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What Is Rosh Hashanah?

The anniversary of the creation of Adam and Eve, a day of judgment and coronation, the sounding of the shofar.
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The festival of Rosh Hashanah—the name 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 mankind’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 desirefor 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 man’s first sin and his repentance thereof, and serves as the first of the “Ten Days of Repentance” which culminate in Yom Kippur, the Day of Atonement. 

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 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 other special foods symbolic of the new year’s blessings. b) Blessing one another with the words “Leshanah tovah tikateiv veteichateim,” “May you be inscribed and sealed for a good year.” 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 every major Jewish holiday, after candle lighting and prayers we recite kiddush and make a blessing on the challah.

Reprinted from this year’s Chabad.Org Rosh Hashanah website.

Don Fernando Aguilar’s Amazing Shofar
By Yvette Alt Miller 
How a community of Jews defied the Spanish Inquisition to listen to the Shofar.


On August 2, 1492, a young sailor named Christopher Columbus departed Spain. As his ships sailed out of Seville’s harbor, he noted something curious: thousands of men, women and children were desperately cramming into boats and ships.


That day was the final deadline for all Jews to leave the Spanish kingdom. King Ferdinand and Queen Isabella had recently conquered all of Spain and sought to make their new kingdom an entirely Christian nation. No Jews could remain. In desperation, thousands fled, taking only those possessions they could carry. Within days, the Jewish community of Spain, which had flourished for hundreds of years, was no more. Synagogues were shuttered. Jewish schools were closed. The abandoned houses of the fleeing Jews were taken over by their non-Jewish neighbors.


In the weeks and months that followed the expulsion of Jews from Spain, Jewish life seemed completely dead. Not all of Spain’s Jews had fled when the fateful edict was pronounced. It was possible to remain in Spain but the conditions for doing so were dire: any Jew who hoped to remain in his home had to publicly embrace Christianity and renounce all Jewish observance.


Many Jews lived ostensibly Christian lives in public, but held on to Jewish observance in secret. On Friday nights, these secret Jews would shutter their windows so neighbors wouldn’t see them light their Shabbos candles. Jewish housewives would bake their weekly challah loaves in hiding; their husbands would whisper the words of the Shabbos Kiddush.


These clandestine Jews knew their very lives were at stake, should a neighbor overhear their murmured Hebrew prayers, or a passer-by spy them enjoying a holiday meal. The Spanish Inquisition had begun years before, when a secret Passover Seder was reported taking place among secret Jews: any Jew suspected of clinging to his or her religion would be tortured into confessing, then burned at the stake. Thousands of Spanish Jews had already died in public executions this way. Public burnings of Jews became so frequent they even had a name, auto de fe, and attending these frequent spectacles became a popular national pastime.


Even though they had ostensibly embraced Christianity, the secret Jews of Spain were never trusted; neighbors and priests realized they continued to practice Judaism, and were always alert to any display of Jewish ritual. Spaniards called these Jews “marranos,” a disparaging term that means “pigs,” and many eagerly looked for any sign of Jewish practice could see them turned over to the Inquisition.

The Conductor in Barcelona


Yet in the city of Barcelona, a large group of secret Jews clung to their ancient traditions. It’s impossible for us to know today exactly how many of Barcelona’s Jews continued following their religion, but we do know from the following story, passed down from generation to generation, that it was a sizeable number.


Even though it meant he could be arrested at any moment, Don Aguilar continued to live as a Jew.


Don Fernando Aguilar was a prominent Barcelona Jew. Conductor of the prestigious Royal Orchestra in that city, he was a man of distinction and enjoyed great wealth and prestige. When the edict banishing him and his coreligionists from Spain came, Don Aguilar decided to remain. He publicly embraced Christianity, but at the same time made a daring decision: in private, Don Aguilar, like so many Spanish Jews, would never renounce his faith. Even though it meant he could be arrested at any moment, Don Aguilar continued to live as a Jew.


When he came home each night, he kissed a mezuzah that he kept hidden in his floorboards. He was careful to eat only kosher food and observe the Jewish holidays. As the years went by, it became harder and harder to keep up his Jewish practice, but Don Aguilar – like the rest of Barcelona’s Jews – did as much as he could. 


There was no synagogue in his city any more, but groups of Jews would meet in private, under pain of death, to whisper prayers. There were no Jewish schools in Spain any longer, but families did their best to give their children a Jewish education. Year after grinding year, the secret Jewish community continued, holding on to as many of the mitzvot as possible.


Some rituals, however, were nearly impossible to observe. One was listening to the Shofar. Each Rosh Hashanah and Yom Kippur, the secret Jews of Barcelona and elsewhere would gather to pray. On Rosh Hashanah they would eat a furtive festive meal together. On Yom Kippur, they would go about their business in public, never letting on that they were fasting. But blowing a Shofar out loud, let alone for the 100 blasts prescribed for each day of Rosh Hashanah and Yom Kippur, was impossible. Doing so would lead to immediate arrest, torture, and death.

The Shofar Symphony


Five long years after the expulsion of Spain’s Jews, five years of practicing their religion in secret, of living a double life, Don Aguilar saw an opportunity. In 1497, he made a public announcement: on Sunday, the 5th of September, he would personally lead the Royal Orchestra of Barcelona in a brand-new concert of his own composition. The piece he’d written was unlike anything ever heard in Spain before. It was, he declared, to be a celebration of native peoples and their cultures. Every instrument ever invented around the world, no matter how far away, would be represented.


On the eve of the concert, the orchestra hall was filled. Some in the audience noticed that Don Aguilar was not wearing the gold cross he usually sported, but there was so much excitement about his unusual orchestral work, nobody paid much attention to this difference in his dress. Many of those in attendance were “marranos” but the fact that so many of these people came to the concert apparently didn’t arouse anyone’s suspicions. As the curtains parted, the concert began as planned.


Don Aguilar’s music was interesting. True to his word, the audience heard from a wide range of instruments. There were bells and horns, stringed instruments and an array of different drums. Then, in the middle of the concert, a musician with the orchestra who was rumored by many to be a secret Jew took the stage. He was holding an unusual instrument: a ram’s horn.


Don Aguilar’s “music” gave the secret Jews a chance to hear fulfill the mitzvah of hearing the Shofar.


The musician put it to his lips, and began to blow. Tekiah, shevarim, teruah. Each note of the Rosh Hashanah Shofar service rang out throughout the hall, one hundred notes in all. Most of the audience appreciated it as a virtuoso performance of an unfamiliar instrument. But to the secret Jews in the audience, Don Aguilar’s “music” gave them their first chance in years to hear fulfill the mitzvah of hearing the Shofar.


Sept. 5, 1497 was the first of Tishrei, 5258 – the night of Rosh Hashanah.


Little is known of Don Aguilar. Some say he was arrested soon after the concert and executed in secret, so that news of his exploits would not become public. Others maintain he lived to an old age, continuing to live a Jewish life.


All that is known is his amazing actions on Rosh Hashanah, over 500 years ago, when for one evening he allowed an entire secret Jewish community to fulfill the mitzvah of hearing the Shofar.


Primary source: Rabbi Eliyahu Ki-Tov, The Book of Our Heritage, and Rabbi Stewart Weiss’ article in the Jerusalem Post. Note: no written documentation of this event exists; the name of Don Fernando Aguilar and the legend of his actions in September 1497 have been passed down through the centuries verbally. While it is impossible for us to verify the details of these events, generations of Jews have maintained that this amazing Rosh Hashanah “concert” took place.

