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Themes of the High Holidays 

Excerpts from “A Book of Life: Embracing Judaism as a Spiritual Practice” 

by Rabbi Michael Strassfeld 

Rosh ha-Shanah 

Rosh ha-Shanah is the Jewish New Year. It conveys the hope for change and renewal, that things 

do not have to be as they were. We can begin again. This may be why Rosh ha-Shanah precedes 

Yom Kippur though you might expect that first we would ask for forgiveness for the past and 

only then begin the New Year. Instead, we first enter the New Year with its promise of change. 

Rosh ha-Shanah says the new is right here before us. This promise supports us as we struggle 

with the past and with the nagging feeling that nothing ever changes. Though this may be our 

thirtieth or fiftieth High Holidays, many of us are still dealing with the same issues that we 

struggled with last year or ten years ago. Rosh ha-Shanah says that change is possible. The Torah 

readings speak of pregnancy in old age and a slaughter knife halted in mid-descent. The 

possibilities of the future lie stretched out before us. 

Rosh ha-Shanah is observed for two days (one day in most Reform congregations), mainly in a 

lengthy synagogue liturgy. During the liturgy, the shofar, "ram's horn," is blown. We are not 

specifically told why we sound the shofar during services. Some understand it is a clarion call to 

awake from living life as a slumberer and engage with all that life has to offer. For others, it is a 

sound beyond words, the cry of our souls seeking healing or seeking a response from heaven. For 

still others it evokes echoes of the Jewish people who have heard that call down through the 

centuries back to the moment of Sinai. Perhaps too it echoes forward to the sound of the shofar 

that will announce the messianic era.  

The themes of Rosh ha-Shanah are set out in a unique musaf or "additional" service. The 

amidahfor this musaf has three central blessings called malkhuyot, zikhronot and shofarot. 

Malkhuyot focuses on God as king, zikhronot on God who remembers all deeds and rewards and 

punishes the righteous and the wicked, and shofarot on the shofar as a symbol of the revelation 

at Sinai and the future messianic redemption. For Franz Rosenzwieg, the German philosopher, 

these sections reflect the three major themes underlying Judaism: creation, revelation and 

redemption. Thus, malkhuyot represents God as creator of the world, zikhronot describes the God 

who reveals the Torah and who expects us to live by its laws, and shofarot relates to the future 

redemption. The same three themes can also serve as challenges to us personally. Our humanity 

can be defined by our ability to act (malkhuyot), to remember and think (zikhronot), and to 

communicate (shofarot). 

The dominant motif of Rosh ha-Shanah is God as melekh, "ruler," but usually translated as 

"king." The tendency of attributing male attributes to God is, of course, unnecessary and 

undermines the place of women in Judaism. But this is just a matter of translation and adaptation. 

More troubling, a king is a hierarchical ruler with absolute power. Is that how we want to 
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describe God? Do we believe in a sovereign who rewards and punishes his subjects? Yet, the 

metaphor and the theology of God as absolute ruler is clearly central to Rosh ha-Shanah (and 

prevalent in all Jewish liturgy). 

The value of such a conception of God as sovereign is to remind us that we are not. Modernity 

once fostered a notion that human beings can cure all diseases and solve all of our problems. 

That notion was shattered in the twentieth century by the Holocaust and the threat of nuclear 

war. Still, modernity stresses the primacy of the individual, while Rosh ha-Shanah reminds us 

that there is something larger--God. God, not human beings, created the world. We are but a 

small piece in this vast universe. The real truth, as we all know, is that destiny is not in our 

hands. 

Rosh ha-Shanah also reminds us that we have considerable influence on the course of our lives. 

God created the universe, but we have the choice whether to become its destroyers or to become 

co-creators with God. We are created in the Divine Image which means we partake of an aspect 

of melekh, of ruler. Human free will is a miracle, given to the world; it is not part of the natural 

order. It is God's greatest gift to us and God's most terrifying demand of us. 

We need to choose. God says: "I set before you life and death, choose life." This means that 

choosing is life. As long as we are engaged in choosing we are alive. The tradition teaches that 

everything is in the hands of God, except we have free choice. In this way we are like royalty. 

Rosh ha-Shanah's message is both humbling and empowering--we are not a melekh or a god but 

we do shape our destiny and the destiny of all with whom we interact. 

