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STUDIES

Rosh Hashanah

A Year That Doesn't Exist
Why Desperation Makes Prayer More Powerful



HOLIDAY
OVERVIEW

Rosh Hashanah

The festival of Rosh
Hashanah—which means
“Head of the Year"—is
observed for two days,
beginning on 1 Tishrei, the first
day of the Jewish year. It is the
anniversary of the creation of
Adam and Eve, the first man
and woman, and their first
actions toward the realization
of humankind'’s role in G-d's
world.

Rosh Hashanah thus
emphasizes the special
relationship between G-d and
humanity: our dependence
upon G-d as our Creator and
Sustainer, and G-d's

“dependence” upon us as the
ones who make His presence
known and felt in His world.
Each year on Rosh Hashanah,
“all inhabitants of the world
pass before G-d like a flock of
sheep,” and it is decreed in the
Heavenly court “who shall live,
and who shall die; . . . who
shall be impoverished, and
who shall be enriched; who
shall fall and who shall rise.”
But this is also the day we
proclaim G-d King of the
universe. The kabbalists teach
that the continued existence of
the universe is dependent
upon the renewal of the Divine
desire for a world when we

accept G-d’s kingship each
year on Rosh Hashanah.

The central observance of Rosh
Hashanah is the sounding of
the shofar, the ram’s horn,
which also represents the
trumpet blast of a people’s
coronation of their king. The

cry of the shofar is also a call
to repentance, for Rosh
Hashanah is also the
anniversary of humanity’s first
sin and their repentance
thereof, and it serves as the
first of the "Ten Days of
Repentance,” which culminate
in Yom Kippur, the Day of
Atonement.




HOLIDAY
OVERVIEW

Rosh Hashanah

Another significance of the
shofar is to recall the Binding of
Isaac, which also occurred on
Rosh Hashanah, in which a ram
took Isaac’s place as an offering
to G d; we evoke Abraham'’s
readiness to sacrifice his son,
and we plead that the merit of

his deed should stand by us as
we pray for a year of life, health,
and prosperity. Altogether we
listen to one hundred shofar
blasts over the course of the
Rosh Hashanah services.

Additional Rosh Hashanah
observances include: a) eating a
piece of apple dipped in honey
to symbolize our desire for a

sweet year, and eating other
special foods symbolic of the
new year’s blessings; b) blessing
one another with the words
“Leshanah tovah tikatevu
vetechatemu—May you be
inscribed and sealed for a good
year”; and c) Tashlich, a special
prayer said near a body of water
(an ocean, river, pond, etc.), in
evocation of the verse, "And You
shall cast their sins into the
depths of the sea.” And, as with
most major Jewish holidays, after
candle lighting and prayers, we
recite Kiddush and make a
blessing on chalah to begin the
festive Rosh Hashanah meals.
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Talmud, Berachot 10A

Even if a sharp knife lies upon one’s neck,
don't hold back from praying for mercy.







QUESTION

On Rosh Hashanah we read about the births of holy
figures, why specifically on this day?

ANSWER

Because Rosh Hashanah is a time of rebirth and new
beginnings, and it is also the day when the heartfelt prayers
of righteous mothers were answered.



TEXT 2A

Talmud, Rosh
Hashanah 11a

On Rosh Hashanah, Sarah, Rachel, and
Hannah were remembered.




TEXT 2B

Rabbi Moshe Sofer,
Chatam Soferon
Magen Avraham,
Orach Chayim 581:15
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According to a well-known tradition, Hannah prayed for a child
on Rosh Hashanah. ... This means that the Talmud's phrase
“Sarah, Rachel, and Hannah were remembered” [on Rosh
Hashanah] does not mean that they conceived on Rosh
Hashanah. It means that G-d decreed on Rosh Hashanah that
they would conceive and give birth that year.
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The idea behind prayer is [as we commonly say in our prayers], “May it be His
will,” namely to draw down an entirely new will, to heal the sick, etc.

Though G-d decreed [the patient’s illness], prayer can nevertheless elicit an
entirely new will from G-d. This means that prayer can create something that
did not exist at the source. The decree [of illness] originated in the source, yet
our prayers create an entirely new desire within G-d.



Prayer isn’t just asking G-d
to change our situation, it’s
asking Him to change His
will, showing that prayer
has the power to bring
about even Divine change.
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Mishnah, Avot 2:4

Rabbi Gamliel would say, “Make His desire
your desire, so that He would make your
desire His desire.”




If we want G-d to change His will, we must fully align our
will with His and pray with complete sincerity, passion,
and depth.



TEXT 5

Rabbi Moshe of Trani,
Beit Elokim, Gates of
Prayer, ch. 3
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Prayer is not an actionable mitzvah, which is why it requires mindfulness, which is
the main thrust of prayer. ... The Torah conditioned prayer on mindfulness . .. as
the passage states, “And to serve Him with all your heart” (Deuteronomy 11:13).
Our sages explained, "What is worship of the heart? Prayer” (Talmud, Taanit 2b).

It is true that prayer also entails a small form of action—moving lips. This is why we
don’t fulfill our prayer obligations by thinking the words of prayer, as thinking isn’t
speech. Nevertheless, the main thrust of prayer is mindfulness.