Reprinted from the September 20, 2014 website of Aish.com

It Once Happened

The Father’s Shofar

The shofar blowing, "tekiyot," of Reb Yoel Chaim Weissfinger were legendary among the Jews of the Old City of Jerusalem. Every year on Rosh Hashana, hundreds of people would flock to his synagogue for the unique experience of hearing him sound the shofar. It was also rumored that the ancient ram's horn had a long and colorful history.
When Reb Yoel Chaim passed away a few days after Yom Kippur in 5674 (1913) he left behind two sons, Shimon and Leibel. But which one should inherit their father's shofar, and along with it, the honor of blowing it in shul? In the end a compromise was reached: Shimon, the eldest son, inherited the small grocery store his father had owned, while Leibel, the younger brother who was also a Torah scholar, inherited the prized shofar.

The Oldest Brother Emigrates to America

Several years later Shimon sold the grocery store and emigrated to America, where he started his own business. The business flourished, and soon Shimon was a wealthy man.

In the meantime, a war broke out between the English and the Ottoman Turks in the Holy Land. One day Leibel, who was an English citizen, was walking when he was captured by Turkish soldiers, thrown into jail, and deported to Egypt. The only possession he took along was his father's shofar.

Not long afterward, a ship arrived in the Holy Land with a cargo of food donated by American Jews for their less fortunate brethren. Among the passengers was a Mr. Sam White, one of the directors of the aid committee. Before he anglicized his name, Mr. White had been known as Shimon Weissfinger.

When Sam learned what had happened to his brother he immediately set sail for Egypt and, with G-d's help, he managed to locate him. Sam gave Leibel a large sum of money, which enabled him to return home and get back on his feet.

Gives the Shofar to His Brother

On the day Sam was to leave for America, Leibel, overcome by emotion, presented his older brother with their father's shofar as a token of his gratitude. Sam was very touched, and the whole way home kept the treasured object in full sight. Indeed, the shofar was the only thing he talked about upon his arrival. But when he went to show it to his friends and family he almost fainted: it was nowhere to be found! The ancient shofar had somehow disappeared.

Years passed, and the financial circumstances of the Jews of Jerusalem deteriorated even further. Leibel and his family emigrated to Poland, where he found a position as Rabbi in a small village. Perhaps, he hoped and prayed, his worries were over.

But such was not to be, as the Second World War soon erupted. The Germans, may their names be erased, invaded Poland. Over the next few years Leibel endured the tortures of the Holocaust, but miraculously survived. When the War ended he spent several years wandering from one D.P. camp to the next, hoping to eventually return to Israel.

A Kindly Italian Farmer

One Rosh Hashana eve the group of Jewish refugees with whom he was traveling arrived at the home of a kindly Italian farmer who agreed to let the group stay over Yom Tov. The refugees were saddened by the fact that they had no shofar, but grateful for the opportunity to pray together.

Rosh Hashana came and went. Leibel and his friends were about to depart when the Italian farmer asked them to sit down for a minute. "I have something on my conscience that has been bothering me for years," he told them. "I'd like to get it off my chest once and for all...

"Many years ago I was a seaman on a ship that sailed from Palestine to America. One of the passengers was a wealthy American Jew, who held on to a small package the whole time as if guarding a great treasure. When the ship docked in America it was a tumultuous scene, and I'm ashamed to say that I seized the opportunity to steal it. But I was very disappointed when I opened it up, because all it contained was this strange-looking thing..." The farmer then withdrew a very old shofar from its case.

"I know that this is some kind of Jewish object, and for years I've been hoping to meet some Jews so I could give it back. Please take it."

Dismayed that the farmer hadn't mentioned it before Rosh Hashana, no one noticed that Leibel Weissfinger had paled. Indeed, he was white as a ghost - for it was none other than his father's shofar!

When he had recovered enough to speak, Leibel told everyone the amazing story of the shofar, whereupon it was their turn to be speechless...

Leibel eventually returned to Jerusalem, where he was reunited with his brother. (In the wake of the Holocaust, Sam had sold his business in America and returned to the Holy Land; he had also reverted to the name of Shimon Weissfinger.)

The reunion was particularly emotional, especially when Leibel showed his elder brother the long-lost shofar and told him how it had come to him. And everyone marveled over the mysterious ways of Divine Providence.

Reprinted from Issue #638, the Rosh Hashanah 5760/2000 edition of “L’Chaim Weekly,” a publication of the Lubavitch Youth Organization in Brooklyn, NY.

Why Do We Eat a Fish

Head on Rosh Hashanah?

By Aron Moss
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Question:

I read somewhere that there is a custom to eat the head of a fish on the night of Rosh Hashanah, to symbolize that in the coming year “we should be the head and not the tail.” What does this actually mean? I can’t make head or tail of its. (Sorry.)

Answer:
We face today a crisis of leadership. In almost every area of life—familial, communal, global and personal—there is a gaping void at the top. Rather than leading with vision and purpose, today’s leaders are often no more than followers.

We see governments and communal leaders who aren’t building policies based on deeply held values and time-tested truths, but rather shape their platforms by following popular opinion and adopting whatever pet issues are in fashion on the day.

Many parents are not giving their children clear direction and guidance, but rather take their cues from the children themselves, and cave in to their every desire.

Individuals are often not living lives directed by core beliefs and lofty ideals, but rather follow their lower instincts, and then develop convoluted justifications for living a life of self-indulgence.

This is why we are so confused today. What should be the head is nothing more than a tail. Instead of ideals shaping reality, it’s the other way around—whatever my reality is, I will shape my ideals to fit it.

The reason for this crisis in the modern world is clear. So many of us have forgotten G‑d. We have lost our Head, our source of absolute truth. Once ultimate authority is weakened, all authority is weakened.

But we can turn this around. We can reconnect to our Head, the true Higher Authority. Only then can we have heads that are not tails.

Parents ought to have a clear picture of what they want their family to look like, based on eternal values that are as true today as they were for our grandparents. And then, with love and sensitivity, along with firmness and discipline, parents must guide their children to live up to that standard.

Leaders need to have a moral vision that is immune from the shortsighted influence of mob thinking, and with pragmatism and resolve inspire their constituents to share that vision.

As individuals, we must espouse ideals that transcend our own selfishness, a higher purpose that comes from a place beyond our own ego, so we can control our lower urges and live a life of meaning and soulful achievement.

So, as a new year dawns, we pray that we should be the head and not the tail. We need it for our world, our families and ourselves.

Reprinted from the Parshas Ki Seisei 5775 email of Chabad.Org Magazine.
Two Sides to Every Desk:

A Rosh Hashanah Parable

By Rabbi Eli Scheller
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My boss summoned me into his office. He stood on one side of the desk and I stood on the other.
I stood in front of the large desk with my heart pounding. There was nothing I could say. A task was expected of me and I had not completed it. I was 29 and I was standing in my boss's office. For the past five days he had asked me to report to him about the project. Every day I had offered another excuse and his patience had finally worn thin. So there we were – him on one side of the desk and me on the other.

