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A Slice of Life

Days of Awe Spent in New

Caledonia (French Polynesia)

By Rabbi Ben Tanny


A person's earnings for the coming year are determined in the days between Rosh Hashana and Yom Kippur. (Talmud, Beitza 16a) 


The plane taxied slowly to the airport terminal and then came to a stop. I strapped on my backpack, picked up the Torah scroll, and headed to clear New Caledonian customs. As I had expected, a man met me at the exit gate. He was thrilled to see me with the Torah. "It has been so long," the man said. "May I carry it?" 


I handed him the Torah which he held reverently for a few seconds. Then his face lit up with the biggest smile. "We are so delighted you could come," said the man. "We are maybe 150 Jewish people here mostly from Algeria and Tunisia. It has been a long time since we have had a rabbi and a Torah." 


"I am not a rabbi," I corrected him. "I am an 18-year-old studying in a Rabbinical seminary. Perhaps one day I will be a rabbi." 


"Yes, but you can read from the Torah. You know how to blow the shofar, lead the prayers, and put up some mezuzot. We here cannot do this very well. We are isolated on this island." 


The man's name was Abraham. I knew this from having spoken to him on the phone. Other than knowing his name, I knew nothing about him though I'd learn a lot as he welcomed me to stay in his home for the following weeks. 


Abraham spoke with me in French. I understood most of what he was saying with my Montreal Quebec French, though there were some differences. When we needed clarification we switched to broken Hebrew. Abraham had never been to Israel but his parents had taught him some Hebrew when he lived in Algeria. 


The truth was I had not wanted to come to New Caledonia for the High Holidays. I had just spent almost an entire year of intensive study in Australia and was scheduled to fly home to Montreal. I wanted to see my family and friends. There was also a synagogue in Montreal that had offered to pay me $800 to conduct services over the High holidays. 


But two weeks before the end of the school term a call had come through. The Jewish community of New Caledonia wanted a rabbi for a few weeks. The senior yeshiva students laid a "guilt trip" on me. I was the only student in the yeshiva who could lead a service, blow shofar, and speak French. In addition, they knew that I had solo backpacked around Europe, so they thought I might just be crazy enough to go solo to this French Polynesian island. 


After a large dose of hearing that I was the only one who could do the job, I agreed to go. I found someone who would lend me a small Torah scroll provided I insure it. Also, as requested by the community, I purchased 10 mezuzot and 50 kipot on the agreement that they would pay me back for everything. 


Though I wouldn't earn the money I could have earned in Montreal, I imagined that I would at least have some fun exploring the island. But upon arriving in New Caledonia, I wasn't so sure about that. 


In the week preceding Rosh Hashana, I visited Jews in and around Numea. I affixed 10 mezuzot to door-posts, put tefilin on people, helped a boy find a yeshiva in Israel, and even had an interview with a local newspaper. I was kept busy teaching Torah and it seemed as if all 150 Jews wanted to meet and talk with me. 


I was asked to sit through a number of community meetings and I gave my two cents when asked, and sometimes even when not. At one point they were discussing building plans for a new synagogue and mikva. One of the big donors did not want to give any money towards the construction of the mikva. "If you have money for just a synagogue or a mikva, Jewish law requires that you build a mikva," I explained. It took a little more convincing, but in the end he agreed to contribute. 


I finally did get a few days break in the days between Rosh Hashana and Yom Kippur. A wealthy community member rented for me a wave runner for a full day. I rode from one island to the next, stopping off to snorkel in the reefs teaming with magnificent coral and fish life.

The next day he gave me a plane ticket to one of the smaller neighboring islands. I cycled around, exploring native villages where people lived in grass huts, caves filled with bats, and deserted white sandy beaches. I picked green coconuts to drink and found plenty opportunities to escape into my own tropical paradise. 


When I got back Abraham set me up to go spear fishing with one of the local champions he knew well. Needless to say I didn't spear anything but the fisherman gave me half his catch to take back for Abraham to cook for us. It was a delightful change from canned tuna. 


The two and a half weeks flew by. As Abraham drove me to the airport, I sat in the car thinking; "Even if I did not make any money I accomplished a lot and had a great time. The money made in Montreal would have been nice, but I got to have an incredible experience." In addition, I had a direct flight to Montreal and would please G-d see my family in the next 24 hours. 


