Understanding the Jewish New Year


Every December 31st we gather with friends to celebrate the conclusion of the year that is ending and then, just after midnight, welcome the new year with noise-makers, champagne, song and some kissing.  

Every fall Jews around the world gather to mark the conclusion of the Jewish year that is ending and, at sundown, we welcome our new year with a holiday known as Rosh HaShanah.  Instead of noisemakers, we have the blast of the shofar (a ram’s horn) at prayer services on Rosh HaShanah day.  There is no champagne, but there is a little wine — the Jewish symbol of joy — and even a little kissing, as we tend to shake hands and kiss the cheeks of old friends and community members we meet at synagogue.  But the songs, like the tone of the day itself, are quite solemn.  More than a ‘new year’s day’ Rosh HaShanah is the beginning of an intense ten-day period of self-examination which continues through and culminates with Yom Kippur, the Day of Atonement. In Hebrew Rosh HaShanah and Yom Kippur are collectively known as the Yamim Nora’im — quite literally the awe-full days — so filled with awe because every soul, even those of the angels, stand in the presence of Divine Judgment.  Every soul quite literally stands on the precipice between life and death. 

The Torah (the first 5 books of the Bible) describes Rosh HaShanah as Yom HaZikaron, The Day of Remembrance, a day proclaimed with the blast of the shofar and marked by the cessation of all work and a sacred assembly.  Not all Jews are regular synagogue attendees, but most Jews attend Rosh HaShanah services each year.  The sound of the shofar is a multi-faceted symbol recalling past events, looking to the messianic future, and proclaiming divine sovereignty.  

Rabbinic tradition identifies Rosh HaShanah as Yom HaDin, Judgment Day, a day on which God sits in judgment of the world, taking an account of each individual soul. The image of God as judge, about to inscribe human beings according to their deeds in the appropriate Book of Life, underscores the Jewish concept of human beings as moral free agents responsible for the choices they make.  God’s judgment is based on our choices, on our actions, and is not a predestined or predetermined ruling.  Nevertheless, Rosh HaShanah is not all doom and gloom.  Its theme is that in spite of human weakness, the gates of repentance are always open.  Indeed, what God seeks is not the punishment of sinners, but rather their repentance for past misdeeds and their return to righteousness. 

Yom Kippur, the Day of Atonement, is considered the most sacred day of the year on the Jewish calendar.  Its mood is reflective and introspective.  It is devoted entirely to self-examination, confession and atonement and is marked by a sundown to sundown fast.  The commandment to observe this fast appears three times in the Torah, which rabbis explain is an indication of three reasons for the fast.  

The first is that Judaism calls for self-discipline.  When we control our appetites on Yom Kippur, we remember that on other days, too, we can be masters, not slaves of our desires.  Judaism also calls for empathy.  When we consciously experience hunger we are more likely to consider those for whom hunger is not a choice but a daily reality.  In modern times we have developed the custom of donating the day’s worth of food to local food banks or the equivalent dollar amount to charities devoted to feeding the hungry.  Lastly, Judaism calls for penitence.  The confession we make with our mouths is a beginning.  The fast we inflict on our bodies is a sign of our repentance.  

Yom Kippur concentrates on the past so that the future may be better for us as individuals, as a community, and as part of humanity.  And just like Rosh HaShanah, Yom Kippur is not all doom and gloom either.  It is also a day of joy, for the truly penitent person gradually begins to feel at one with God and humanity.  Tradition teaches that when we hear the final blast of the shofar at the end of Yom Kippur, if we have observed the day with sincerity then we should arise from our prayers and reflections feeling that we have been inscribed and sealed in the Book of Life for another year.
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