Fasting on Rosh Hashana: Forbidden, Permitted or Mitzvah?

The gemara (19a) discusses the many possible reasons why it should be forbidden to fast on the second of Tishrei. The gemara first suggests that it should be forbidden because it is the day after Rosh Chodesh (the first of Tishrei), and generally the days before and after a happy day are also forbidden in fasting. The gemara rejects this saying that only the day after a rabbinic occasion is forbidden in fasting; however, rosh chodesh is a holiday according to the Torah and therefore we do not have to strengthen it by extending its joy into the next day. Later the gemara says it should be forbidden to fast on the second of Tishrei because it is the day before Tzom Gedali and when the Beit HaMikdash stood it too was a happy occasion. The gemara rejects this as well, explaining that since Tzom Gedali is mention in the Nevi’im it too does not need any extra strengthening, and therefore only the day itself is forbidden in fasting, not before or after it.

From the above discussion it is clear that while it is permitted to fast on the day after Rosh Chodesh, in our case the second of Tishrei, it is certainly forbidden to fast on Rosh Chodesh itself, in our case the first of Tishrei. The Ritva points out that it is forbidden to fast on the first of Tishrei not only because it is a Rosh Chodesh, but it is also the Yom Tov of Rosh HaShana.  Either way it seems clear from our gemara that it is forbidden to fast on Rosh Hashana. The problem is that this doesn’t seem to be taken for granted amongst the rishonim. In fact, at the very end of our mesechet, the Rosh has a long discussion about whether it’s permitted to fast on Rosh HaShana or not. He brings several opinions on both sides of the dispute.  But how can any hold that it is permitted to fast on Rosh HaShana? Isn’t it clear from our gemara that it’s forbidden? 

The Netziv writes that generally it’s forbidden to fast on Rosh HaShana. No one ever argued with that.  He explained that the dispute is only at times of distress, either for the community or for an individual.  Only in such situations do some opinions hold that it’s permitted to fast on Rosh Hashana; however, in a regular year everyone agrees that it’s absolutely forbidden to fast on Rosh HaShana, and that’s the case in our gemara.


Not everyone seems to agree with the Netziv. In fact, the Rema in Shulchan Aruch (597:4) quotes an opinion that not only is it permitted to fast on Rosh Hashana, but is a mitzvah to do so. This opinion doesn’t appear to limit itself to special times of suffering; rather, it holds that fasting is a proper and commendable way to observe Rosh Hashana. How can this opinion read our gemara? Doesn’t it clearly state the opposite?


Perhaps we can distinguish between different types of fasting to answer our question.  There are two reasons why people fast. Sometimes we fast out of mourning and sadness; however, we also fast as a way to perform teshuva. This second type of fasting is not done to express grief, but to show regret and accomplish repentance.  Our gemara which says that fasting is forbidden on Rosh HaShana is talking about fasting out of sadness or to commemorate a tragic event. This is inappropriate because Rosh HaShana is a Yom Tov and therefore a joyous day. However, the rishonim who say it is permitted to fast on Rosh HaShana are talking about a different type of fasting. They hold that it is permissible for an individual to fast as a way to express his regret for his misdeeds and motivate himself to commit to never do them again. This type of fasting doesn’t need to involve sadness, it’s only meant to create a more serious state of mind to accomplish Tehsuva. This type of fasting is permitted on Rosh HaShana according to some, and might even be a mitzvah according to others. [The Metivta Rosh Hashana quotes a similar answer]