"We are very thankful that you came and for all your help," Abraham said, as he bid me good-bye. "We want to give you something as a token of our appreciation." He handed me an envelope. In the envelope there was $1000 Australian which equaled $800 Canadian based on the exchange rate at that time. I had just received the same amount of money that I would have earned had I forgone New Caledonia and gone home to Montreal. 


At the young age of 18, my trip to New Caledonia had helped me realize that I could not make one penny more or less than what G-d had intended for me. I did the right thing by coming to help the New Caledonian community, I had an awesome experience, and I received the exact amount of money that was destined to be mine[1]. 
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Notes: 

(Back to text) The Talmud (Beitza 16a) states that the amount a person will earn for the year is determined in the days between Rosh Hashana and Yom Kippur, except for one's expenditures in honor of Shabbat, Jewish holidays, and for the Torah education of one's children.

Reprinted from the archives of “L’Chaim,” a publication of the Lubavitch Youth Ortganization in Brooklyn, NY.

The Night of 
The Coronation
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Rabbi Yosef Dov Soleveitchik related: When I learned in cheder, in the village of Chaslavitch, a day before Rosh Hashanah, one could recognize in my teacher, who was a Chabad Chassid, an unaccustomed feeling and joy. 


We students were very amazed at this, until our teacher said to us, “Do you know what tomorrow evening is? Tomorrow will be Rosh Hashanah, and among Chassidim the night of Rosh Hashanaha is called 'Karanatzia Nacht' ('Coronation Night'), when we place a crown on the head of G-d, so to speak. And do you know who places the crown? Yankel the Tailor and Berel the Shoemaker . . ."


Over the years I have said many sermons and written many discourses on the concepts of Rosh Hashanah, but nothing ever made me feel the theme of the holiday as the words of that teacher. Every year, when I pray: “Rule over the whole world in Your glory,” I remember them.
Reprinted from last week’s email of Chabad.Org Magazine.

Rosh Hashanah:

“Just Don’t Do It”
By Yael Mermelstein


“Are you sure you can manage the kids?” I ask my mother. She has just arrived from the U.S. and is still stretching her legs that have been cramped in economy class for 12 hours. My husband and I have a wedding in an hour. Mom still hasn’t changed or showered from her flight and she hasn’t had anything to eat. I prepare her a plate of food and pour her a drink. I feel terrible walking out on her like this.


“I’ll be fine,” she says as she sits on the floor and doles out piles of gifts to my squealing children. They don’t even look backwards at us as we prepare to leave. I call a babysitter and ask her to come anyway. “She’ll just keep an eye on the baby,” I tell my mother.


“Go, go,” she says, waving us away with her hand. My kids don’t even see us leaving as their heads are sniffing through the suitcase for stray goodies.


After a beautiful evening out, we come home – it’s nearly midnight. The children are all fed, bathed and sleeping. The dishes are done, the house is spotless and my mother’s bulging suitcases are nowhere to be seen. She sleeps soundly on the couch. And once again I am amazed at her boundless energy in her sixth decade of life.


The next morning, my mother lets us sleep in as she gets six children off to school on her own, dressing them, brushing their teeth, preparing their lunches and then some.


“Not a big deal,” she says. After doing errands with me all morning, she takes the children to Jerusalem for lunch so that I can have some quiet time to work. Later, she takes the older children out for supper and then helps me to put the younger ones to bed. When I sit down to work at ten o’ clock, she sits down beside me, wide eyed and ready for a good shmooze. I hop off my chair in favor of spending time with her.


“I just can’t believe you still have any energy left,” I tell her. “You got off the plane last night and since then you’ve been with the kids non-stop. Aren’t you jetlagged?”


My mother looks at me and shrugs her shoulders. “I don’t do jet-lag,” she says.


“You don’t do jet-lag?”


“Nope,” she says, her blue eyes crinkling at the corners. “I just don’t do it.”


“What does that mean?” I ask her. I reflect on my numerous trips back to the United States throughout my years living here. I trip off the plane with one or more children in tow and I try to keep my eyes open through the ten-minute ride back to my parents’ house.


“I don’t get it. Jet-lag isn’t a thing that you do or you don’t do. It’s just something that happens to you.”


