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The deeper meaning of Rosh Hashana
Would it surprise you to learn that the new year, the holiday of Rosh Hashana, coincides with the day of the creation of man? Would it surprise you to discover a connection between Rosh Hashanah and Eretz Yisrael? That Rosh Hashana is the greatest manifestation of the Divine attribute of Chessed? What would you say if I told you that Rosh Hashana is about simple dedication to Almighty God? That Rosh Hashana is the day of simple Emuna, faith without the complexity of intellectual analysis and wisdom?

Rebby Nosson addresses these questions, and surprises us with new insights into the hidden message of Rosh Hashana.

Our prayers on this great day indicate that this is the first day of creation. זה היום תחילת מעשך. The deeper meaning of this statement is that every single year on the day of Rosh HaShana God re-creates the world. Rosh Hashana represents Chessed, because creation was an act of undeserved Chessed. The source of life is the Torah, but the world was created 26 generations before the Torah was revealed at Har Sinai. What justified and generated existence before the Torah was given? The conclusion is obvious, nothing in existence could justify its own existence before the Torah was given, and therefore all of existence is a manifestation of a “free gift”, namely, Chessed.

Over the course of time, the land of Israel was occupied by many nations. It was part of the Divine Will that these nations be given license permitting them to dwell in the land. But as Rashi points out in his opening comment in the book of Genesis, God created the world and owns the world and decides to divvy up the lands of the world to whichever nation he chooses. God's kingship and dominion over the world is an absolute given. It is God who will determine which nations will occupy which lands, and at which point they will have to give up their control over that land. Rosh Hashana as the day of creation, establishes the claim of the Jewish nation to the land of Israel. That claim is inherent in creation itself. The verse in the 14th chapter of Deuteronomy describes the land of Israel as “constantly the eyes of God are on the land from the beginning of the year until the end of the year". The Hebrew word for “the beginning of the year” is ראשית, the same word that appears at the beginning of Genesis describing creation, namely ,בראשית “in the beginning”. There is a direct connection therefore between Eretz Yisrael and creation. Our claim as a nation to Eretz Yisrael is a result of the Chessed of creation, and is a “free gift” to the people of Israel. This explains why on the day of Rosh Hashana we pray so fervently for the Messiah and for the שמחה לארצך וששון לעירך, happiness to the land and the joy to the city of Jerusalem. We beg for צמיחת קרן דוד עבדך, for the beginning of the establishment of the kingship of David. Our national aspiration to return to the land under the kingship of the מלך המשיח is a result of the sanctity of Rosh Hashana, the day which commemorates the creation the world with pure Chessed. Annually, year in and year out, on Rosh Hashana, the day of creation, there is a revelation of our national claim to the land of Israel. Each year on Rosh Hashana the negative forces of the dominion of idol worshipers over the land of Israel are diminished. And we hope for the day in which that dominion of the nations of the world will terminate completely, and we as a nation will return to the land, may that come about speedily  in our days.

Rosh Hashana is therefore the first of the 10 days of teshuvah because fundamentally teshuvah is a result of Chessed, undeserved benevolence and forgiveness by the creator. This is the same Chessed that maintained the existence of the world during the long period of time that preceded the giving of the Torah at Mount Sinai, that is the 26 generations between creation and the giving of the Torah. That same unjustified Chessed maintains the existence of the evildoers of the world.

Let us raise a fundamental question. We know that the source of all life is the Torah. We therefore conclude that during the period of time pre-dating the giving of the Torah, when existence could not be connected to the Torah, the source of all existing things must be pure Chessed. Once the Torah was given, and tragically man is guilty of violating the Torah, what would keep the Chessed going to maintain the world following the giving of the Torah? 

Another profound question that must be addressed is the following. It is impossible for man, even the great tzaddik or the scholar who is dedicated exclusively to the study of Torah, to be connected to the Torah at all times. The human being must tend to a wide variety of physical and biological needs. During those moments, and sometimes long intervals, how can the tzaddik be connected to the source of life, namely the Torah?

To answer these questions we must introduce a new concept. This concept is indicated by the Hebrew phrase איש פשוט, loosely translated as 'man in a state of simplicity”. We must not  misunderstand the word 'simplicity' in this context. The simplicity indicated here is a manifestation of the existence of the world before the Torah was given. During those intervals of time when the tzaddik is not directly connected to the Torah and its study, the tzaddik manifests himself in his simplicity, meaning he is temporarily stripped of his merits and worthiness and connected only to the Chessed that kept the world going prior to the giving of the Torah. The tzaddik in his role as a 'simple man' connects to the Chessed, that Divine Chessed, that keeps the world going. The tzaddik as 'simple man' divested of all his sophistication and great Torah achievements, is able to activate Divine Chessed and 'extend' it from on High. It is in this capacity that the tzaddik becomes the conduit, the agent, to keep the evildoers alive (by “extending” Chessed from on High).