A Kavanah for a New Year 

We stand once again on the brink of a New Year. The air is redolent with 

opportunities. Rosh ha-Shanah is a call to change, a crying out for hope even in 

the bleakest landscapes. In response, the people of Israel stir in their sleep, 

aroused by the dreams carried on the music and memories of this season, but, then 

they turn over, pulling the blankets of the familiar more tightly around themselves 

hoping to once again fall back asleep. We blow the shofar, that eerie and ancient 

sound that called our ancestors to battle and to prayer. We blow it over and again 

to stir our souls, or in the words of Maimonides about the shofar call: "Sleepers, 

awake from your sleep. Slumberers, rouse yourselves from your slumber. Search 

your deeds and return to and remember your Creator." 

God still calls to us humans as in the garden ayeka?, "Where are you?" 

The only unknown is which of us will respond: hineni!, "Here am I!" 

Rosh ha-Shanah customs 

It is customary to wish people a happy new year by saying le-shanah tovah u-metukah tikateivu, 

"may you be inscribed for a good and sweet year." This expression echoes the image of God 

recording our fate in the book of life. Many people also send New Year cards with similar 
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wishes. At Rosh ha-Shanah meals, we also dip apples and/or hallah in honey while saying: "May 

it be Your will to renew us for a year that is good and sweet." 

The custom known as tashlikh, "sending," involves throwing bread into a flowing body of water 

(an ocean or a stream), thus symbolically casting our sins away. This ritual is performed on the 

afternoon of the first day of Rosh ha-Shanah (or on the second day, if the first day is a Sabbath). 

Many synagogues organize groups of members, making this a nice opportunity to socialize. 

There is no real liturgy for tashlikh.  

Yom Kippur – The Day of Atonement 

Yom Kippur is a day of soul searching. We focus on ourselves and yet Yom Kippur is 

incomplete if we do not also focus on our relationships and responsibilities to others. Yom 

Kippur is also known as Yom ha-Din, "Day of Judgment." The liturgy is replete with images of 

our being judged by the Chief Justice of the universe. According to tradition, sentence is passed 

on Yom Kippur: God determines who shall live and who shall die. Central to the Yom Kippur 

liturgy is the frequent recitation of the confessional in which we list a whole variety of sins for 

which we are asking forgiveness. It is striking that this list of sins does not contain ritual sins. 

We do not ask for forgiveness for not attending synagogue regularly or not keeping Shabbat. 

Instead, we confess for transgressions against the community and transgressions of our hearts. 

More striking still, the confessional is in the plural--yet, it is clear that none of us have 

committed all these sins. Why should we confess even to transgressions of which we are 

innocent? 

First, the plural form reminds us that we are part of a community--simultaneously our 

congregation and the people of Israel. We are responsible for one another, not just for ourselves 

alone. On Yom Kippur, we stand together as a community of sinners; not some righteous and 

some wicked. All of us recite the same list of sins; no one's list is shorter than anyone else's. 

Together we seek forgiveness and strive for change. Second, it is only as a community that can 

we effect the social changes necessary to better all our lives. Our concern on Yom Kippur is not 

just for the self. Toward the end of the day, after spending so much time looking inward, we read 

the Book of Jonah. Jonah, called by God to save the city of Nineveh, flees the responsibility of 

carrying out God's word. When at last this reluctant prophet reaches Nineveh and prophesizes the 

city's doom, people repent and God relents. Instead of being happy that he has succeeded, the 

only prophet in the Bible that anyone ever really listened to, Jonah is unhappy. For Jonah was 

never worried that he might fail, but rather that he might succeed. He just did not care about the 

people of Nineveh nor their fate. In the end, sitting outside of town, he swelters in the sun until 

God causes a sheltering plant to miraculously grow over him. Jonah is briefly happy until the 

plant dies. God asks him if he is deeply grieved about this single plant and Jonah says: "Yes, so 

deeply that I want to die." God responds: "And should not I care about Nineveh, that great city, 

in which there are more than a hundred and twenty thousand persons...and many beasts as well?" 