“Nope,” my mother says. “I don’t agree.”


And I realize that this short conversation sums up one quintessential quality that my mother possesses. If there is really a concept of mind over matter, then she has just provided the definition. It’s not that she isn’t tired. She just chooses to put aside her physical discomfort in favor of something even more precious to her: time with her children and grandchildren. And in her choice, the jet-lag miraculously ceases to exist.


And if my mother can do it, then maybe I can too. When my neighbor extends her house or redoes her kitchen, or when my friend’s child is succeeding in the same thing that my child struggles with, why can’t I just say: “I don’t do jealousy”?


And when my children infuriate me to the point of no return, I can just say: “I don’t do that raising my voice thing. I just don’t do it.”


And when the friend who never lends me anything wants to borrow my special evening gown, I can just tell myself: “Sorry, as much as I’d like to, I just don’t do revenge.”


Rosh Hashanah, the Jewish New Year, is the first day of the ten days of repentance. This period of the year gives us the opportunity for a fresh slate. We can overcome even the darkest parts of ourselves. Rosh Hashanah is the birthday of mankind, and it is free will that separates humanity from all of the other beings on earth. Our ability to hope, to dream, to grow into whoever we wish to be – that is part and parcel of this momentous day of the year.


But how do we cultivate a desire to change so that it is more than just a vacuous resolution?


When a doctor tells his patient after a heart attack that he has less than a year to live if he doesn’t cut out smoking and implement a regular fitness routine, suddenly he embraces a physical life transformation. He taps into the latent power of utilizing his free will and he quits smoking once and for all. On Rosh Hashanah, we can do this too in the spiritual realm.


Because G-d has even more authority than any doctor. When we acknowledge that G-d is the ultimate reality, that doing His will is the avenue to our deepest fulfillment, and running away from Him is self-destructive, we can truly begin to change. And that’s what it means to make G-d King on Rosh Hashanah. It means choosing to align our will with His will.


All of us can change and start doing more of the things we yearn to do and less of the things we know deep down we don’t want to do. We can change even the things that seem impossible to uproot within ourselves.

Don’t tell me that I can’t. Because I don’t do despair.

Reprinted from this week’s email of Aish.com

Blowing The Shofar

It shall be a day of sounding the Shofar [ram’s horn.]”


Blowing the Shofar on Rosh Hashanah is such an integral aspect of the day that the Torah refers to the day not as “Rosh Hashanah,” but as “Yom Teruah” – a day of sounding the Shofar.
WHY?


1. At Mt. Sinai, the site of our original commitment to serve G-d through observance of the Torah, “The sound of the Shofar continually increased and was very powerful.” The Shofar of Rosh Hashanah reminds us to renew that commitment.


2. Upon creating the universe, G-d became its sovereign ruler. Rosh Hashanah marks the anniversary of that day, and therefore we blow the Shofar as it is customary to blow trumpets at the coronation of a king.


3. The Shofar, the ram’s horn, reminds us of Akeidas Yitzchak [The Binding of Isaac] when a ram was sacrificed in place of Isaac.


4. The Shofar reminds us of the ingathering of the exiles which will occur through the blowing of a “great Shofar.” The piercing blast of the shofar symbolizes the heartrending cry of the Jew who has strayed from the path of G-d and wishes to return but doesn’t know how. The blessing recited over the performance of the mitzvah of Shofar is:
Blessed are you Hashem our G-d, who has sanctified us with His mitzvos and instructed us to hear the sound of the Shofar


The Torah refers to the sound of the Shofar as a “Teruah.” The Talmud derives from Scripture that the Teruah must be sounded three times on Rosh Hashanah and each Teruah must be preceded and followed by a “Tekiyah,” – a long clear sound. There are three opinions cited in the Talmud as to what defines a Teruah.


1. A succession of nine quick blasts akin to whimpering sounds [known as Teruah]


2. Three wailing sounds of medium length [known as Shevarim]


3. A combination of three medium length and nine brief sounds [known as Shevarim Teruah] The accepted custom is to blow all three varieties, which, counting the Tekiyas that precede and follow and each Teruah comprise a total of thirty sounds and constitute the minimum

requirement.