Rosh Hashana, insofar as it reflects creation itself, marks that day when we all desperately need teshuvah to justify our inclusion in the renewal of creation which is the annual Divine act on this holy day. Everyone must do teshuvah because, as King Solomon expressed it, “there is no tzaddik in the land who does only good without sin”. Everyone needs teshuvah on this day to justify his existence. The source of teshuvah is the 'simplicity' of the tzaddik. At the moment that the tzaddik plays the role of the 'simple man', he gives life to all those living on the face of the earth who are simple people and lack their own merits. During the hours when the tzaddik is preoccupied with the service of God and the study of Torah, simple man finds himself at a great distance from the tzaddik, and is incapable of receiving the great light that emanates from the tzaddik. Only when the tzaddik is in a state of simplicity, when the tzaddik goes 'down' to a level that corresponds to that of the simple people who walk the globe, only then can the tzaddik influence and inspire the simple man who is often far from the Almighty to return to God with true and genuine penitence.
The primary mode of Divine service incumbent upon the entire nation of Israel on these days of Teshuvah, is simplicity and תמימות without any intellectual, analytic wisdom. On the day of Rosh Hashana all of us return to God with genuine Teshuvah, as well as heartfelt and sincere prayer, and crying out to Almighty God from the depths of one's heart out of a state of simplicity and תמימות without any intellectual wisdom at all. During these days we beg for a gift, gratis, as  reflected in the words of Slichos: “we don't come before you God with our with the merits of our actions, but rather we come like the destitute knocking on Your doors begging to enter Your gates”. We declare in our prayers that we rely totally on Your great compassion and we lean upon Your Chessed. As King David formulates it in Psalms (chapter 130) “with you God there is Chessed and great redemption”. This is why during the 10 days of Teshuvah we repeat constantly “from the depths we cry out to You”. The path to Teshuvah is forged by the great and true tzaddik when he is in a state of simplicity. It is then that the Jewish nation gains access to the great “treasury on High” of the gratis gift. It is then the lights of the true tzaddik shine brightly throughout the nation of Israel, the light of תמימות ופשיטות in its brilliant simplicity. Rosh Hashana then is the time for אמונה פשוטה ותמימה, simple and complete faith, without any intellectual and philosophical analyses. It is the day during which we constantly beg for the “free and undeserved gift” from God.No one is worthy enough to merit the receipt of this Divine gift. It is only due to the merits and power of the true Tzadikim who extend the Chessed from the great treasury of Chessed Above. They can accomplish this only when they are in the state of simplicity. The journey that leads to the land of Israel, is likewise an experience of simplicity.

The Kabbalistic and mystical teachers reveal that there is some dimension of “sleep” on Rosh Hashana. Obviously the concept of sleep in this context is to be understood metaphorically. Sleep symbolizes self negation. It means that the mind and the intellect cease working during sleep. But then what can man have to claim for himself on Rosh Hashana when he is in a state of sleep?? The answer is he will begin the process of Teshuvah with self negation - confessing the truth that he has nothing of his own upon which to base a claim for the right to exist – hoping for Divine Chessed, i.e. existence as a gift given granted to him gratis. Man yearns for the Chessed with which God created the world and maintained its existence during the long period before the giving of the Torah. That Chessed is brought down to this world through the simplicity of the great tzaddik. In that sense the dimension of 'sleep', of removing one's intellect – one could say freezing one's intellect - reflects the dimension of the existence of the world before Matan Torah, because the intellect is a reflection of the wisdom of the Torah which has yet to be revealed.