It suddenly struck me that I had previously felt this exact set of emotions when I stood in front of a different large desk sweating and ridden with anxiety. There was nothing I could say. A task was expected of me and I had not completed it. I was 10 years old and I was standing in the principal's office. My teacher had repeatedly asked me to hand in the overdue book report and every day I had another excuse, until my teacher finally had enough. So there we were – the principal on the other side of the desk and me on the other.

I once again steeled myself for the worst. I had not fulfilled my job commitment and that led to the frightening conclusion that I was about to lose my job. My employer swiveled his leather chair to face me. He waved his hand and pointed to the chair alongside the desk for me to sit. As I lowered myself into the chair I felt like a ten year old again, scared and alone with no one to turn to.

My boss suddenly stood up, walked around the desk to where I was sitting, and grabbed a chair to sit down beside me. This was not what I was expecting. My level of discomfort rose.

“Do you know why I'm sitting here next to you?” he asked. “So that you know we are on the same team. I’m not here to scold you. I hired you because I believed in your ability and skills. As your employer it's my duty to ensure your success.”

As Jews approach Rosh Hashanah, the Day of Judgment, there is a palpable fear, like a trembling student standing in front of the principal or like an employee before his superior. Rabbi Yochanan offers a different approach (Rosh Hashanah 17b). He notes that the Torah verse that describes the 13 Attributes of Mercy that Jews recite to receive God’s forgiveness says, “G-d passed before him (Moses) and proclaimed…” (Exodus, 34:6), implying that G-d Himself will say call out the 13 attributes. 

Rabbi Yochanan said that this verse teaches us that God appeared before Moses wrapped in a tallit as if He was leading the chazzan leading the congregation in prayer. G-d was demonstrating that He is with us, on our team, advocating and leading us back to the fold. G-d sat on our side of the desk, as the Medrash says that on Rosh Hashanah G-d (figuratively) arises out of His seat of strict judgment and moves over to His seat of mercy.

When I received my boss’s reassurance I felt a huge weight lifted off my shoulders. But our conversation was not finished. I knew he was waiting to hear from me a detailed plan of action that would remedy my previous failure to fulfill my commitment. I assured him that I would submit that afternoon a step-by-step system that would allow me to accomplish my responsibilities.

In a similar vein, Rabbi Yochanan writes that when G-d introduced the 13 Attributes of Mercy to Moses, He told him, “Let the Jews performthe following service (of the thirteen attributes)...” Rabbi Yochanan didn’t write, “Let the Jews say the 13 attributes”, but rather, “perform them...” 

G-d wants us to emulate His ways, “As G-d is merciful, so too, you should be merciful.” The way to repair our relationship with G-d is to signal with our actions that although we have failed in the past, we are ready to get back to work. He wants our detailed plan of action that we are committed to fulfill on His desk, no later than Yom Kippur.

Shana tova, may you have a sweet new year.

Reprinted from this week’s Aish.com website.

Recommendations

For Repentance

By Rabbi Moshe Meir Weiss
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The Gemora in Masechtas Menachos teaches us that this world was created with the letter ‘Hei,’ as the verse states, “Eila toldos shamayim v’aretz b’hibarom – These are the accountings of heaven and earth when they were created.”  The word b’hibarom can also be read, “b’Hei barom,” which gives us a rendering of the verse, “With the letter Hei, the heaven and earth were created.”  
The Gemora explains that the ‘Hei’ is open at the bottom to signify that if we lead a life of sin, we will plummet – G-d forbid – to the abyss.  The opening at the left side of the ‘Hei’ represents a special entranceway for those who do tshuva, repentance, to reenter.  Thus we see the letter that made creation possible has, as one of its main components, the mission of tshuva.

While tshuva is important throughout the year, at no time is it as urgent and as effective as during the Ten Days of Repentance – for at that time, Hashem stretches out His hand, welcoming our overtures of repentance.  It is this that the posuk attests when it says, “Dirshu Hashem b’hi matza’oh – Seek out Hashem when He can be found,” which refers to the Ten Days of Repentance.

But, when one seriously initiates a campaign to do tshuva, he is overwhelmed by where to start.  Should he work on gossip?  On anger?  On business ethics?  Or should he turn his attention to prayer, learning the many words that he doesn’t understand, working on his concentration and focus to better his talking to G-d?  
Should he perhaps concentrate on finding time to learn, or spending more time honoring his parents?  Should he work on charity and acts of kindness?  Perhaps he should hone his skills at displaying more sensitivity in his inter-personal relationships.  Or maybe one should put full focus on bettering his or her marriage.  Whew!  The list goes on and on and we can almost hear the Yeitzer Hora sarcastically saying in the background, “Forget it!  You’re a lost cause!”

Of course, while all of the above are ripe fields for self-improvement, it is foolhardy to try to improve everything at once.  So, where do we begin?  Rabbi Dovid Goldwasser, in his inspiring sefer on Elul, quotes and interesting Gemora in Masechtas Menachos [43b].  The Gemora teaches us, “Kasha onshon shel tzitzis yoser mei’onshon shel t’cheles – The penalty for not wearing white tzitzis is more severe than the sin of leaving out the blue thread.” 

The fundamental theme of this Gemora is that, since the white thread was easier to procure, the sin of not having it is more serious for the easier the mitzvah the greater is the sin for its omission.  Thus we see, contrary to what we might think, when one embarks upon a campaign of tshuva, he should start correcting the easy mitzvahs first – for the neglect of these mitzvahs are the most sinful in the eyes of Hashem.  There is another strong reason to start first with the easier aveiros.  We are most likely to succeed, which will give us a strong incentive to continue our campaign of self-improvement.

Yet another important guideline on where to start our tshuva curriculum is to consider the Talmudic dictum of “aveira goreres aveira,” the vicious cycle that the doing of one sin leads to further sins.  An example of this is if someone sins by yelling at his wife Friday afternoon, Hashem might tempt him with sin during Maariv on Friday night by having someone come over to him to talk.  Indeed, many times when we find ourselves facing strong temptation, the reason we were put in such a predicament in the first place is because we sinned earlier in the day.

Thus, the serious Baal Tshuva, penitent, bearing this in mind, will pay special attention to his or her behavior at the very beginning of the day.  For example, do we say Modeh Ani in the morning as soon as we wake up?  This is a relatively easy thing to do – so its omission is particularly punishable as explained above.  

Furthermore, if we start off the day on the wrong foot, this right away initiates the nasty snowball effect of “aveira goreres aveira” which can have ugly repercussions throughout the day.  This line of reasoning holds equally true for the proper washing of our hands in the morning, how we greet our spouse upon awakening, and how we say our brochos at the breakfast table, etc.

So let’s bear in mind these important rules.  Start with the easy stuff at the beginning of the day!  This formula will prove very rewarding and can greatly improve and enhance the quality of our lives and the substance of our spirituality.

In this merit, may we be blessed with a G’mar Chasima Tova u’Masuka – a Final Seal of Good Health and Sweetness for the New Year. 
(Reprinted from the August 30, 2015 website of Matzav.com)

Bringing the Sound of the Rosh Hashanah Shofar to the Homebound
By Menachem Posner

Volunteers available around the world for those who cannot make it to synagogue on Rosh Hashanah
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	Rabbi Leibel Fine, co-director of Chabad Dollard in Canada, has a tradition of blowing the shofar for the homebound on Rosh Hashanah. (Photo not taken on Yom Tov)


Allan Sheff “will never forget” when Rabbi Leibel Fine came to his doorstep with a shofar in hand.

