hashana, which literally means the head of the year, falls on the first day of the Hebrew month of Tishrei.  Although the "days  of awe" actually begin a full month before Rosh Hashana, the ten day period between Rosh Hashana and Yom Kippur is a time of intense introspection for Jews.  It is a time to think about what has been good in our lives and about what we would like to make better.  It is a time when we celebrate God's role as Master of the Universe but also remember that it is through our own behavior that we make a better world.  


When speaking to young children, we can explain Rosh Hashana as the birthday of the world and as a time when we express our hopes for good things to come.  In the Torah, Rosh Hashana is referred to as Yom Teruah, the Day of the Sounding of the Shofar or as Yom ha-Zikaron, the Day of Remembering.  Traditionally we go to each other and ask forgiveness for any hurts we have caused during the previous year.  Some families sit together and make New Year's resolutions as a way of sharing hopes and expectations for improving ourselves and our relationships with those we love.


For adults in the Jewish community, Rosh Hashana stresses the concept of  "return to God" who in Her mercy is willing to receive the penitent, forgive our sins and offer an opportunity to begin the New Year with a clean slate.


It has been customary for more than 1,500 years to eat sweets on Rosh Hashana.  On almost every Rosh Hashana table one will find a dish of honey into which we dip apples or challah.  For children this appeal to the sense of taste will provide an especially strong memory and association with the hopes for a good, sweet year which we express on Rosh Hashana.  For this same reason honey cakes and sweet carrot tzimmes are traditional Rosh Hashana foods.  In my family, much to my mother's dismay(z”l)*, it was customary on erev Rosh Hashana, to go from room to room and put a drop of honey on the door post of each child's room.  Even though I am now on the cleaning up end of this tradition it is a custom which I continue because of the memory value it has!


On Rosh Hashana we also eat round challot instead of the oblong ones we use on Shabbat.  The round shape, symbolic of the cyclical and eternal nature of life, expresses the hope that the coming year will be complete, and unbroken by tragedy.  Raisins are often included to add sweetness.  It is interesting that in other communities the custom of using challot in other shapes and forms is used.  In the Russian Ukraine challot were made in the form of a bird, based on the verse from Isaiah 31:5 “As hovering birds, so will the Lord protect Jerusalem.”  A challah shaped as a bird came to reflect the hope that man’s prayers will be carried to heaven.

*z”l translates in Hebrew into zichronah l’vracha, which translates into English as “may her memory be a blessing.  Since my Mom passed away 3 years ago, when I refer to her, I put this identification after her name.

Why is Rosh Hashana observed for two days among Conservative and Orthodox Jews outside of Israel?


The Bible prescribes that Rosh Hashana be observed for one day, on the first of  the Hebrew month called Tishrei.  In ancient times the beginning of the new moon (and hence the new month) was established by the testimony of witnesses who sent messengers to notify outlying communities.  Since the messengers were often sent too late for the distant communities, those living far from Jerusalem would miss the correct day of observance of the holiday.  In order to protect against this, Rosh Hashana was made a two-day holiday.

Why do we blow a ram’s horn, called a shofar, on Rosh Hashana?


The shofar is a natural wind instrument, used by Jews in ancient times as a musical instrument.  It is made of a ram’s horn (as opposed to the horn of another animal) to commemorate the sacrifice of Isaac by Abraham, his father.  The last moment before Abraham was to sacrifice Isaac, a ram became caught in a thicket and was used as a substitute sacrifice.  To honor the ram Jews use a ram’s horn at religious ceremonies.  In addition to its use as a musical instrument, the Bible also tells us that a shofar was used to intimidate the enemy, to declare war, to call the people to assembly, and to herald the beginning of each new month.  On those occasions short blasts were sounded.  On the new moon of the seventh month, Tishrei, long blasts were sounded.  Leviticus 23:14 states that the reason for this is that the new moon of the seventh month marked the beginning of a special period-- a period of holy convocation, the month in which Rosh Hashana, Yom Kippur and Sukkot are celebrated.


The Talmud (rabbinic commentary on the Torah) tells us from a rather mystical perspective, that the shofar is blown in order to confuse Satan and prevent him from bringing any charges against Jews before God on the Day of Judgment.  When Satan hears the shofar blown loud and often, he will believe that the Messiah has arrived and that his influence and power over God will have come to an end.


In 1967, when Israeli troops regained sovereignty over the old city of Jerusalem during the Six Day War, the shofar was also blown.


Although two of the three different sound patterns for the blowing of the shofar are mentioned by name in the Bible and in the Mishna, (also commentary on the Torah) the exact nature of these sounds or patterns was never firmly established.  In the third century Talmudic scholars debated the exact nature of the patterns, compromises were reached and the notes and patterns eventually became established.  Many congregations follow the tradition which says that the total number of blasts heard on Rosh Hashana should be 100, probably based on Rabbi Meir’s comment that a Jew must recite 100 blessings every day.  Hearing the shofar is considered a mitzvah.  When Rosh Hashana falls on Shabbat, the shofar is not blown.

Why do we say leshana tova tikatevu on Rosh Hashana?