In practice, we sound the first thirty blasts prior to the onset of the Mussaf prayer, and an additional 70 throughout and following the Mussaf prayer. One who cannot hear all 100 blasts should be sure to listen to a minimum of thirty.
SYMBOLISM OF THE SHOFAR


All Shofars are acceptable as long as they come from a kosher animal except that of a cow or a bull, because these remind G-d of the sin of the Golden Calf. The Shofar must be hollowed out and not have holes or cracks that change its sound. The curved shape of the Shofar is a reminder that we must bend our hearts in subservience to G-d. 

The broken notes of the Shofar also remind us that we have some breaking to do of our own: We must break the evil inclination which constantly leads us astray.


Rosh Hashanah is too important a day to allow to pass unnoticed. The Shofar, with its unique piercing sound, is used to pierce the spiritual plaque that surrounds our hearts and prevents us from realizing our desire to grow and flourish spiritually. It offers a unique opportunity to break free of the

physical bonds that tie us down and helps us present ourselves before the Almighty in the very best light possible.


“It’s not the quantity that counts, but the quality.” The more heartfelt and sincere the prayer, the greater its ability to inspire Divine mercy. The Shofar represents the purest prayer we can possibly offer, a cry from the

depths of the soul, unencumbered by words. No wonder the blowing of the Shofar is reserved for the most critical of all days – the Day of Judgment!

Reprinted from this week’s email from Partners in Torah – “Rosh Hashanah in 60 Minutes (or Less)”
Just One Blast!

By Hirshel Tzig


This heartwarming yet chilling story was told by Rabbi Baruch Rabinovitch of Munkacs, father of the present Munkacser Rebbe, about his late father-in-law, Rabbi Chaim Elazar Spira (1871-1937), known as the "Minchat Elazar."


For a period of time, Reb Baruch and his wife lived in Warsaw. Later, when the Minchat Elazar became ill, he begged them to come back to Munkacs, in Czechoslovakia, which they did.


Rabbi Baruch had a son named Tzvi [image: image12.jpg]


Nosson Dovid. Baruch would often recall that his father-in-law loved this boy—the Minchat Elazar's dear grandchild—in an "exaggerated way," in part due to the fact that they had waited a long time to have that first child. He would play with and "spoil" the child, and Tzvi would sit on his grandfather's lap at the Shabbat gatherings.


In the final year of his life, the Minchat Elazar took the shofar on the first day of the month of Elul and tested it to see whether it was in good condition. Tzvi was in the room and was visibly excited by the shofar and its sounds. 


He asked his zeide (grandfather) for one more blast, and his zeide gladly obliged. From then on, for the remainder of the month, this became a ritual; the Rebbe blowing the shofar once each day for little Tzvi. On the day before Rosh Hashanah, Tzvi was there, awaiting his daily blast, but he was disappointed. 


"Today is the day before Rosh Hashanah," his grandfather explained. 
"Today we do not blow the shofar. Tomorrow morning, we will blow the shofar in the synagogue."


The child did not comprehend the reasons. He knew no reason. He kicked and screamed, "Just one blast! Just one blast!"


After a while, the grandfather softened at the sound of his favorite grandchild crying, and he took the shofar and blew one blast.


On Rosh Hashanah, the custom in Munkacs was that the Rebbe spoke before blowing the shofar. That year, the Rebbe went up before the ark, opened it and said: "Master of the Universe, I have to repent. It's written that on the day before Rosh Hashanah one mustn't blow shofar, yet I did."


He began to sob uncontrollably and called out: "Master of the Universe, do you know why I transgressed this custom? It was because my young grandchild lay on the floor begging and crying that I should only blow one blast of the shofar for him. My heart melted, I couldn't bear to watch him cry like that, so I blew once for him, though I shouldn't have. 


"Tatte (Father), how can you stand by and see how millions of Your children are down on the floor, and crying out to You, 'Tatte, just one blast! Sound the blast of the great shofar which will herald the final Redemption!'? Even if the time is not right for it yet, even if the time for Moshiach has yet to arrive, Your children cry out to You: how can You stand by idly?!"


Rabbi Baruch cried as he recounted the story, and recalled how at that time the entire crowd cried along with the Rebbe. The sounding of the shofar was delayed, and for a long time. "They could not regain their composure... loud wailing was heard throughout the synagogue..." 
Reprinted from the website of Chabad.Org

Rosh Hashanah Begins, Ushers in Jewish New Year, High Holy Days

By Joseph Walker

With the setting of sun on Wednesday, Sept. 28 (2011 – last year), Jews around the world will begin the annual celebration of Rosh Hashanah, the Jewish New Year.