“It was the first day of Rosh Hashanah, and I wasn’t feeling well and hadn’t been able to attend synagogue. That afternoon there was a knock at the door, and there was Leibel, who’d recently arrived with his wife, Chana, to establish Chabad House. ‘I heard you weren’t in shul,’ he told me, ‘so I came to blowshofar for you.’ It was a very special moment that really personifies why Chabad is so unique,” says the Montreal resident, who says he now regards Fine as an “adopted son.”
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Rabbi Eliezer Zalmanov, co-director of Chabad Lubavitch of Northwest Indiana in Munster, Ind., sets out with his whole family to make sure those not able to attend
For his part, the rabbi, co-director of Chabad Dollard in Canada, says that what he did for Sheff is exactly what his counterparts throughout the world have been doing for decades: working to ensure that every single Jew has the opportunity to hear the shofar, the central observance of the holiday of Rosh Hashanah, which will be celebrated this year beginning on the evening of Sunday, Sept. 13, and lasting until the evening of Tuesday, Sept. 15.

In fact, a journal published by LubavitchYouth Organization in 1961 displays a list of nearly 50 young men who fanned out on foot across Brooklyn, N.Y., and beyond to blow shofar for the bedridden, including those in nursing homes and hospitals.

Rabbi Eliezer Zalmanov, co-director of Chabad Lubavitch of Northwest Indiana in Munster, Ind., says his entire family of eight comes along for the walk. “After we finish services and the holiday meal, we get on our sneakers and strap the little ones into the stroller, and set out to visit our Jewish neighbors who may not have been in services that day.”

services will hear the shofar. (Photo not taken on Yom Tov)

They also make a stop at the athletic field of a nearby public school, where Jewish athletes and coaches gather around for what has become an annual tradition.

The rabbi says the custom began the very first year that he and his wife, Chanie, moved to Munster.

“Dear friends, who were actually hosting High Holiday services in their home, told us that they had a neighbor who was Jewish,” he goes on to explain. “We knocked on his door with shofar in hand. His wife, who was not Jewish, answered the knock and told us that her husband was in the hospital. Of course, we set off walking to the hospital. By the time we arrived, the wife was already there. She was so surprised that we’d taken the long trek just for her husband.

“I blew shofar for him and spent a few minutes speaking even though I could not tell if he was conscious. He passed away soon after. The wife wrote a letter to our hosts telling them how meaningful it was to her that her husband got to do one more Jewish thing before passing away.”

‘Light to That Universe’

Often, the stories have happier endings.

Rabbi Yisroel Gurevitz—who co-directs Chabad of Kiryat Krinitzi in Ramat Gan, Israel, with his wife,Rivka—says that the sounding of the Rosh Hashanah shofar served to change one man’s relationship to Judaism in a very positive way.

“I was told that there was a man in my neighborhood who was very not healthy. He was wheelchair-bound and had problems with his blood. I decided to visit him with the shofar on Rosh Hashanah,” recounts the rabbi. “I’d visited him before on other holidays, and why should Rosh Hashanah be any different? When I showed him the shofar, he told me he had never heard it before in his life. He was 79 years old at that point and lived two minutes away from a synagogue. Well, there’s a first time for everything.
 “Today, he wears tefillin on a daily basis and has become much healthier physically,” the rabbi reports. “And he ‘blames’ his turn for the better on his newfound Judaism.”

“I was first alerted to the need in our community,” says Rabbi Shimon Gruzman, who co-directs Chabad of Castro Valley, Calif., with his wife, Chanie, “by a woman who asked if I could perhaps blow shofar for her grandfather, who lives in Castro Valley [near San Francisco]. At the age of 96, he was not able to get out, but he still wanted to observe the central ritual of this holiday.”
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Rabbi Shimon and Chanie Gruzman and family.

“Can you imagine the isolation and disappointment of these people, many of whom are elderly?” asks the rabbi. “For 70, 80 or even 90 years, they never missed a shofar-blowing, and now they are spending Rosh Hashanah alone in silence.”

Expanding a program started last year, the rabbi will be coordinating “House Calls” for Jewish people who cannot make it to synagogue on either of the two days of the holiday.

The name “House Calls” plays off the double meaning of “call,” indicating both the personal visit, and the sound of the shofar.

This year, the rabbi plans on enlisting the help of two rabbinic interns who will accommodate the requests that have already begun to accumulate.

One challenge faced by the shofar-blowers is that Jewish law prohibits driving on the Sabbath and Jewish holidays. As such, each visit can take the volunteer shofar-blowers many hours.

Y
et Gruzman insists that “time and effort are not the issue. Each individual person is an entire universe, and if we can walk for an extra hour or two to bring light to that universe, that is the best way to possibly start the New Year.”

To request a home visit for yourself or someone in need this Rosh Hashanah, contact your local Chabad center.
(Reprinted from the current website of Chabad.Org)
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A Letter from G-d

By Rabbi David Begoun
A Few Things to Keep in Mind as 

Rosh Hashanah Draws Near.
My precious child,

I want to wish you a shana tova, a sweet new year, and share with you a few things that I think you need you to know.

When I look at you I see something very different than what you see when you look in the mirror. You see yourself as you are now. But when I look at you I see who you can become. My primary goal is to help you grow from where you are now to where I know you can be.

Sometimes you are already challenging yourself and pushing yourself to become that person that I created you to become. So I just watch, with great nachas, and gently guide you in that direction. I orchestrate the events and experiences of your day-to-day life to ensure the maximum possibility of your achievement of that goal.

Other times, I have to present you with challenges and hurdles in order to convert your potential greatness into actualized excellence. I know that those moments are sometime painful, but if I don’t challenge you then you will never actualize your potential. Please remember that I am closer to you during those moments than I am at any other time.

I want to tell you about one of my most important employees. He is the V.P. of Human Development. His name is Yetzer hara, the evil inclination, and he works for me 365 days a year, 24/7. The Yetzer hara gets a bad rap, but he is really your best friend. If it weren’t for him, you would remain a nobody forever. I have empowered him to provide you with constant assaults and to approach you with a never ending barrage of creative tactics, but they only come to challenge you to grow and improve yourself. The Yetzer hara and I have only one goal for each encounter you have with him: we both want you to overpower him and show him what you are made of. Of course, once you do that I send him back with a more difficult obstacle to overcome, because that’s how you really become great.

Here’s some good advice: Speak to me. Often. And don’t think I only understand Hebrew. I understand every language there is. So speak to me in your own language. And you don’t have to wait to be in a synagogue; speak to me any time of day, no matter what you’re doing – when you’re driving your car, when you’re taking a walk. Speak to me before you go to sleep. And most of all, speak to me on Shabbos. I am always available and I really am a good listener. In fact, I understand you better than anyone else (even yourself) because you are mine and I made you. So don’t be shy, don’t feel awkward; just pour your heart out to me and I promise I will respond.

And take advantage of Shabbat; it’s My special gift for you. Turn off your phone, computer, iPad and all those other gadgets and use the quiet time to celebrate your most important relationships: your relationship with Me, your relationship with yourself and your relationships with those special people that you are closest to. Even if you can’t carve out the whole 25 hours for this purpose, at least use some of the day to connect to me.

