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Parshat Nitzavim — Rosh Hashana Part |

The Beginning or the End of the Year
Simon Wolf

The holiday of Rosh Hashana, which only appears
twice in the Torah, is the most elusive and ambiguous
of all the holidays mentioned in the Torah." It evokes
feelings of ambivalence as one vacillates between a
sense of awe due to the gravity of the day and
moments of rejoicing in celebration of the grandeur
and festive nature of the day. It is at once the Day of
Judgment (10 or), the coronation of the King ( or
nvinn) and a festival (v X yjm naw).  This
dissonance is captured in the ministering angels
question to God as to “why Bnei Yisrael do not recite
the Hallel before You on Rosh Hashana and Yom
Kippur?”? The implication, of course, is that there is
ample reason to sing songs of praise before God on
these days. God responds, “Is it possible that while
the King is sitting on the throne of judgment and the
books of life and death are open before Him, that Bnei
Yisrael recite joyous songs of praise before Me?” The
Rambam succinctly summarizes this quandary, “on
Rosh Hashana and Yom Kippur, Hallel is not recited
because they are days of repentance, fear and awe,
not days of excessive joy.” They are days of
celebration, just not unbridled jubilation. The
normative expression of this uncertainty is manifest in
the Gaonic disagreement as to whether it is
permissible or even preferable to fast on Rosh
Hashana or is one obligated to eat and rejoice.® Even
those that champion Rosh Hashana being celebrated
like any other holiday still caution not eating to the point
of satiation which can deteriorate into frivolity and
undermine the profundity of the day.*

To add to the intrigue of the day, there are many
unusual practices on Rosh Hashana that revolve
around their symbolism. The Rema endorses the
practice not to sleep on the day of Rosh Hashana
based on a Yerushalmi that posits that one who sleeps
on Rosh Hashana will cause their destiny to be
lethargic.® In addition, the Bavli states that a king
should be anointed by a live spring because it is
auspicious for the longevity of the king’s reign.6 Abaye
then extrapolates the Gemara’s conclusion that a sign
or an omen is meaningful to suggest that a person
therefore should be accustomed on Rosh Hashana to
eat (see) gourds, fenugreek, leeks, beets and dates.”
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The Shulchan Aruch codifies Abaye’s
recommendation with the addition that the eating of
these foods should be accompanied by a recitation of
a relevant prayer for the upcoming year that utilizes a
phonetically similar word to the name of the symbolic
food.® Many of the Rishonim and Achronim are
troubled by this Gemara since it seems to be in
contradistinction to an explicit Torah law not to engage
in divination, rely on omens or be wary of
superstitions.® They give varied justifications and
explanations for these practices, but the real question
is why are all these symbolic gestures so integral to
Rosh Hashana? How are they in consonance with the
character of the day? They seem so trivial in light of
the profoundness of the day.

Rosh Hashana is the first two of the Ten Days of
Repentance. Yet surprisingly absent from any of the
liturgy on Rosh Hashana are the trappings of remorse
and contrition that are the hallmark of the remaining
days of penitence (nin'70) and Yom HaKippurim. The
Beit Yosef is of the opinion that while Avinu Malkeinu
(n™%n 'ax) should be recited on Rosh Hashana,
nevertheless any request that deals with sin should be
omitted since we do not engage in confession ("1 7'1) on
Rosh Hashana.'® How strange is it to begin the
process of atonement without even a mention or
acknowledgment of wrongdoing? Without penance,
contrition and making amends how does one expect to
gain expiation? How is it that Rosh Hashana is the
beginning of the process of repentance?

Another perplexing aspect of Rosh Hashana is its
placement before Yom HaKippurim. If Rosh Hashana
is the Day of Judgment and Yom Kippur is the Day of
Atonement, would it not make eminently more sense
to first engage in penitence and seek forgiveness and
expiation before entering into judgment? It is much
harder to appeal a judgment already rendered than to
stave off a decree through gaining clemency
beforehand. The standard answer given is that it takes
a Rosh Hashana to set the tone and get one into the
mindset to face a Yom Kippur, but is there something
more fundamental that makes it essential for Rosh
Hashana to precede Yom Kippur?