The blowing of the shofar on Rosh Hashana represents wakening man from his slumber, and is to be associated with the very giving and receiving of the Torah at the mountain of Sinai. The shofar blowing symbolizes the transition to the maintaining of the existence of the world through the Torah. The great tzaddik who negates himself and manifests simplicity, has succeeded in bringing down “free” Chessed, that same Chessed that kept the world going before Matan Torah (before the giving of the Torah). He has thus guaranteed life and existence for all those who are far from the Torah, and he inspires them with thoughts of Teshuvah. Nevertheless, this in itself would not be sufficient. This is so because the main source of life and existence in the world is the Torah, and with the blowing of the shofar the world now desperately needs to connect to the Torah. The blast of the shofar is identified by the Torah as TERUAH. That Hebrew word contains five letters, four of which are identical with the word Torah, and the addition of the fifth letter which is the “ע" that represents the number 70 which indicates that the Torah can be understood from 70 different perspectives. Every time we blow a TERUAH, the blast is preceded and followed by the straight blast of a TEKIAH. The TEKIAH alludes to the blasts of the shofar at the time of the giving of the Torah. The TEKIAH blast is simple; it does not rise up or sink down. The message here is somewhat obvious and yet profound. Receiving the Torah is a result of to תמימות and simplicity. Man receives the Torah out of a mental mode and an attitude of “I know nothing”. So whereas the TERUAH represents the Torah, and its seventy the perspectives, the message of the TEKIAH is that Torah cannot be revealed in this world without the dimension of simplicity, represented by the TEKIAH that precedes and follows the TERUAH. The shofar therefore represents the awakening from a state of slumber and the re-activation of the intellectual powers of man as reflected by the giving of the Torah. If the state of man before the shofar is comparable to the journey to the land of Israel, the state of man generated by the shofar is comparable to the arrival in the land of Israel. The journey to the land of Israel is one of simplicity and reflects the pure faith in Almighty God to grant the land to the people. However the actual experience of the sanctity of the land of Israel can only be achieved with the giving of the Torah when man terminates his state of 'sleep' and awakens his intellectual perception of God and his responsibilities to serve God. Rosh hashana is therefore the bridge between the pre-Torah simplicity and pure faith as reflected in the Chessed, and the post-Torah sophistication of חכמה. The latter period of time inaugurates a time when man's faith and service to God reflects the intellectual achievement of the Holy wisdom of the Torah. It is not coincidental that when Joshua led his people to conquer the land of Israel, he did so with the blast of the shofar when the people entered into Jericho at the beginning of their entry into the land. The Tanach records the blowing of the shofar prior to the conquering of Jericho. The blowing of the shofar represents man awakening from 'sleep', activating his intellect, and connecting with the Torah which is the dimension of the experience of entering the land of Israel as opposed to the journey to the land of Israel. When King David in the 89th Psalm glorifies the people of Israel as “those who know the TERUAH”, he is reflecting on the transition of the Jew from the state of simplicity to that of the intellectual sophistication of the wisdom of the Torah. This is also expressed in Psalm 119 where King David praises אשרי the ways of those Jews ההולכים who follow the path of תמימי דרך of simplicity. The concept of  TEMIMIM indicates the “simple” (=whole and complete) Emunah (faith) of the Jew when he prepares himself for the shofar. With the awakening of the Jew through the blasts of the shofar, the people are described as those who השם אור פניך יהלכון, those who “follow” the light of the Almighty (Psalm 89). It is through the Torah that the Jew ascends from simplicity and תמימות to Simcha and joy. Thus the process begins with תמימות and culminates with the activation of the intellectual comprehension of true wisdom, the wisdom of Torah which is the pure joy of פקודי השם משמחי לב. 

The MUSSAF service of Rosh Hashana is comprised of three segments. The first of the three indicates the Kingship of God, God as creator and Director of all of human history, God who has complete dominion over all. We open that section by declaring that we will glorify the master of the universe עלינו לשביח לאדון הכל and express the greatness of the creator of BERAISHISלתת גדולה ליוצר בראשית. Through this recitation we are able to activate the “free” (gratis) Chessed with which God created the world and through which the Kingship of God was revealed. The ultimate purpose of creation with Divine Chessed is the revelation of God's kingship through the revelation of His Chessed. With this Chessed, this undeserved benevolence, we embark on our journey to the land of Israel. 

The second section of the MUSSAF service is the reminder and the memory זכרונות about the covenant between Almighty God and our forefathers and our heartfelt plea that we merit the full realization of the covenant when God will restore his nation to the land of Israel ארץ החיים the land of life (eternal life). 

In the third section of the MUSSAF service we recite the verses about God's revelation through the blast of the shofar on Mount Sinai at the time of the giving of the Torah. This last section reflects the ultimate level of activating man's capacity for wisdom through the Torah. In this third and final segment of the MUSSAF service that we metaphorically “wake up” from our slumber and arrive at the land of Israel. It is appropriate that we begin this third section with the shofar of Mount Sinai and declare: “You have Revealed Yourself..”, and complete this section with the prophecy of the gathering of the Jewish People from the four corners of the earth to the land of Israel at the time of the ultimate Revelation. The latter Revelation will likewise be heralded by the blast of the shofar. Our petition in this third section is that God blow “the great shofar “and declare our freedom and gather the exiles from the entire globe. This reflects the idea that the receiving of the Torah represents the dimension of the achievement of the intellectual comprehension of the Holy חכמת התורה which corresponds to the arrival of the People into the land of Israel.

The 10 days of teshuvah correspond to the 10 utterances with which God created the world; these utterances are the manifestation of the undeserved and unlimited Divine Chessed. Our Teshuvah is predicated on this Chessed. 

Yom Kippur which closes the period of the 10 days of teshuvah corresponds to the giving of Ten commandments. The second set of tablets upon which the 10 Commandments were engraved were brought down on Yom Kippur. The 10 Commandments correspond to the 10 utterances of God with which He created the world. Accepting the Torah essentially means taking that which is concealed and revealing it, namely that which was originally the 10 utterances that conceal the Torah now are now revealed with the 10 Commandments on the day of Yom Kippur. The process of Teshuvah during these 10 days has one fundamental goal, namely, to reveal the Torah of the 10 Commandments. The 10 Commandments correspond not only to the 10 utterances of creation, but also to the 10 levels of ascending sanctity of the land of Israel. Thus we complete the 10 days of Teshuvah by revealing the 10 Commandments and experiencing the full sanctity of the 10 levels of קדושת ארץ ישראל, the 10 ascending sanctities of the land of Israel.