I will let you in on a secret: I am talking to you all the time but I speak in a faint whisper. You have so many competing sounds, a cacophony of noises going on around you that drown me out. Find some quiet time and Shabbos and listen. You will be amazed what you hear.

Don’t try to go through the journey of life on your own. I want you to find a mentor who can guide you and teach you and show you how to find Me and connect to Me. When you find that person, cling to him or her and don’t let go. Make them teach you and guide you and take their advice to heart.

In addition, find someone to take this journey with. It is a lot easier to make this trek if you have someone with whom to share the journey. You can both make sure you are staying on target and heading toward your goals.

If you can, make the effort to come to the place on earth where My presence can most be felt. Spend some time in My city Jerusalem and imbibe the wisdom that oozes from the ancient walls there.

Rosh Hashanah is coming up. It’s the birthday of mankind when I revise the plan of human history and write the next act for the year to come. Think about what major role you want to take. I am willing to let you play any role that you are committed to play. So think big and create a passionate vision of who you want to be this coming year. And on Rosh Hashanah, instead of counting the number of pages left in the machzor, talk to Me and tell Me what role you want to play.

The Book of Life will be open on that day and I am putting the pen in your hands. Choose life.

Love,

Your Father in Heaven who believes in you and loves you unconditionally.

Reprinted from the current Rosh Hashanah website of Aish.com

The Silent Shofar and

The Smith’s Assistant

By Rabbi Shlomo Yosef Zevin
The synagogue in Radomsk, Poland, was packed. It was Rosh Hashanah, and thousands of chassidim had traveled from far and near to spend the holy day in the presence of Reb Shlomo, the Rebbe of Radomsk. It was a special experience not to be missed, as the Rebbe would often lead the prayers, interspersing them with with original melodies he himself composed.

When it came time for the shofar blowing, the learned and pious chassid who’d been carefully selected for the task stepped up onto the raised platform in the center of the sanctuary. He’d been preparing for the entire month of Elul, carefully practicing the shofar blasts and learning the deep Kabbalistic meditations that accompany them. With his tallit draped over his head, he recited the blessings with obvious concentration.

Then, he took the ram’s horn to his lips, ready to blow. Yet, try as he might, not a sound emitted from the horn. He tried turning it this way and that, but he could not coax even the faintest peep from the shofar.

After many long minutes, to the dismay of the erstwhile shofar blower, a younger man was called up to take his place. He picked up the shofar, and with almost no effort, he produced the prescribed series of sharp blasts.

Following the prayer services, Rabbi Shlomo called over the unsuccessful—and crestfallen—shofar-blower and told him the following story:

There was once a nation that coronated a new, beloved king. In order to express their great admiration and devotion for their monarch, they decided to commission a new crown for him, the likes of which had never been seen before.

An extensive search began for the largest, clearest and most beautiful gems to adorn a crown of pure gold. Finally, a fine assortment of gleaming stones was amassed. Yet no craftsman was willing to set them into the crown. Knowing that each gem was precious and unique, the craftsmen were afraid that they’d damage them or otherwise not do justice to their unparalleled beauty.

Finally, one goldsmith accepted the job and asked for a month to work on the crown. For weeks, he contemplated the gems and the crown, thinking of the best way to bring them together into a most stunning masterpiece. But he was too scared to actually attach them.

Two days before he was due to deliver the crown, he picked it up with a pounding heart. With trembling hands, he prepared himself to set the precious stones as he’d planned, but he was so nervous that he actually dropped the crown.

Realizing that he wouldn’t be able to complete the job, he called his assistant, a simple but capable boy, into his workshop. Showing him the crown and the stones, he told the young fellow what needed to be done. While he stood outside—afraid to look—the assistant deftly followed his master’s instruction and the crown was completed.

There are many ways of understanding this tale and many lessons that can be derived. Since the story was recorded by Rabbi S.Y. Zevin with no conclusions, we pass it on to you, dear reader, as we’ve received it, open to your interpretation and and perspective.

Reprinted from the current Rosh Hashanah website of Chabad.Org
The Future Past
By Larry Gordon

The years seem increasingly long ago. Despite their increasing distance, however, it is clear to me now that they will never fade away to a place beyond retrieval. They are so special, in fact, that it seems they are not a matter of what once was, but rather they live side-by-side with the reality of the present. 


I refer to those days of Rosh Hashanah as a teenager and young adult in my parents’ home, days which were then taken so very much for granted. From the rush of the pre-Yom Tov shopping, to preparing for yet another Rosh Hashanah davening, to the carefully prepared and celebratory holiday cuisine, there was nothing like the Yamim Nora’im at home. 

Where I was raised, we never had to deal with the concept of seats for Rosh Hashanah. For us it wasn’t just a matter of in what location you would be placed, or in what shul you would reserve a seat for davening, but whether or not you’d have a chair to sit on at all. Born and raised in Crown Heights, Brooklyn, I found myself part of an unusual and kind of quasi-exclusive minyan for the holidays that had its own rules and customs. 


We davened at the main shul of Chabad, at 770 Eastern Parkway, where there were, as I remember it, three levels of minyanim. Well, three floors, actually. We prayed at the top, third floor that was only open for Rosh Hashanah and Yom Kippur. The Rebbe davened downstairs, two floors below us, in what they called the main shul. 


My father was the ba‘al tefillah in that unusual upstairs minyan that was usually just an empty room with no seats or chairs. Another thing about that room was that the floors were so shiny you could just look down and see your face. The floors were a dark wood, well preserved and antique-looking. On all four sides the room was surrounded by glass-enclosed bookshelves—neatly stacked, inaccessible and locked. This was the Rebbe’s father-in-law’s library on the third floor of 770. 


The minyan started way back before I was born. The previous Lubavitcher Rebbe, Rabbi Yosef Yitzchok Schneerson, lived on the third floor of 770. Toward the end of his life, he was wheelchair-bound and could not make it down to the main shul floor, so a handful of his followers were chosen to create a minyan for him up there, which they did. 


The minyan continued to convene each year at the appointed time even after he had passed away in 1950. In later years, I thought it was just a nice tradition to be carried on in his memory, but later I discovered that another reason for this minyan was that his rebbitzen, Nechama Dina, still lived up there and the minyan was largely for her benefit. 


It was a quiet and majestic setting. Everything was meticulously clean. Near the library where we davened there was a long hallway that would serve as the ezras nashim. Beyond this hallway were the swinging doors to a kitchen, and nearby was a large and fabulously decorated dining room. The thing is that I knew it was a beautiful room but didn’t specifically realize it until many years later when I would combine what I could recall with what I had learned about furniture, antiques, and the like. 


In the center of a stone-floored room was a long and regal dining-room table covered with a tablecloth. Around the table were 10 or 12 leather high-back dining-room chairs. If you got to shul early enough on the first night of Rosh Hashanah, you could probably get to carry one of those very smooth and comfortable chairs into the library and it became your seat through Yom Kippur. 


If you came a little late—after the first 12 people—then you had no choice but to take one of the wood-framed, red-cloth-covered folding chairs. These were not as sleek or comfortable as the leather dining-room chairs, but were much better than the next choice—wooden benches lined up along the wall. 


I never understood how the composition of this minyan came to be. I knew that my father and one of his friends was there because they were the ba‘alei tefillah. But the others, I just don’t know. 