These three Hebrew words mean “may you be inscribed for a good year.”  We use these words both as a spoken greeting and on New Year’s cards to reflect our hope that God will inscribe each of us in the book of life for a year of good health and happiness.  As Yom Kippur approaches, this greeting is changed to g'mar chatima tova, which means "May you be sealed in the Book of Life for good."

Yom Kippur

Day of At-One-Ment


Yom Kippur falls on the tenth day of the Hebrew month of Tishrei and brings to a close the ten days of repentance which began with Rosh Hashana.  In biblical times Yom Kippur primarily served the function of cleansing the Temple.  Its intention was to rid the House of God of any impurities or ritual pollution.  Today, Yom Kippur focuses on the behavior of the individual in his/her personal life and in the interaction of the community of Jews.  
Even more so than on Rosh Hashana, Yom Kippur's ritual is located in the synagogue.  The entire day is structured around its services which number five (one more than is usual for a Shabbat or festival).  There are also a series of five restrictions, or afflictions, which the Rabbis regard as being commanded by the Torah.  Eating and drinking, bathing, anointing the body with oil, wearing of leather shoes and sexual relations are five activities which, because they are deemed physically pleasurable, are prohibited on Yom Kippur.  These restrictions are intended to help us focus on the task of repentance and atonement.


Yom Kippur, the most solemn day of the year, is treated more like Shabbat than like a festival with respect to laws prohibiting work.  Carrying, using fire and cooking are not permitted on Yom Kippur (unlike other festivals).

Traditions


Physical preparations for Yom Kippur begins the day before.  Psychologically and emotionally we have been preparing a month in advance during the Hebrew month of Elul with its own special qualities.  The Talmud tells us that just as it is a mitzvah to fast on the tenth of Tishrei (Yom Kippur) so it is a mitzvah to eat on the ninth.  We often joke about the role of food in Jewish tradition but it is actually often based on our sacred texts!  The Rabbis apparently sought to make the day before Yom Kippur at least partially festive, reflecting their confidence that we shall be forgiven on Yom Kippur.


There is an old custom called kapparot, which most of us have never practiced but about which many of us may have heard.  It does make for very amusing table conversation with our children of all ages!


Kapparot is a form of scapegoat ceremony in which a rooster or a hen is held and swung around your head while you recite a prayer asking that the chicken be killed in your stead.  The chicken is then slaughtered and given to the poor.  Although there has been considerable rabbinic opposition to this practice because of its magical overtones, the practice still survives.  Those who practice it today often substitute money in a handkerchief for a chicken!

Why is a white robe (kittel) worn by some worshippers, Rabbis and Chazzanim on Rosh Hashana and Yom Kippur?


In Jewish tradition white garments are symbolic of humility and purity of thought.  This tradition was probably inspired by the statement of Isaiah, whose words are read in the haftara reading on Rosh Hashana:  “Though your sin be as scarlet [hence real and incontestable], they shall be as white as snow [after repentance]” (Isaiah 1:18)
Why does the Rabbi and/or the Chazzan bow down completely during the Yom Kippur service?


In ancient Temple times, when the high priest made confession he would recite a special prayer, and pronounce God's special name.  We no longer even know how God's name was intended to be pronounced.  Upon hearing God's special name, the people would prostrate themselves completely.  Although it was common practice in those days,  today, with the exception of Rosh Hashana and Yom Kippur, we only bow from the waist, (for example during the aleinu in the musaf amidah during Shabbat morning services).  It is difficult to verbalize the dramatic inner effects of watching or especially participating in this act of prostration during the Yom Kippur service which remains to this day.  With eyes closed, moving to the grandeur of the Aleinu melody, one drops to the knees, stretches forward and places the forhead itself to the ground.  One reamins prostrate until the cantor, after a dramatic pause, continues with lif-ne melech from the Aleinu prayer.  At this point, either with assistance or on one's own, one slowly rises and again opens one’s eyes.  Even when it is only observed and not participated in, it is difficult to avoid the power of this bodily position to evoke a sense of reverence and humility before God.  This tradition was maintained in the Rosh Hashana and Yom Kippur services in order to help us sense the Divine Presence.

Why are sexual relations forbidden on Yom Kippur?


Judaism recognizes that among the many natural forces that motivate us are the sexual ones.  On Yom Kippur we are encouraged, through fasting and other abstinence including sexual abstinence, to devote our attention to our spiritual beings alone.  We are reminded to keep a lid on our physical passions and to keep our minds to the demanding task of teshuva, of repentance.  At least once a year we must scrutinize our own lives carefully, and not allow unwanted behavior to become so rigid that it would be impossible to change.  We have to repair wounds before they become permanent and we must re-charge our community with devotion to holiness lest we loose sight of our purpose.  

Why is the Book of Jonah read on Yom Kippur?

Rabbis emphasize several reasons for the selection of The Book of Jonah for the Haftara reading for the Mincha (afternoon) service on Yom Kippur.   The concept of the universality of God is a major theme throughout the "days of awe", and in the Book of Jonah, God is represented as the God of all nations.  Also Jonah himself is the great document of human change.  Jonah teaches us that man can abandon his evil ways, accept responsibility for his actions, and do Teshuva, return to God and to holiness.  The message of The Book of Jonah is that change is always possible and that we all have a chance at a new beginning.