"In Hebrew, Rosh Hashanah means, literally, 'Head of the Year,'" it says on the JewishUtah.com website. "The anniversary of the creation of Adam and Eve, it is the birthday of mankind, highlighting the special relationship between G d and humanity." (There is a traditional Jewish practice not to write or print the Hebrew name of G-d, and some extend that reverence and respect to English.)


Rosh Hashanah heralds the newness of the year with special traditions such as the blowing of the Shofar, or ram's horn, which symbolizes a trumpet fanfare at the coronation of a king. Mostly sweet foods are eaten in celebration of Rosh Hashanah, such as challah bread dipped in honey or apple slices dipped in honey, to symbolize the desire for a sweet year.
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A religious Jewish man blow a ram's horn, normally sounded during Jewish rituals, at the tomb of Rabbi Nachman, the great grandson of the founder of Hasidism, in the town of Uman, 200 kilometers (125 miles) south of Ukraine's capital Kiev, Thursday, Sept. 17, 2009. (Efrem Lukatsky, Associated Press)


"We bless one another with the words, 'Leshanah tovah, tikateiv Veteichateim,' which means," the website said, "'May you be inscribed and sealed for a good year.'"


Rabbi Benny Zippel will lead Rosh Hashanah service at Chabad Lubavich of Utah (1760 S. 1100 East in Salt Lake City) on Wednesday at 7 p.m. and Thursday and Friday at 9:30 a.m. Shofar blowing will occur Friday and Saturday at 11:30 a.m. each day.


All are welcome to attend, regardless of background or affiliation, Rabbi Zippel said.


Rosh Hashanah is just the first of Judaism's High Holy Days, which continue through Yom Kippur in October.


"More than just a series of days on a calendar, or merely an occasion for the obligatory visit to synagogue, the High Holy Days offer a month-long opportunity for self-reflection, communal prayer and ritual that together allow us each to create our own spiritual journey," wrote Lauren Bottner in the Jewish Journal.
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Iranian Jew Parviz Minaei, blows the Shofar, a ram's horn, as a call for spiritual preparation for Rosh Hashana, the Jewish New Year, in the Mashadiha Synagogue in Tehran, Tuesday Sept. 30, 2008. (Hasan Sarbakhshian, Associated Press)


The 10 days leading from Rosh Hashanah to Yom Kippur (which falls this year on Oct. 8) are referred to as the Days of Awe, or 10 days of Repentance, during which time should be spent in serious reflection, repentance and making amends. 


"This is a time of year when we seek reconciliation with people we may have wronged during the year, or at any time," Bottner wrote. "According to the Talmud, on Yom Kippur we can atone for sins between ourselves and G-d, but for our sins against people, we must seek forgiveness from those people and attempt to right any wrongs we may have committed."


Yom Kippur, or the Day of Atonement, is generally considered by Jews to be the holiest day of the year. It goes back to the days of Moses, and commemorates the day that G-d forgave the Children of Israel for the sin of the Golden Calf.
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An Indian Jew blows a 'Shofar', a musical instrument used in Jewish religious ceremonies made from the horn of a Ram during the 'Tashlikh' ceremony during Rosh Hashanah, the two-day Jewish New Year that began Wednesday at sunset, at a dockyard in Mumbai, India, Thursday, Sept. 13, 2007. (Gautam Singh, Associated Press)


"From that moment on, this date . . . is annually observed as a commemoration of our special relationship with G d, a relationship that is strong enough to survive any rocky bumps it might encounter," the Jewish Utah website notes. "This is a day when we connect with the very essence of our being, which remains faithful to G d regardless of our outward behavior."


The focal point of Yom Kippur is a full day — actually, nearly 26 hours — of fasting (children and those who cannot fast for health reasons are not expected to do so).