In addition, if Rosh Hashana is the Day of Judgment
whereby the deeds of individuals, nations and the
world from the previous year are weighed in order to
determine their fate in the upcoming year,"" then even
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without its relative position vis-a-vis Yom HaKippurim,
it is hard to understand why the Day of Judgment
would be situated at the beginning of the year. It
should be akin to a final exam which is the cumulative
culmination of one’s studies over a duration of time that
is administered at the end of the period. So too, the
Day of Judgment should be situated at the end of the
year as a conclusion to a year’s efforts rather than at
the beginning of the new year. In essence, what does
the Day of Judgment have to do with Rosh Hashana?

As already noted above, there is an embedded tension
in the day of Rosh Hashana from all the competing
motifs and feelings associated with the day. The Day
of Judgment looms large in the background and
weighs on the gaiety of the festivities and the
excitement surrounding the coronation of the King.
Strangely, it is as if one is celebrating the uncertainty
of the moment. More disconcerting is the fact that all
of these themes which shape the character of the day
of Rosh Hashana are completely absent from the
description of the nature of Rosh Hashana in the
Torah.

In the most elaborate list of the Jewish holidays in
Parshat Emor, the Torah simply says that there is a
holiday “on the first day of the seventh month ( wTna
wTn? TNXA 'vawn)” with the following characteristics,
“a sabbath, a memorial of trumpeting, a holy gathering
(wT X avnn ot Inawv).”'? - With regards to the
Korbanei Musaf in Parshat Pinchas, there is an equally
sparse description with again the “first day of the
seventh month (wTn%? TNXa 'v}awn wTnal)” being day
that is “a holy gathering for you, where you shall do no
laborious work, a day of trumpeting for you (wT Xapn
DdY7 N'' NVINN DI' IWYN K7 DTy noXn 7 0o ae).”13

The only hint that we have that the day might be
connected to Yom HaKippurim is the fact they share
the same Korbanot Musafim of “one young bull, one
ram and seven male lambs ( TNX 7' TNX 772 2 1O
nyvaw mw 12 0'wad)” for burnt-offerings (ni71v) and one
male goat as a sin-offering (nxon TNX DTy wwi). 4

This problem is not lost on the exegetes. The Ramban
commenting on the reason for the trumpeting (ot
nvinn) on Rosh Hashama states that “the verse does
not give the reason for this Mitzva, why trumpeting
(nvinn)? And why do we need a remembrance (]in1)
before God on this day more than any other day? And
why was it commanded to make this day into a holiday
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at all? It must be since it falls out in the same month
as Yom Kippur, at the beginning of the month ( wxn
wTIn), that it is a day of judgment before God...and
there is a sign in the heavens since the zodiac of this
month ("wn) is the scale which is used to measure
and weigh the judgment of God.” The Ibn Ezra also
notes that there is a Mitzva to blow the trumpets at the
beginning of every month (vmin wx1)™ and so the
command to sound the Shofar on Rosh Hashana is no
different than the trumpeting of any other month.® It is
most explicit in the Ri Ibn Shuib (a'viw jax ™)' where
he minces no words when he states that the Torah
never explicitly speaks about these issues and asks
why is it that they are absent from the Torah’s
description of the day."® In the Torah, there is no Day
of Judgment, there is no coronation of the King and
there is no blowing of the Shofar!

The most perplexing aspect of the festival of Rosh
Hashana is the name of the holiday itself. How is it that
it became known as Rosh Hashana, the beginning of
the year, or in the vernacular, New Years? Yes, itis
Rosh Chodesh, but nowhere in the Torah does it
indicate that this holiday is the beginning of the year.
It is a holiday on the first day of the seventh month
which hardly seems to be the most befitting time to
start the year. Moreover, most of the indications in the
Pesukim seem to point to the fact that Rosh Hashana
is situated at the end of the year and not at the
beginning of the year. The three pilgrimage festivals
(0"n whw), Pesach, Shavuot and Sukkot, are
described a number of times in the Torah either by their
agrarian  significance or by their coinciding
calendrically with an important agricultural time period.
Pesach is the Festival of the Spring (a'axn an),
Shavuot is the Festival of the Harvest (h'xjn an) and
Sukkot is the Festival of the Ingathering (q'oxn 2an)
situated at the end of the year (nawn nxx2)'® or at the
turn of the year (mwn mnoipn).20 The Torah
enumerates the three agrarian holidays
chronologically and it logically describes Sukkot as
culminating this trifecta of festivals at the conclusion of
the year. In this week’s Parsha, the Torah describes
the Mitzva of Hakhel which takes place at the end of
every seven years, at the time of the Shemitta on the
holiday of Sukkot.?" Sukkot is celebrated after Rosh
Hashana, yet once again here the Torah describes it
as marking the end of year. The most compelling
evidence is the fact that in Parshat Behar when
describing the onset of the upcoming Jubilee (7ar), the
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Torah enjoins that the Shofar be blown on the tenth
day of the seventh month, Yom Hakippurim, in order to
usher in the sanctity of the Yovel.?? That which is
implied in that Pasuk is made unequivocal by the sole
explicit reference to Rosh Hashana in the entire
Tanach. The prophet Yechezkel has a vision that
begins in the following manner, “In the twenty-fifth year
of our exile, on the New Year (niwn wx11) on the tenth
of the month, fourteen years after the destruction of the
city...”? The cumulative evidence would lead one to
believe that the new year begins either on Yom Kippur
or somewhere around Shemini Atzeret, but certainly
not on Rosh Hashana.