TEXT 6

Rabbi Shneur Zalman
of Liadi, Shulchan
Aruch HaRav, Orach
Chayim 98:1
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Envision yourself as if you're standing before G-d's
presence. Arouse your concentration and reject
every distracting thought until your thoughts and
mind are pure with prayer.

Meditate on the following: If you were talking to a
mortal king, you would have prepared your
remarks and concentrated intensely to ensure you
don’t stumble. How much more important it is to
direct your thoughts when standing before the
King of all kings, the Holy One, blessed is He, Who
examines all thoughts and for Whom thoughts are
just like words. . . .

Before you begin to pray, reflect on the
exaltedness of G-d, and the humility of
humankind. Also, remove all thoughts of physical
pleasure from your heart.




In prayer, mindfulness means being fully present with G-d, aware
of His presence, and giving your complete focus and heart.

G-\




Prayer isn't about asking
G-d to change things, it's
about




TEXT 7

Rabbi Shneur Zalman
of Liadi, Likutei
Torah, Bamidbar 66a
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The primary objective of prayer is to cry out in distress.
This is the meaning of the passage, “Before G-d, he spills
his speech” (Psalms 102:1). To spill refers to pouring out
our souls from deep distress over the vanity and
darkness that we pursue most of our lives.

Prayer must begin with a proper accounting of our souls
each night: to feel bitter over the many inappropriate
actions, words, and thoughts of our past; to regret
sinking and drowning in the pleasures of this world; and
to feel remorseful that it is all we seek from morning to
night.

Even when we turned to G-d, it was perfunctory and
insincere. The more we reflect on G-d’s greatness, the
more distressed we are by our situation; [and] the sorrier
we feel for having allowed this truth to be forgotten
from the panels of our hearts, because we were too busy
with the vanity of the times.
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And she vowed. “G-d, if You see the affliction of Your
servant, and remember me and do not forget me, and give

me a male child, | will give him to G-d all the days of his
life, and no razor will come upon his head.”




TEXT 9A

Talmud, Nidah 16b
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The angel in charge of human conception is called Laylah.

This angel presents the zygote to G-d and asks, “Master of the universe, what will
be the fate of this zygote? Will it be strong or weak? Wise or foolish? Wealthy or
poor? However, in accordance with the teaching of Rabbi Chanina, the angel does
not ask if it will be righteous or wicked.

For Rabbi Chanina taught, “Everything is in the hands of G-d except fear of G-d.”
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G-d decides our life situation, but He gives us the choice of
whether to fear and serve Him.




TEXT 9B

Maimonides, Mishneh
Torah, Laws of
Repentance 5:3
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This principle is a fundamental concept and a pillar
of the Torah and the commandments . . . the choice
IS in our hands. We can choose to do anything,
whether good or bad.




Our ability to choose is a
core part of Judaism, and
Hannah's prayer for a
righteous child was
extraordinary because it
asked G-d to overrule his
principle of free will.




TEXT10

I Samuel 1:10, 15
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10.  And she was bitter in spirit, and she prayed to G-d,
and wept. . ..

15.  Iam a woman with a broken spirit. ... And | poured
my soul into my prayer.
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The Divine light [that creates time, space, and existence] reverts to its
origin every year on the last day of the year. . ..

The next day, our shofar sounding and prayers elicit a much higher
Divine light from a much higher Divine light to create the world and
its inhabitants. “World” here means all celestial and terrestrial worlds,
all of which receive their vitality from this light.







TEXT 12

The Rebbe, Rabbi
Menachem Mendel
Schneerson,

Likutei Sichot29, p. 188
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The mitzvah of the day is to sound the shofar because
only the shofar can prevail upon G-d to be our king. As
the Talmud states, “On Rosh Hashanah, pray to me for
kingship . .. so you can coronate me as your king . . . and
how? Through the sounds of the shofar” (Rosh Hashanah
34b).

The shofar produces a plain sound that bursts from the
depths of the heart. It represents the elemental cry of a
Jew's inner being, as the passage states, “Their hearts
cried out to G-d” (Lamentations 2:18). The Jew pines for
G-d.

This deep, authentic cry arouses a deep desire within G-d
to be our king. G-d accepts our coronation and consents
to be our king, and through us, King of the world. [This
will continue to progress] until we will openly experience
the promise of the prophets, “And G-d will be the king of
the entire earth: on that day, G-d will be One and His
name will be One” (Zechariah 14:9).
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ANSWER

Desperate circumstances are the perfect time for true
orayer; if we pray with our entire hearts and souls, as
Hannah did, we can move G-d to do the impossible and
even create what does not yet exist.




KEY POINTS

1. Prayer is a request that G-d issue a new will to override His existing will.

2. To achieve this, we must be prepared to make over our will. This means
turning over a new leaf and becoming G-d-fearing in both action and heart.

3. The greater the change we pray for, the greater the change we must make to
earn what we seek.

4. There is nothing prayer cannot achieve so long as it comes from the depths of
our hearts, is meant sincerely, and is accompanied by a complete overhaul of
our values and passions.

5. This is why we pray even in the direst circumstances. When our lives depend
on it, it is easier to pray with all our hearts. And this is the kind of prayer that
produces results.
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