All I know is that come erev Rosh Hashanah, when you showed up to that room which instantly became a shul, they were all there. In many cases I wouldn’t see these people all year. Come Rosh Hashanah and Yom Kippur we were together as if on a journey, passengers on some kind of spiritual 747. And then Yom Kippur ended and they were gone until the next year. 


On occasion, to this day, I may run into one of the men I recognize from that minyan of yesteryear. I might nod hello and ask how they are, but that’s it. They move on, I move on. Perhaps if I met their children, some who were a little older than me at the time, or some of the others who were younger, we might have some interesting memories to share. 


But they are all grown now and probably dispersed around the world working in various Chabad Houses, continuing their life of that upstairs Rosh Hashanah and Yom Kippur minyan in 770. 


We had our older minyan members, too, like Rabbi Sholom DovBer Rivkin, who was the elder statesman of the minyan, a chassid of the previous Rebbe and a contemporary of the Rebbe who followed. Rabbi Rivkin was also a rosh yeshiva in Torah Vodaas, not a combination you are likely to find today. Rabbi Rivkin sat in the front, off to the left in a corner. He had one of the high-back leather chairs. 


He was the one the chazzan waited for to finish his Amidah before the chazzan would begin the chazaras ha’shatz. He also was the shofar blower and the one who always received Maftir on both days of Yom Tov and on Yom Kippur. I guess it was the mid 1960s to the early 1970s that I recall with most clarity. 


Rabbi Rivkin was definitely well into his 70s and maybe even 80 by then. But he had a vitality to him and an earnestness about him that was interesting. I’ll never forget how he cried inconsolably every year as he read the haftarah about how Chanah prayed to Hashem to be blessed with a child and eventually gave birth to Shmuel HaNavi. It was a moving story, but I could not understand why Rabbi Rivkin was so touched by it to the point where he had to pause and gather himself before he could continue. 



Now, when Rosh Hashanah arrives and the haftarah is read, I think of him sobbing — and now I understand why. Chanah’s story represents the fashion in which G-d responds to prayer and gives health and life. Chanah prayed to and beseeched G–d from the bottom of her heart. 


She understood that what she was asking was one of the three things the Talmud tells us is controlled exclusively by Hashem—the ability to have children. She was asking that the heavenly decree that called for her to be childless be reversed — and, through her prayer, it was. 

But beyond that, she asked that her son, whom she named Shmuel, be able to dedicate his life and very existence to G-d and the service of G-d. She wanted assurance that she would not only have a son but that he would also be frum and G-d-fearing to the point where the entire essence of his existence would be dedicated to serving Hashem. 


And this, the Gemara says, is where the challenge that Chanah was presenting really came into the picture. The Talmud tells us that when it comes to the direction of a person’s life, “all is ordained from G-d, except for fear of G-d (yiras Shamayim).” 


Nevertheless, Chanah prayed that her Shmuel not only observe the laws of nazir for his entire life, but that he never stray from the path and be solely bound up in the service of G-d, which, as we know, he was. 


This was the miraculous accomplishment of Chanah’s prayer: not the fact that she actually had a child after years of being unable to conceive, but who he was and what he became. Chanah prayed that the very infrastructure of creation be overturned and that she be assured that her child would be a tzadik. Her prayer was so deep and penetrating, so sincere and genuine, it was as if there were no alternative other than that it be fulfilled. 


So I think this is why Rabbi Rivkin used to cry the way he did in shul on the first day of Rosh Hashanah. It’s the power of prayer — what it can accomplish when uttered and delivered from the deepest recesses of the heart. 


After all, that’s what we do on Rosh Hashanah: we pray that we be granted life and health along with all the necessities of life in the year ahead. We learn from Chanah that the exercise is not just a traditional or perfunctory one, but rather one that can address the core of our daily lives. 


This minyan that I’ve been describing was kind of exclusive. The same people pretty much davened up there every year. Not only that, they pretty much all sat in the same places from year to year — this one by the window, that one by the door, and so on. The only thing that changed from year to year was the gray in their hair and beards and the types of chairs they sat on, which was determined by what time they arved in shul. 


Here is something about that minyan that I know you’ll get a kick out of. We started davening on Rosh Hashanah and Yom Kippur at 10:30 A.M. I think I have to let that information sink in for a moment before I explain. 


The reason for the late start was that the main minyan downstairs started at 10:10 A.M. and this was the time that the Rebbe would leave his study and walk down the stairs and enter the shul. Some of the chassidim from upstairs wanted to be there when the Rebbe entered the shul, hence the 10:30 A.M. starting time. 


My father was a wonderful ba‘al tefillah who delivered the liturgy in a soft, steady, and melodious fashion. For my younger brother and me, the highlight of the davening was near the conclusion of the service, at birchas Kohanim (or the duchanin, as it is known). 


This was an opportunity for us to stand near our dad in the privacy and under the coverage of his old tallis and see on his face the satisfaction he had in having performed yet another Rosh Hashanah and Yom Kippur davening. 


One of the things he loved to do was to sing the duchanin while reaching out to us and pulling us close to him, squeezing us with a one-handed hug and then smiling and winking at us while leading the Kohanim in song. It was a great moment that was repeated so often and for so many years that I must have at one time believed that those days would never end. 


And in a way they didn’t, because they are so vivid and so alive inside my head. All I have to do is close my eyes and I can feel myself at my father’s side, anticipating his hug, his simultaneous expression of satisfaction with his davening and his joy of us being together to kind of celebrate those precious annual moments. 


These little moments are replayed in shul these days as I pull my tallis over my head at the end of Musaf and extend it over the heads of my boys. I’m not leading the davening, but I might as well be because it is such a wonderful and defining moment to be there together absorbing the priestly blessings and reaching out to the kids. 


About the late starting time, I know that for many of you that kind of thing is unheard of, and I understand and accept that. Having been away from Crown Heights for so long, I think I would find it strange myself. 


But you have to understand that a chassid doesn’t start davening late on Shabbos or Yom Tov because he’s tired or lazy. A chassid starts late because he is involved in elaborate preparations for davening: going to the mikveh, reciting the entire Sefer Tehillim, having a cup of coffee, and so on. At least that’s the way it’s supposed to be. 


I think the late starting time versus the early starting time is one of those things that is representative of the different worldly outlooks between a chassid and a yeshiva man. In the yeshivish and the Modern Orthodox world, shuls usually move up their starting times on Rosh Hashanah and Yom Kippur. 


Some Young Israel shuls that usually start at 9:00 a.m. will roll back their starting time to 8:30 or 8:00 on Rosh Hashanah and Yom Kippur. The yeshiva world will start even earlier, maybe at 7:00 a.m., and finish as late as 5:00 p.m. or even later on Rosh Hashanah. 


I mentioned our starting time in the good old days, but I didn’t mention the fact that though we started berachos at 10:30 a.m., we still generally concluded the davening at about 2:30 in the afternoon. And we didn’t daven fast — we davened on an even keel, at a regular pace with sincerity and kavanah. 


I think the starting time really expresses the difference between chassidim and non-chassidim. After all, the idea of starting to daven at 7:00 a.m. stems from, of course, z’man k’rias Shema and tefillah, but also is one way of expressing the fact that we are in a situation that calls for us to give up comforts and the usual routine, to introduce something additional and extra into our daily habits. 