The Tanach records two celebrations of the holiday
that falls out on the first day of the seventh month. In
Ezra, prior to the rebuilding of the Second Temple, it
describes the people gathering from the surrounding
cities in Yerushalayim to re-initiate the daily functioning
of the Temple’s altar. It mentions nothing else
significant transpiring on that day, though it does
mention that on Sukkot they sacrificed the burnt-
offerings according to the daily prescription (of the
Torah).?* In a more elaborate ceremony in the time of
Nechemia, the people gather at the Gate of the Water
where for the first half of the day Ezra reads from the
Torah to educate all the men and women gathered who
are ignorant of that which is contained in the Torah.?®
After the public Torah reading, the leaders instruct the
people not to mourn or cry over their neglect of the
Torah laws that they had just heard. Instead they
should “go and eat delicacies and drink sweet
beverages, send portions to those that have nothing
prepared since today is sacred to our Lord. Do not be
sad, the enjoyment of God is your strength. The
Leviim quieted the people saying, be silent, for this day
is sacred, do not be sad. So all the people went to
eat and drink and to send portions and to engage in
great rejoicing...” On the second day, they gathered
once again and received instructions regarding the
holiday of Sukkot and the people built for themselves
Sukkot to dwell in during the upcoming festival. Once
again here, in both instances, Sukkot has a semblance
of what one would expect, but Rosh Hashana seems
to be devoid of any of the aspects that shape the
character of the day. Even more surprising is the
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emphasis on being happy and rejoicing which seem to
be the antithesis of the austerity and solemnity usually
associated with Rosh Hashana.

Generally, when the Torah mentions a festival it also
states the rationale for the celebration of that holiday.
In many instances, the Torah gives multiple reasons
for a given festival. Overall, the impetus for given
holidays consist of two genres: Those that fall on a
particular calendric date and are commemorating or
reliving a particular historical event and those that are
tied to a significant agricultural milestone.?® The three
pilgrimage festivals (n'7a1 ww) appear together in the
Torah five times.?” Pesach (nixnn an) is described as
being the Festival of the Spring (2'axn an) and is also
described as being the time of the Exodus.
Historically, Bnei Yisrael left Egypt on the fifteenth of
Nissan which Bnei Yisrael are commanded to
commemorate and relive with a yearly holiday, but it is
also the significant agricultural milestone of the
emergence of the new crops, the beginning of the early
harvest (nnjza wnan 7ninn) and the spring season. The
coinciding festivals yield a holiday that celebrates both
events simultaneously. Shavuot is described as being
the festival that celebrates the wheat harvest (2
D'u'n xy) or the harvest of the first fruits of your labor
()'wyn mda xpn an). ltis also the Festival of Weeks
whose date is set as fifty days post both the first day of
Pesach (mawn nannn) and “from when the sickle is
first put to the standing crop (nnjza wnan 7nnn).” The
Torah associates no historical event with Shavuot, but
Chazal tell us that it is the day of the Revelation at
Sinai, the day the Torah was given by God to Bnei
Yisrael.?®¢ Sukkot is the festival that celebrates the
ingathering of the crops from drying in the fields, of the
grain from the threshing floor and of the wine from the
press, all the bounty that God has blessed the person
with in the previous agricultural year. That bounty is
used to build the Sukkot that are central to the
celebration. At the same time, on the fifteenth on
Tishrei, one is enjoined to sit in the Sukkah for seven
days in order that the generations will be aware of the
fact that God housed Bnei Yisrael in Sukkot?®* when
they left the land of Egypt.3° The overlap between the
historical events and the agricultural cycle yields three
holidays with dual reasons for their significance. In
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summary, the Ibn Ezra explains that it is only
appropriate that Nissan be the first month since the
history of the Jewish nation began with the Exodus in
that month and chronologically it is the beginning of the
agricultural cycle celebrated by these three holidays.3’
That implies that the coinciding of the historical and
agricultural events is not just coincidental, but there is
a deeper thematic correlation between these
celebrations. The birth of the Jewish nation, the
Exodus, is coterminous with the spring season, the
emergence of the new crops, the beginning of the early
harvest (barley) and the revitalization after the
dormancy of the winter. The cross-pollinating between
the two cycles deepens one’s understanding of the
reasons for these festivals and helps the individual to
fuse and synthesize their spiritual and historical worlds
with their mundane and natural existence to create a
rich living religious experience.

