
Rosh Hashanah
Rosh Hashanah is the Jewish New Year. On this day, we each stand 
before God and offer our best case for being “created anew” –  
ie. granted another year of life.

The essential mitzvah of Rosh Hashanah is to hear the sounding of 
the shofar. The shofar blasts sound very much like the sobbing cry of 
a Jewish heart as well as an alarm clock, arousing us from our spiritual 
slumber.

The shofar is also mindful of the biblical story of Abraham binding 
his son Isaac, when a ram was caught in the thicket and sacrificed in 
Isaac’s stead. We blow a ram’s horn to recall the great act of faith in 
God performed by Abraham and Isaac; tradition records that this event 
occurred on the day of Rosh Hashanah.

A central part of Rosh Hashanah is a festive meal. During the High Holidays, a round challah bread is used – symbolizing 
fullness and completion. We dip the bread into honey, and also an apple into honey, symbolizing our prayer for a sweet new 
year. On Rosh Hashanah, we also eat a series of foods that symbolize good things we hope for in the coming year.

It is customary to greet others with the words: “L’shana Tova – Ketivah vi-chatima Tova.” This means: “For a good year – You 
should be written and sealed in the good (Book of Life).”

The “Tashlich” prayer is said on the first afternoon of Rosh Hashanah by a pool of water that preferably has fish in it. These 
prayers are symbolic of the casting away of our mistakes.

While the decision for “another year of life” is handed down on Rosh Hashanah, the verdict is not “sealed” until Yom Kippur. 
Therefore, the 10 days from Rosh Hashanah to Yom Kippur we engage in intense introspection, and are particularly careful 
with our speech, actions, and mitzvah observance.

Yom Kippur
Following the Golden Calf, Moses pleaded with God to forgive the Jewish people for this transgression. On Yom Kippur, 
atonement was achieved and Moses brought the second set of Tablets down from Mount Sinai. From that day forward, 
every Yom Kippur has carried with it a special power to cleanse the mistakes of Jews (both individually and collectively) and 
to wipe the slate clean. 

Yom Kippur is thus the holiest day of the Jewish year. In order to help us achieve a high spiritual level, Jews fast unless their 
doctor prescribes that they not fast due to medical reasons. The sanctity of life comes before all else.

The Yom Kippur fast begins at sundown, and extends 25 hours until the following nightfall.