I offer this gift, as an addition to the Rosh Hashanah/Yom Kippur booklet

Excerpt from “Rosh Hashanah/Yom Kippur Survival Kit” (by Shimon Apisdorf)

(From Chapter 7)

Rosh Hashanah and Yom Kippur are celebrations of human potential. As such, they highlight our ability to grow as human beings and as Jews; they challenge us to develop our nascent capabilities, urge us to reflect on areas of stagnation, demand that we honestly confront our mistakes and insist that change is not only possible but is in our hands.

…………………………………….

Judaism finds the unique beauty of human beings in our ability to grow, to bear fruit and to walk and walk and walk. It is part of our nature to strive and grow. A voice from deep within us calls us to keep moving, keep trying, keep going forward. At the same time, there is nothing easier in life than complacency. In the Jewish view, there is also nothing less human…  In truth, there are only two human tendencies. The desire to grow and soar spiritually and the urge to take a long nap.


Rosh Hashanah is a time to look again at ourselves as growers. To remember that as long as there is life there is opportunity. That within us all lie worlds of potential new life… that are waiting to be nourished and cultivated. Rosh Hashanah is the antithesis of stagnation, complacency and surrender. When the shofar is sounded it is meant to rouse us. To focus our attention on the fact that today is a brand new beginning. A chance to start again. A fresh opportunity to set out down a fertile path of growth.

…………………………………….


Sometimes our lives seem like immovable objects. The feeling of being overwhelmed comes easily. We want to grow, to move in new directions, to change- but it all seems to be too much. Too heavy of a task.


There is an essential attitude that needs to be in place in order for one to be able to grow and to attempt significant, meaningful changes in life. This is the piece by piece attitude.


On the one hand, Rosh Hashanah is inspiring and invigorating as it calls upon us to shake off the dust of unrealized goals and unfulfilled dreams. From the vantage point of Rosh Hashanah we are able to capture a fresh spirit that encourages us to pursue all that is deeply meaningful to us in life; and we have a sense that it is yet within our grasp.


On the other hand, this can all be a bit overwhelming. “Oh, come on,” a voice within us says, “Quit dreaming, get your feet back on the ground and try being realistic about things.” And of course, there is some truth in what the voice is saying. However, it is only a half-truth.


The truth is that we can’t achieve everything we want all at once and to attempt to do so will surely overwhelm us. This is why the piece by piece attitude is an important starting point for any attempt at growth. At the same time, we must never quit dreaming. And this is why we have Rosh Hashanah- to make sure we begin every year with a dream. And to encourage us not only to dream but also to transform those dreams into growth, piece by piece.

Tashlich tips

Tashlic tips are aken from a compilation by my friend,

Rabbi Richard J. Israel (zichrono livracha: May his memory be a blessing).

Tashlich means “cast off” and is symbolic of self-purification.  On the afternoon of the first day of Rosh Hashana (or on the second day if the first day falls on Shabbat) Jews traditionally gather at a body of water to empty their pockets and recite penitential prayers including the verse from the Book of Micah, 7:19 which says “ And You will cast all their sins into the depths of the sea.”  


Many Jewish scholars eschew the tradition, dismissing the idea of being able to shake off one’s sins by emptying one’s pockets into a stream, as foolish.  Personally, considering myself to be in the business of creating positive Jewish memories, I like the idea, especially as it has the potential for some thoughtful dialogue within oneself, or even among family members.  

When Rosh Hashana falls during the BJEP Hebrew school year, our students have both enjoyed and taken meaning from this ceremony, with their teachers.  I am grateful, and hopeful, that I can enhance your Rosh Hashana observance, with these clever and thought provoking “tashlich tips”.


From my family to yours, we wish you all a very healthy, happy, fulfilling and peaceful 5768.  Amy

Taking a few crumbs to tashlich from whatever old bread is in the house, lacks subtlety, nuance and religious sensitivity, not to mention creativity!  I would suggest that we can do better.  Please consider the following:

For ordinary sinse, use White bread

For exotic sins, French bread

For particularly dark sins, Pumpernickel

For complex sins, Multigrain

For twisted sins, Pretzels

For tasteless sins, Rice cakes

For sins of indecision, Waffles

For sins committed in haste, Matza

For sins of chutzpah, Fresh bread

For sins involving substance abuse, Poppy seed

For auto theft, Caraway

For arson, Toast

For timidity, Milk Toast

For being sulky or grumpy, Sourdough

For excessive use of irony, Rye bread

For telling bad jokes, Corn bread

For hardening our hearts, Jelly Donuts

For being money-hungry, Enriched bread

For immodest dressing, Jelly tarts

For causing injury or damage to others, Raw Tortes

For promiscuity, Hot Buns (for promiscuity with Gentiles: Hot Cross buns)

For sophisticated racism, homophobia or xenophobia, Ritz Crackers

For feeling holier than thou, Bagels

For unfairly upbraiding others, Challah

For being uptight and irritable, High fiber Bran muffins
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