"We abstain from food and drink, do not wash or anoint our bodies, do not wear leather footwear and abstain from spousal intimacy," the Jewish Utah website continues. "We are likened to the angels, who have no physical needs. Instead of focusing on the physical, we spend much of our day in the synagogue, engaged in repentance and prayer."
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An Orthodox Jew prays at the tomb of Rabbi Nachman, the great grandson of the founder of Hasidism, in the town of Uman, 200 kilometers (125 miles) south of Ukraine's capital Kiev, Thursday, Sept. 17, 2009. (Efrem Lukatsky, Associated Press)


At the conclusion of Yom Kippur's fasting is a huge feast, after which preparations begin for Sukkot (Oct. 12), the Feast of Booths (or Tabernacles), a seven-day festival that commemorates G-d's protection of the Jews during their 40 years of wandering in the desert. For these seven days, many Jews will build a sukkah, a three or four-sided booth made from a material that grows from the ground.


During the week they will eat their meals in the sukkah — many will also sleep and socialize there. There is also a special traditional prayer that is given while holding four different kinds of branches — citron, palm, myrtle and willow — waving the branches in all directions, representing G-d's presence everywhere.


Also celebrated during the coming weeks: Simchat Torah (Oct. 20-21), a joyful celebration of the completion of the annual cycle of reading the Torah, during which congregational members take turns dancing with the Torah scrolls.

"The rituals, prayers, meditations and deeds of the High Holy Days are designed to respond to a deep psychological need of all human beings to make some sense of their lives," wrote Rabbi Al Sulkes of Tallahassee, Fla. "Yet as important as self-examination is, the other aspect is equally important. It is never too late to turn your life around. Contemplation must be followed by action. Past is prologue, but what you do today and tomorrow is all that really matters."
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Chabad Rabbi Motti Seligson, left, watches Chabad Rabbi Saadya Notik, from New York blow the shofar, a ram's horn, as a call for spiritual preparation for Rosh Hashana, the Jewish New Year, in front of synagogue in Novi Sad, some 80 kms (50 miles) north of Belgrade, Sunday, Sept. 2, 2007, as a part of marking European Day of Jewish Culture. (Srdjan Ilic, Associated Press)


Rabbi Sulkes told of another rabbi who taught his disciples that everyone should repent the day before they die. The disciples were perplexed and responded, "No one knows the day they are going to die."


The rabbi replied, "Then make every day a day of repentance."

Reprinted from last year’s September 27, 2011 edition of the Deseret News, the second-largest circulation newspaper in the Mormon-dominated state of Utah.
Rosh Hashanah Eve Meal
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Kiddush


Before starting the Rosh Hashanah meal, we sanctify the holiday by reciting the kiddush over a cup of wine or grape juice. Click here for the Hebrew text of the kiddush.1
New Fruit


On the second night of Rosh Hashanah, a "new fruit," i.e., a seasonal fruit which we have not yet tasted since its season began, should be present on the table when the holiday candles are kindled and during the kiddush. While reciting the Shehecheyanu blessing after candle-lighting and after the kiddush, one should have the new fruit in mind.2

This fruit is eaten following the kiddush, before washing for bread. Before partaking of the fruit we say the following blessing:


Ba-ruch a-tah Ado-nai E-lo-hei-nu me-lech ha-olam bore pri ha-etz.

Blessed are You, L-rd our G‑d, King of the universe, who creates the fruit of the tree.
Challah in Honey


Immediately following the kiddush (and on the second night, the eating of the new fruit), we perform the ritual washing for bread. When everyone has returned to the table, we raise the two challah loaves and recite the Hamotzie blessing:


Ba-ruch atah A-do-nay, E-lo-hei-nu Melech Ha-Olam, hamotzie le-chem min ha-are-tz.

[Blessed are You, L-rd, our G‑d, King of the universe, who brings forth bread from the earth.]


Cut the challah, dip it in honey (some also dip it in salt), and have a bite. Pass around pieces and make sure everyone does the same.
Symbolic Foods
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On the first night of Rosh Hashanah, after eating the challah with honey, it is customary to eat several foods which symbolize the type of year we wish to have:

We dip a piece of sweet apple into honey. Before eating it we say:


Ba-ruch a-tah Ado-nai E-lo-hei-nu me-lech ha-olam bore pri ha-etz.

Blessed are You, L-rd our G‑d, King of the universe, who creates the fruit of the tree.


Ye-hi ratzon she-ti-cha-desh alei-nu shanah tovah u-m'tu-kah.