The remaining Torah holidays seem to be devoid of
one or both of these aspects. In the Torah’s
description of the holidays of Rosh Hashana and
Shemini Atzeret, the Torah gives neither a historical
nor an agricultural reason for their significance. Yom
HaKippurim has historical significance in that the tenth
of Tishrei is the day that Moshe returns to Bnei Yisrael
with the second Luchot and it is the successful
culmination of Moshe’s appeal to God to win
forgiveness for Bnei Yisrael for the worshipping of the
Eigel. That historical event defines the character of the
holiday of Yom Kippur as being a day for atonement,
forgiveness and reconciliation. The practices and the
temperament of the day are defined by the Torah as
being a day of affliction (w91 ) with a specific
protocol (3" nTiay 170) that is detailed in Parshat
Acharei-Mot. Still missing though is the agricultural
significance of the day.

It is possible that the Torah’s defining of Yom
HaKippurim as being the beginning of the sanctity of
the Shemitta and Yovel years might shed some light
on this matter. The Torah tells us that one must desist
from plowing and harvesting during the Shemitta year
(nawn ¥par wnna).%2  In addition, one must forgo
planting, pruning and harvesting on the Sabbatical
year.3® From both of these descriptions, one sees that
the three pilgrimage holidays really pick up in the
middle of the agricultural cycle. As the Shemitta
indicates, there is a prelude to the spring, harvest and
ingathering. It is the planting, nourishing and growth
management part of the cycle that yields the results
that are celebrated on Pesach, Shavuot and Sukkot.
In the Land of Israel, the rainy season begins in the
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month of Cheshvan which means that the plowing and
seeding is done prior to that in the month of Tishrei. In
essence, the month of Tishrei sits at the nexus of the
end of the previous year and the beginning of the new
year. It is the culmination of the previous year’s
agricultural cycle and its successes which are
celebrated on Sukkot as the Festival of the
Ingathering, but it is also the outset of the new
agriculture year which is fraught with risk and danger.
Looking backwards, it is a time of celebration and
rejoicing while looking forward it is a time of fear,
anxiety and anticipation. Assuming that Rosh
Hashana, Yom HaKippurim and Shemini Atzeret,
which all share the same Korbanei Musafim, are part
of the same cycle then they are the holidays of the new
year that capture the emotions and experiences in
anticipation of the upcoming agricultural cycle.
Therefore, the month of Tishrei is both at once the end
of the year and the beginning of the year.

All of this is best captured by Rabbi Akiva in the
Gemara Rosh Hashana where he explains, “Why is it
that the Torah commands us to bring the Omer (barley
meal-offering) on Pesach? Because Pesach is the time
of the grains. God said bring before me the Omer so
that | may bless the grains in the field. Why does the
Torah say to bring the Shtei HaLechem (two wheat
loaves of bread) on Shavuot? Because it is the time of
the fruits of the tree. God said bring the Shtei
HalLechem so that the fruits of the trees will be blessed.
Why does the Torah say to pour water libations on
Sukkot. God said pour the water libations before me
on Sukkot so that the rains of the upcoming season will
be blessed...”*

Yom Kippur therefore is both a historical day of
atonement, but it is also a current Day of Atonement.
Itis the attempt to right the wrongs and reorient oneself
towards God because as the Torah tells us in Parsht
Eikev, the upcoming rainy season is dependent on the
behavior of the people. If you listen to the commands
of God and follow in his ways then the rains will come
in a timely and productive fashion.

We still need to explain the historical significance of
Rosh Hashana and how that interplays with the new
agriculture cycle which hopefully will yield some
deeper insights into the holiday of Rosh Hashana
which will help to answer many of the questions raised
above as well as provide for a more meaningful
understanding of the holiday of Rosh Hashana.

To be continued
Shabbat Shalom
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