(Jonah 4:9,11). God is disappointed in Jonah. For despite everything that has happened, Jonah 

just doesn't get it. His concern lies only with himself. We read his story to remind us that, even 

as we spent hours looking inward examining who we are, we can not forget to look at the world 

around us. Yom Kippur does not focus entirely on how we act toward God. 
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The theology of Yom Kippur 

There is for me a larger problem in the traditional theology of Yom Kippur as set out in our 

liturgy. It was brought home to me when I visited a congregant in the hospital before High 

Holidays. She had a serious illness, though it was not yet life threatening. "Yet" is a big word in 

such a sentence. She asked me: How am I to deal with the High Holiday liturgy when the notion 

of life and death hanging in the balance is not an abstract concept but my very reality? How do I 

deal with a liturgy that seems to judge me, when anyone so judged would fail the test? How do I 

understand a liturgy that implies that my illness is my fault, a punishment for past misdeeds? 

Most of all, how do I recite a liturgy that suggests that if I am good right now, God will write me 

in the book of healing and life but if not, then at this season, my doom will be sealed? Is this all 

my fault? 

This question of why we suffer and why people who are clearly innocent suffer has haunted all 

religions from the beginning of time. The classic rabbinic answer is that suffering is not random. 

There is a system of reward and punishment even if we can not understand it (see God chapter). 

One corollary is a belief in life after death in which true justice is meted out. The evil people, 

who seem to succeed in this world, would be punished then; and vice versa. The liturgy assumes 

then that God intervenes. What happens in life is not random; its operating principle is that of 

reward and punishment. The High Holiday liturgy, no matter how metaphorical (there doesn't 

have to be an actual book), is based on this notion of the justice of God's judgment. 

There have always been strands within the tradition that questioned this certainty, beginning with 

Job, continuing with certain rabbis of the Talmud, and so on through the ages. The questioning 

or even rejection of this simple theology has only increased in modern times--most definitively 

perhaps in the thinking of Mordecai Kaplan. 

The High Holiday liturgy reminds us that there exists something beyond us, larger than we are, 

over which we have no control, and that something is called God. We are asked to come to terms 

with something that is fundamentally true but which we most often deny, that we are human, 

with all the limitations that come from being human rather than divine. The situation of the 

person in the hospital makes this notion very real. A life threatening illness strips us of our 

illusion that death is some far-off experience. We are not in control of our lives or at least there 

are real limitations on our control. In this context Yom Kippur is not a Day of Judgment, Yom 

ha-Din, the way it is traditionally understood. In Kabbalah, din is the aspect of God that exists 

opposite to hesed, "lovingkindness," limitless flow. Din is the vessel that contains the flow, the 

boundary set around love, giving the world structure. Yom ha-Din in this understanding is the 

day that reminds us of our limitations, that brings us face to face with our outer limit--with death. 

We are not all powerful; we are not masters of our destiny. We are human beings filled with 

foibles, frailty and finitude. 

Yet, even as we see ever more clearly our limitations, we are called to change. I used to think the 

rabbinic tradition was hopelessly naive about the possibility of change, of teshuvah. But I now 

understand what the rabbis had in mind. Their optimism was based on faith, a belief in the 

human spirit, a belief in fact in miracles--not miracles like the crossing of the Red Sea, but rather 
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the miracle of reconciliation between two long estranged relatives or friends, communities or 

even nations. 

If someone told you that you have only two days to live, you would see to it that each moment of 

those days you would be fully aware and alive. But, what if you could obtain such awareness 

without a decree of death, but rather by being fully aware of the miracle of this moment--of the 

sunrise, of speech, of movement, of hearing, of smell, of seeing, of relationships, of a friendly 

hello? The message of Yom Kippur is that the world is recreated anew each day. It is up to you 

to be fully alive and fully aware. 

Unfortunately, there is one truth we all must accept: the most important judgment has already 

been issued. We, all of us, live under a sentence of death. Everyone dies and, given enough time, 

even our memory eventually passes away. This decree has never yet been averted. It is expressed 

in the prayer called unetaneh tokef; which begins by reminding us how helpless we are in the 

face of fate and then lists all the ways we can die: "who by fire, who by water..." Yet, this 

otherwise depressing reminder climaxes with the words uteshuvah utefillah utzedakah ma'arvirin 

et roa ha-gezera, "repentance, prayer and tzedakah can avert the severity of the decree." We 

cannot change the decree, but we can alter its severity through repentance, prayer and tzedakah. 

To use my congregant in the hospital as an example one last time: She was buoyed by the 

knowledge that many people were praying for her--on one level, it made a difference to her to 

know that people cared; on yet another, it actually made a physical difference to her. She came to 

understand that no matter how many people prayed for her recovery she could still die, but those 

prayers made a difference to how she lived. 