May it be Your will to renew for us a good and sweet year.

A head of a fish, ram, or other kosher animal, is served. This symbolizes our desire to be at the "head of the class" this year.


A pomegranate is eaten, symbolizing our wish to have a year full of mitzvot and good deeds as a pomegranate is filled with luscious seeds.


Throughout the meal, it is customary to also eat foods whose names in the vernacular allude to blessing and prosperity. For example, many have the custom of eating a carrot dish, because in Yiddish the word for carrots, meren, means to multiply.
Rosh Hashanah Cuisine


On Rosh Hashanah it is customary not to eat foods which are sour or tart (the gefilte fish will have to do without the horseradish...). Instead, the focus is on sweet foods, symbolizing our desire to have a sweet year, blessings and abundance. It is also customary not to eat nuts on Rosh Hashanah, as the numerical value of the Hebrew word for nuts ("egoz") is the same as the Hebrew word for sin ("chet").

Reprinted from the Rosh Hashana email of Chabad.org Magazine.

Submitting Your Annual Report:
This Rosh Hashana, Celebrate Your Spiritual Accounts

By Sara Yoheved Rigler

The latest issue of my Brandeis alumni magazine devoted two thirds of a page to the success of one graduate of the Class of '87. Her stunning achievement? She is Hollywood's only female sword-master and has become director of theatrical combat at the Beverly Hills Fencers' Club.


How does the magazine editor decide which graduate's career is worthy of highlighting? What criteria of success qualify to make one's alma mater proud? Wealth? Fame? Contribution to society? Uniqueness of profession?


The alumni themselves are invited to write in to describe their own recent accomplishments. This latest issue, for example, lists these truly noteworthy and hard-won accomplishments:


A.L., class of '91, received her doctor of veterinary medicine degree from Washington State University


J.H., class of '76, was named 2005 Psychologist of the Year by the Florida Psychological Association.

K.P., class of '73, was appointed executive vice president for strategy and ministry development at Catholic Health East.


A.S., class of '82, published a book, Mac Design Out of the Box.


Reading of my fellow alumni's various achievements, I wondered what a spiritual version of the magazine would look like. After all, a person can be justly proud of getting a degree, a promotion, or an award, but are spiritual achievements any less important?


If B.G. is feted because he got a promotion up the corporate ladder, shouldn't he be feted for becoming a kinder person this year? If N.H. is congratulated for getting a post-doc degree, shouldn't she be congratulated that she stopped yelling at her kids?


According to Judaism, the measuring rod of significance in life is a spiritual barometer. Thus, when N.H. gets that post-doc degree, from a Jewish standpoint she deserves congratulations because she exhibited the qualities of industriousness and perseverance to earn the degree. And if these qualities did not come naturally to her, she deserves even more accolades.


Contrary to popular perception, wealth, fame, and success are gifts from G-d, Who endows people with talent, intelligence, and specific aptitudes.


My book Holy Woman, which was published in May, just went into its fourth printing. Recently someone asked me, "You must be really proud to have written a bestselling book."


I replied, "Not really. Most of the ingredients of the bestseller -- my writing talent, my becoming acquainted such an amazing woman to write about, my access to the right people to interview [three of whom died a few months after the interview] -- all that came from G-d. My response is less pride than gratitude. But when I exercise enough self-discipline to get to bed on time, then I feel really proud."
The Yearly Issue


My alumni magazine comes out four times a year. Its spiritual counterpart, which really does exist, has only one issue per year: the Rosh Hashana/Yom Kippur issue. This is the time for all of us to reflect on and assess our spiritual accomplishments and failures. This is the time for our annual report.


While my alumni magazine prints only those reports submitted by proud alumni, its spiritual counterpart features a report by every one of us without exception. As the High Holy Day liturgy puts it: "The signature of every person's hand is in it."


And if, as Rosh Hashana draws near, we realize to our chagrin that we have few spiritual achievements to report, it's still not too late. The ten days between Rosh Hashana and Yom Kippur, called "The Ten Days of Repentance," are an ideal time to score some spiritual goals. The deadline for submissions to our spiritual alum magazine is Yom Kippur.
Progress Report


From an alumni magazine, we can learn two important spiritual lessons. The first is: Idealize upward movement.
alumni generally report new jobs, promotions, recently awarded distinctions, etc. Similarly, in our spiritual lives we should strive to constantly reach new levels. V.N. would be embarrassed to report: "I'm working at the same mid-level job I've had for the last 15 years." So why shouldn't V.N. be embarrassed to admit, "The same things that ticked me off 15 years ago still make me ballistic"?