By starting extra early, we are saying that what we do and desire is not important; we are minuscule and insignificant and only exist at the discretion of our Creator. This in part expresses, if nothing else, the smallness of man. 


On the other hand, the chassid does not usually dwell on this type of self-inflicted humility, but rather focuses on the greatness of G-d — on how large and looming He is and the unlimited generosity He bestows on us at all times. So, maybe the logic goes (if there is human logic to it) that G-d’s greatness is so all-consuming and pervasive that whenever you are ready to daven, He is ready to hear what you have to say. 


In this week’s parashah, we find the double language that expresses the nature of G-d’s hiddenness from our generation. The double lashon in Parashas Vayeilech is “hasteir astir”; Hashem says, “Hide, will I hide My face on that day!” On this, the Baal Shem Tov wrote some 300 years ago that in future generations not only will G-d seemingly be hidden, but the fact that He is hidden will itself be concealed. 


As a result, our people will go about their business saying that G-d wants this or wants that and that Judaism and Yiddishkeit or Eretz Yisrael should be this way or that way, as long as it subscribes to our personal likes and desires. 


I think we need less hiddenness and a little more revelation of a G-dly light and obvious Divine Presence in our lives and in Eretz Yisrael. With that, may we all be privileged and zocheh to a good and sweet New Year, a year of life, health, and happiness — a year in which our children grow and develop in the direction of Torah and a year that brings an end to suffering and restores the health to those in need of refuah. And may it happen speedily, now and in our days. A happy and healthy New Year to all.

Reprinted from the September 5, 2007 edition of the 5 Towns Jewish Times.

Reprinted from the current Rosh Hashanah website of Chabad.Org
Honey in Jewish Law, Lore, Tradition, and More

What the Torah has to say about

This Rosh Hashanah favorite

By Efraim Rubin
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You may be familiar with the custom of dipping an apple into honey onRosh Hashanah, but where else does honey feature in Jewish tradition? Let’s explore the Torahsources that discuss this sweet treat.

Honey in the Scriptures

Land of Milk and Honey. The Torah describes the Land of Israelas “flowing with milk and [date] honey,”1 and a verse in our Grace after Meals praises Israel’s “Seven Species” of fruit and grain, including, last but not least, honey.

Indeed, the Rebbe notes that honey is truly the culmination of all the species preceding it. Date trees take a long time to grow, symbolizing the effort we must make during exile, while the sweet honey symbolizes the spiritual fruits that we will enjoy in the messianic era as a result of that effort.2
Heavenly taste. The heavenly manna that sustained the Jews for 40 years in the desert was like “a pastry fried in honey” (although the miraculous manna could also taste like whatever one imagined). 3
Samson's riddle. Several centuries later, the mighty Samson bare-handedly killed a lion that was about to attack him. When he later returned to that spot, he found "a swarm of bees in its belly, complete with their honey." Samson then posed this riddle to a group of his friends: "From the devourer came forth food; and from the strong came out sweetness."4
This inspiring idea—that even the negative can produce positive—may help explain the Rabbinic preference for bees’ honey over the Biblical date honey,5as we will discuss further.6
Honey in Jewish Life

Good vs. sweet. Our age-old High Holiday custom to dip an apple7 in honey conveys our Rosh Hashanah wish that “G‑d grant us a good and sweet new year.” Why both “good” and “sweet”? Isn’t that redundant?

"Good" per se can remain on a lofty spiritual level, so we add the adjective “sweet”—we should actually merit to enjoy tangible good, as real as the physical honey we eat with the apple. Rabbi Levi Yitzchak Schneerson explains this on a Kabbalistic level: “Tova” (good) refers to the esoteric divine attribute of kindness, while “mesukah” (sweet) also transforms and sweetens the sublime “severities.”8
Honey's unique qualities. Why do we use honey rather than sugar for the apple-dipping custom? Rabbi Schneur Zalman of Liadi explains: Honey both absorbs and preserves its contents.9

 HYPERLINK "javascript:doFootnote('10a2697265');" 10 11 Kabbalistically, the supernal “severities” help channel the infinite spiritual energies, so they will be "preserved" and can descend to the lower spheres (as opposed to dissipating on a lofty plane). This concept is known as “severities within kindness.” We thus pray that the severities, too, be transformed to good.12
Raw = life. Some traditions prefer using raw honeycomb, as the Hebrew word for “raw” is “chai," which is also translated as “life,” and our Rosh Hashanah wish is to be inscribed in the Book of Life.13
Beyond the apple. In addition to the apple, we also dip the Rosh Hashanahchallah in honey. Some continue this tradition throughout all the Tishrei festivals until Hoshanah Rabbah, which concludes the “Days of Judgment.”

To bee or not to bee? Rabbi Yosef ben Moshe explains why bees’ honey (versus date honey) is used for this custom: Bees have a sting within them, yet their product is sweet. We are hoping that G‑d’s attribute of judgment will be tempered by His attribute of mercy, producing a sweeter result. 14
Honey in Jewish Law

Why is honey kosher? According to halachah, a derivative of an impure animal is considered impure, so the obvious question arises: How can kosher honey be produced by the non-kosher bee?15
Well, honey is actually not produced by a bee’s body. The busy bees transfer the floral nectar through their mouths only as temporary “storage”16 until the sugar levels reach 80 percent, and then they store it in the honeycomb. Bees’ honey indeed represents a unique kashrut phenomenon!

Pastry vs. bread. The Mishnah17 rules that pastry fried in honey (or dough kneaded with honey) does not qualify as halachic “bread,”18 and is thus exempt from the obligation to separate “challah."19
The blessing. As a food that doesn’t grow from the earth or from a tree, the generic “Shehakol”20 blessing is recited before eating honey.21 Mead whiskey made from fermented honey has the same blessing.

Maimonides' health tip. Maimonides seems to be the first in the medical field to caution young children against eating honey, a common health tip for contemporary mothers. 22
Helpful honey. Our sages say that “honey and sweets help restore one’s vision.” 23 The Talmud lists various "aids" for memory, and later commentaries add: “Honey, too, makes one wise.”24
Messages in the Honey

We can derive many life lessons from honey. Here is a sweet sampling:

The sweet-and-sour balance. The Torah restricts what can be offered on the altar: “Do not offer any leavening25 or sweet fruits26 as a fire-offering to G‑d."27Rabbi Shmuel of Lubavitch explains this homiletically: Always being sour—or, conversely, being too sweet—is not an acceptable form of service in Judaism.28
Too much of a good thing. In Psalms, King David praises G‑d's Torah: “Sweet to my palate is Your word, more than honey!” 29 The Eretz HaChaim explains: Proverbs30 cautions us against indulging in too much honey, while “Torah is always satisfying.”31
Selfless bees. The Midrash states, “Just as the bee stores everything it produces for its owner, so do we, the people of Israel, save our mitzvahs for our Father in Heaven.” 32 The commentaries elaborate: Bees cannot consume all the honey that they gather, but they produce it for the owner of the hive. Similarly, Jewish people keep mitzvahs for the sake of heaven, without personal ulterior motives.