Teshuvah, tefillah, and tzedakah are the critical elements of Yom Kippur's process of acceptance 

and change. Teshuvah, "returning", "repentance", and "turning," connects us to the community 

and to God. Tefillah, "prayer," connects us to God and to the possibilities within us. Tzedakah, 

"righteousness/charity," connects us with every living thing in a web of caring and acting. The 

decree remains the same; it is the severity we can change. 

Teshuvah: The path of change 

The theme of teshuvah, "change" or "repentance," is central to Yom Kippur and the High 

Holidays. Earlier, we discussed the three paths of Torah, avodah, and gemilut hesed. Teshuvah is 

actually the fourth path, the one we turn to when we have failed to fulfill the visions of the other 

three. The High Holidays encourage us to walk the path of teshuvah. The first step is to see what 

we have done wrong. The second step is to regret our mistakes, which is why teshuvah is often 

translated as "repentance." Third, we resolve to change by not repeating our mistakes. 

Maimonides adds that we really know whether we have truly done teshuvah when we are faced 

with the same situation and find that we can resist the temptation of the past and instead act in a 

holy manner. This is the traditional view of the path, but it sometimes leads to defeatism, as we 

seem to engage in an endless war with ourselves--or, at least, with those negative or flawed parts 

of ourselves. 

Another approach to teshuvah emphasizes the meaning of "return." Classical Hasidism taught 

that God is everywhere and in everything. Thus, on some level, whatever happens has an element 
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of God in it. For example, distracting thoughts during prayer, and even lustful desires for 

inappropriate sex, have some element of Godliness. This, of course, does not imply that God 

wants you to act on these thoughts; nor are they God's way of testing of your saintliness. It does 

mean that there is no force underlying the universe other than God. You can never say the devil 

made me do it. There is no devil; there is only God. Thus for Hasidism everything comes from 

God: lustful thoughts, an overweight body, greediness, or fearfulness. Or, in other words, all of 

our thoughts, intentions, and deeds are part of who we are. Change does not come by denying or 

fighting them, but rather by accepting them as intrinsic to our identity. 

Sin is not original; nor is it a powerful dark force of the universe. What we call sin, or better yet, 

what we see as the flaws of our personalities, is part of the structure of the universe. Sins are the 

fault lines where subterranean aspects of our souls, our personalities, bump up against each other 

and come into conflict. It is where the need for dependence and for independence clashes, where 

openness and closeness, generosity and limitations confront one another. All of our parts--those 

we proudly display and those that, like the dark side of the moon, remain forever hidden--all of 

these are who we are and all of them partake of the Divine. 

Our flaws and faults, all the flotsam of human existence also offer opportunities to come closer 

to the Holy One. For, if they come from God, they have the potential to lead back to God. The 

Likutim Yekarim (an eighteenth-century Hasidic work) asks if there are sparks of holiness in all 

things as the mystics teach, then what are the sparks of holiness in sin? It answers that the sparks 

are teshuvah. In the moment we realize that we have done wrong, we gain the opportunity to 

redeem ourselves by returning to the holy. The High Holidays, then, is an opportunity for self-

examination, a chance to greet the worst aspects of ourselves as long time, if not always 

welcome, acquaintances. Through this process of facing ourselves in the mirror of the moment, 

we can begin the process of teshuvah, of "turning" or "returning." When we approach our true 

image as reflected in the mirror of High Holidays, we can see that our flaws are the distorted 

impulses of the desire that underlies this world for wholeness and holiness. We catch a glimpse 

of how much happier and whole we could be if we can leave behind that which has made us 

stuck. 

With this attitude, what we ask of God in this season, selihah, "forgiveness," is what we will be 

able to give ourselves. The hardest part is forgiving ourselves for our weaknesses. On the first 

day of Rosh ha-Shanah, we read the story of Hagar and her son Ishmael. Lost in the desert, 

Hagar despairs of finding water to save her son's life. God responds to her cries and suddenly 

Hagar sees a well of water right in front of her that only a minute ago was completely invisible to 

her. The High Holidays urges us to see our lives clearly and to find the seemingly invisible wells 

that could not only sustain us but allow us to grow and change as we stumble through the deserts 

of experience. 

May we be blessed in this New Year to be able to perceive and thus experience all the blessings 

that surround us and feel embraced by the love underlying the world. 