J.H. would be loathe to submit for the 2006 issue, "I was named the 1995 Psychologist of the Year by the Florida Psychological Association." Yet how often when we search for our spiritual accomplishments do we revert to, "I started eating kosher 11 years ago." When we stand before G-d on the High Holy Days, G-d wants to hear about how we grew, changed, and progressed this year.


The key word here is "progressed." Spiritual achievement means that you're better in a particular character trait or mitzvah than you were last year. "More of the same" doesn't cut it.
G-d is Interetest Only in Progress Reports


So, if you are by nature and habit generous, reporting, "I gave $10,000 to Yad Eliezer for food distribution in Northern Israeli bomb shelters during the recent war," may not be at all impressive, because G-d is interested only in progress reports.


Let's say, on the other hand, you are by nature tight-fisted, never give to charity, and always throw out all your junk mail charity solicitations without even opening them. One day this August on your way between your mailbox and the trash basket, you noticed that one envelope was from Yad Eliezer and emblazoned on it were the words, "HELP ISRAEL'S NORTHERN RESIDENTS."


You opened the envelope, read the appeal, and battled with yourself about whether to donate money. Finally, you decided to help, and wrote a check for $25. That's a spiritual victory!


Here's where the spiritual sword master comes in. All spiritual progress is a victory of one's higher inclinations (the soul) over one's lower inclinations (called the yetzer hara). Where there is no duel between these two rivals, there is no victory. Doing what comes naturally or what you do habitually is not a spiritual achievement. It doesn't qualify for the spiritual alum magazine.


That's why I feel prouder about getting to bed on time (in order not to be cranky the next day) than about writing a bestselling book. Writing comes easily to me. There's no battle involved, and therefore no victory. Getting to bed early enough to get a good night's sleep (a key to spiritual success), however, is a nightly fencing match with my yetzer hara. In collusion with my addiction to "getting one more thing done," it seduces me with temptations such as, "Just unload the dishwasher, so you can wake up to a clean sink." When I exercise enough self discipline to overcome its blandishments, I achieve a hard-won victory. I have to keep my sword to the yetzer's throat until the moment I turn out the light.
Validating Victory


The second profound lesson we can learn from an alumni magazine is: Validate every accomplishment.

One of the greatest detriments to spiritual growth is our minimizing of our spiritual victories. K.W. is proud to report that she got her M.D. from Middlesex School of Medicine. So what that it wasn't Harvard Med! Yet most of us downplay our spiritual accomplishments: "So, I didn't yell at the kids this time, but I yelled at them twice yesterday." "So I let someone into the supermarket line ahead of me, even though I was also pressed for time. What's the big deal?"


We know that the best way to educate our children is with positive reinforcement. If we want our child to sit still when eating, we have to reinforce every three minutes she sits still, heaping on her attention and praise. Why, then, are we so remiss with reinforcing our own desirable behaviors?


When we face off with our yetzer hara, we have to be the home team. When a home team football player scores five yards, the fans cheer wildly. They don't pooh-pooh it, saying, "It was only five yards. It wasn't a touchdown." The more we cheer for our spiritual victories, the more victories we'll score.


Your mother pushed your button and you didn't snap back at her? Hurray! Bring out the band! Your co-worker at the water cooler started to gossip, and you changed the subject? Bravo! Give yourself a mental bouquet of roses!


These feats deserve at least as much recognition as becoming the first female sword-master in Hollywood.


As Rosh Hashana approaches, sit down and make a list of all the ways you've grown and improved this year. Don't consider any accomplishment too small. Then resolve to make new strides in the new year -- not giant leaps, but small, consistent steps.


There is no such thing as an insignificant spiritual victory. Emblazon that motto on your desk and start cheering!
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Sara Yoheved Rigler is the author of the new G-d Winked: Tales and Lessons from My Spiritual Adventures. 

Reprinted from this week’s email of Aish.com. The article was originally published in 2005.
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