Sweetness and stingers. The Lubavitcher Rebbe comments: The bee both stings and produces honey.33 A person’s character, too, is comprised of two extremes, the attribute of kindness (in Kabbalah, the “right side”) and the attribute of severity (the “left side”). The Torah teaches us to “use the right side to attract and draw near, and the left to push away.”34 A bee’s primary function is to produce honey, yet its stinger is a defense to protect its treasure. So, too, our main focus is to “do good,”35 i.e. the positive commandments; secondarily, “abstaining from bad,”36 i.e. the negative commandments, helps protect and safeguard the former. Ideally, we try to combine and incorporate the “left” with the “right.”37
The sweetness of Torah. In King Solomon’s allegorical “Song of Songs,” the verse “Honey and milk under your tongue”38 is interpreted to mean that words of Torah—specifically the inner secrets of Kabbalah—are sweeter than honey.39 We thus eat milk and honey products on the Shavuot holiday, when we celebrate the Giving of the Torah.40
Two ways to learn. Rabbi Tzvi Farber makes an interesting observation: Bees produce honey by flying many miles to collect nectar from flowers, while milk comes straight from the cow. Similarly, one learns Torah in two ways:

One should gather insights from others, learning from diverse teachers;

One can also be creative and original, developing his own Torah insights.41
Additional Customs

Begging for honey cake. On the eve of Yom Kippur, the sexton or rabbi distributes honey cake to the congregation for a sweet year. It is customary to “beg” for a piece, as we hope that this will be the last time we‘ll have to beg, and that we’ll be self-sufficient and independent in the upcoming year.

More apple in honey. Later in the festive Tishrei month, on the day of Hoshanah Rabbah (the last day of Sukkot), many recite Psalms all night, fervently praying for a sweet year. In 1984, the Rebbe revived the custom of concluding the recital of Psalms with an apple dipped in honey.

A sweet tooth. When a three-year-old child starts learning Torah in cheder(school) for the first time, it is customary42 to place a little honey on the letters of the alef-bet, which the child then licks happily, so the child learns to associate Torah with delight and good taste.43 The chassidic master Rabbi Mendel of Kotzk would expound the verse “Do not offer any leavening or sweet fruits as a fire-offering to G‑d”: The Hebrew word for “do not” is “lo,” which, with a slightly different spelling, can mean “for him.” He used this as a Biblical source for the various sweet treats brought for “him”—the child—during his chederintroduction.

This year, when you’re dipping your apple into honey, you’ll have a taste of its significance. May you have a good, sweet new year!
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Sweet Baked Chicken

By Naomi Muller
This is another sweet chicken recipe. This reminds me of the honey baked chicken that I used to make for Rosh Hashanah.

2 - 3 lb. chickens, cut into eighths

2 eggs, beaten

2 Tbsp. water

1 cup whole wheat matzo meal

1 tsp. salt

1/8 tsp. pepper

1/2 tsp. garlic powder

1/2 cup light tasting olive oil

1/2 cup hot water

1/4 cup unsweetened apple butter

1 cup orange juice

Remove chicken skin. Trim pieces of all excess fat and pat dry. In a shallow bowl, combine eggs and water. Beat well. In another shallow bowl, combine matzo meal, salt, pepper and garlic. Dip chicken in egg mixture, then roll in matzo meal.

Fry chicken in oil over medium heat until golden brown, approximately 5 minutes per side. Remove chicken to an un-greased Dutch oven or covered roasting pan.

In a small bowl combine hot water, apple butter and orange juice. Pour over chicken and cover. Bake in preheated 325 degree oven for 45 minutes or until tender. Baste occasionally.

Reprinted from the Chabad.Org website for Rosh Hashanah.
Besamei HaTorah …Beneath the Surface

Why Rebbe Levi Yitzchak of Berditchev Delayed Blowing the Shofar

By R’ Shmuel Winzelberg

For a number of years, HaRav Ha’kadosh Rebbe Levi Yitzchak of Berditchev, zy”a, would blow the shofar himself. One year, before blowing the shofar, Rebbe Levi Yitzchak put on his kittel, wrapped himself in his tallis, went up to the bimah and began saying ‘la’minatzeiach’ seven times. After that he said ‘min hameitzar’ three times and he picked up the shofar in his hand. 

However, he picked up the shofar and after a moment he put it back down and he did not begin to blow it. After a few moments he again picked up the shofar and then put it back down and did not blow it. This happened several times.

The entire congregation stood waiting in anticipation and with intense concentration waiting to hear the beautiful sound of the shofar emitting from the shofar of their Rebbe. But there was no sound and no explanation. No blast was heard. An intense silence hovered over the Bais Midrash, but then, suddenly, Rebbe Levi Yitzchak took his tallis off of his head, turned to the congregation and said to them, 

“Rabbosai, there is a Jew sitting in the hallway of the Bais Midrash who travels among the gentiles all year long, and because of this he does not know how to daven. In his great distress, because he does not know how to daven before the Creator of the World, this man began to cry, and this is what he said to the Master of the World: 

‘Master of the Universe, You know all the intentions of every prayer and You know the truth, that except for the letters of the alphabet, I do not know anything. Therefore, I request of You, I will now say the letters of the alphabet before You and You form these letters into prayers!’

 “Now”, concluded Rebbe Levi Yitzchak, “that man is sitting and reciting the letters of the Aleph Beis, and the Holy One, Blessed is He, is sitting Above and forming prayers from the alphabet of this man. Because of this it is fitting that we wait a little with our shofar blasts

Reprinted from the Rosh Hashanah 5775 email of “Torah U’Tefilah: A Collection of Inspiring Insights” compiled by Rabbi Yehuda Winzelberg.

The Machzor Speaks - A Closer Look at Davening

The Power of a Sincere Blowing of the Shofar

The Medrash asks, do the nations of the world not know how to blow a shofar? The Medrash answers that they don't know how to appease their Creator with the sounds of the shofar. How does one appease Hashem with a shofar? 
Once, Rav Elazar Rokeiach from Amsterdam, was traveling to Eretz Yisroel by boat, and Rosh Hashanah came out while he was still at sea. On the first night of Rosh Hashanah, a storm started and the raging sea threatened to sink their boat, which was quickly filling with water. 
While everyone spent the night on deck helping to fight the storm, Rav Elazar was deep in his holy thoughts within his cabin. When the situation began to look hopeless, his attendant told him that very soon the boat would capsize. 
Rav Elazar said, “If that is so, let us get ready to blow the shofar, because it is almost day-break.” Rav Elazer went out on deck and looked out at the dark and cloudy skies, trying to determine if there was any sun that could be shining yet, and just after dawn, he noticed the sky starting to get lighter. 
When he was certain that it was day time, Rav Elazar blew an emotional shofar blast on the sinking boat, and continued blowing the tekios. Miraculously, as soon as he finished blowing the shofar, the seas calmed down and the storm ended! When others heard of what had happened, they thought that Rav Elazar caused the storm to end with his shofar blowing.

Rav Simcha Bunim of Peshis’cha commented regarding this that Rav Elazar did not hurry to blow the shofar in order to calm the seas. Rather, he hurried to blow the shofar to be able to do the mitzvah of Hashem one more time before his death! He wasn’t trying to cause any miracles, he was trying to do the will of Hashem just one last time, with the remaining time he had left. 
With this we can understand that with a shofar blowing like that it can certainly appease Hashem! (Yeinah Shel Torah)

Reprinted from the Rosh Hashanah 5775 email of “Torah U’Tefilah: A Collection of Inspiring Insights” compiled by Rabbi Yehuda Winzelberg.
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