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Inspiration for the New Year

ESSAYS TO ADD MEANING TO YOUR HIGH HOLIDAY EXPERIENCE

In Israel and across the globe, Ohr Torah Stone
engages people with Jewish life through
welcoming educational initiatives and
holiday celebrations that inspire participants to
connect more deeply to their heritage.

We hope the enclosed essays from the leadership
of Ohr Torah Stone will add meaning to your celebration
of Rosh Hashana, Yom Kippur, and Sukkot.
May we all be inscribed and sealed in the Book of Life.
Shana Tova!
The Ohr Torah Stone Family

God Not Only Loves Us; He Needs Us!
Rabbi Dr. Kenneth Brander
Rabbi Dr. Kenneth Brander is the President
and Rosh HaYeshiva of Ohr Torah Stone

O

ften, we look at the High Holidays as a
two-holiday event consisting of Rosh
Hashana and Yom Kippur. After all, it is only
for these two holidays that we purchase High
Holiday seats, adorn High Holiday garb, and sing our beloved
High Holiday tunes.
However, the High Holiday period includes a third pillar: the
festival of Sukkot. Maimonides highlights the connection
between Rosh Hashanah and Sukkot by codifying the laws of
shofar, sukkah, and lulav in a single entry in his Mishneh Torah.
Similarly, at the end of Sukkot (on Hoshana Rabbah) we again
focus on the themes of Rosh Hashana and Yom Kippur with the
chazzan once again donning a kittel and using the same tunes
in the Musaf prayer service as we use on Rosh Hashana and
Yom Kippur. Some even have the custom to begin building the
sukkah immediately after break-fast following Yom Kippur
[Orach Chayim 624:5], to highlight the role Sukkot plays as a
continuation of the High Holiday period. But where does this
week-long festival of merriment and starlit meals fit into the arc
of the High Holidays?
On Rosh Hashana and Yom Kippur our focus is on coronating God and on repentance, recognizing that our continued
existence is contingent upon Divine mercy. God is Avinu
Malkeinu, our Father and our King. God decides mi yichye u’mi
yamut, who will live and who will perish. The tone and cadence
of these prayers reminds us that we are a microscopic presence
in the cosmos.
Yet after we conclude Rosh Hashana and Yom Kippur, we immediately usher in Sukkot.
Sukkot, the final leg of the High Holiday season, reminds us
that while feelings of awe and fear are essential elements of our
religious consciousness, our
relationship with God doesn’t
God cares about
end there. As the final act of the
us, desires to be
High Holiday experience, Sukkot
reminds us that God cares about
close to us, and is
us, desires to be close to us, and
empowered by
is empowered by our relationship with Him. After all, we are
our relationship
the chariots of God in this world:
with Him.
we carry he Divine presence to
and through the world, by living
lives that sanctify God’s name, making a home for God within
human society.
Sukkot is the ultimate manifestation of our ability to create
a place for God in this world. The Talmud tells us [Sukkah 9a,
Orach Chayim 638:1] that the walls, the ornaments, the covering,
and the schach of the Sukkah have holiness, and thus cannot
be moved or in any way violated during the holiday. On Yom
Kippur, one Jew, the High Priest, enters the Holy of Holies to

commune alone with God. On Sukkot, through the sukkah, we
create a house of God in which all of us can dwell together with
the Divine in the same abode.
A Kabbalistic tradition teaches that the shade of the sukkah is not
intended to protect our physical bodies, but to create a space to
enshrine our souls [Zohar Pinchas, 255b]. It is into the sukkah
that we invite the ushpizin:
personalities like Abraham,
We rejoice in the
Isaac, and Jacob, who represent
the multiple paradigms through closeness of God,
which we may engage with God;
in the knowledge
Moshe and Aaron, who shaped
our covenantal community; that as miniscule
and Joseph and David, who
prepare us for the Messianic as we are in the
era. For in the Messianic era, the
grand scheme of
sukkah will not only serve as a
the universe, we
sanctuary that protects us from
our enemies; it will also serve
are beloved by
as a welcoming center for the
nations of the world, inviting
God and gifted
them to engage with us in a spirit
with the capacity
of coexistence.
It is for this reason that the and the
holiday of Sukkot is called
responsibility
“zman simchateinu”, the
to bring Godliness
holiday of quintessential
joy [Mishneh Torah, Shofar,
and sanctity into
Sukkah and Lulav 8:12], marked
by the most festive of all Temple the world.
ceremonies, the Simchat Beit
HaShoeva. On Sukkot, we
rejoice in the closeness of God, in the knowledge that as
miniscule as we are in the grand scheme of the universe, we are
beloved by God and gifted with the capacity and the responsibility to bring Godliness and sanctity into the world.

The High Holiday season which is now upon us is not only a time
of contrition and remorse, but a time that asks of us to create
a home for God, by finding ways to upgrade our relationships
with God, with our spouses, with our children and grandchildren, and with all those with whom we share community.
These days remind us that God not only loves us; God needs us!
Each of us has greatness in the eyes of the Divine, even if we are
not always aware of the talents we hold and the treasures we are.
On behalf of all my colleagues at Ohr Torah Stone, I’d like to
wish all of you, our friends and our partners, a meaningful
High Holiday experience. May each and every one of us find the
capacity to unlock our full spiritual potential, and to joyfully
engage more deeply with ourselves, with those around us, and
with God.
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Rosh Hashana’s Mandate to Recreate the World
Rabbi Dr. Shlomo Riskin
Rabbi Dr. Shlomo Riskin is the Founder and
Rosh HaYeshiva of Ohr Torah Stone

“A

nd [Nehemia] said to them, ‘Go, eat
delicious foods and drink sweet
beverages, and send portions to whoever
has nothing prepared, for [Rosh Hashana] is
holy to our Lord. And do not be sad, for the joy of the Lord is
your strength’” [Neh. 8:10].
Is Rosh Hashana an essentially somber day or a festive one?
On the one hand, the Bible calls it “Yom T’rua” — usually
translated as the day of the blowing of the shofar. The literal
meaning of t’rua is a broken staccato sound, defined as either
a three-fold sigh, a nine-fold wail, or a combination of the two
[Rosh Hashana 33b].
Rosh Hashana is the Jewish New Year, the anniversary of the
creation of the world, or more precisely, of the creation of
the first human being. The t’rua sound expresses an implicit
recognition that we live in a world of lamentations, a human
predicament in which pain and suffering is real and palpable,
where the innocent are killed or their lives forever upended.
Their collective sob was a t’rua to God.
But if we were to think of the world on Rosh Hashana exclusively
in terms of a “long day’s journey into a night of death and
despair,” then why the additional appellation, “the day of the
birth (or conception) of the world”?
No matter how we translate “HaYom Harat Olam,” the very
phrase implies all of the optimism of a new beginning; indeed,
it is a declaration that calls to mind all the hope and promise
that newborn children bring to the world.
If we regard the world on Rosh Hashana as a newborn creation,
dazzling us with its beauty and freshness and innocence,
then we have made significant
progress in making the New Year
No matter how we
meaningful in our lives.

translate “HaYom
Harat Olam,” the
very phrase implies
all of the optimism
of a new beginning.

Rosh Hashana is, after all,
considered a festival of joy that
cancels any individual mourning and must be celebrated with
special food and holiday dress.

So how can we reconcile the
tragically sad day of the shofar
sigh-sob with the joyously
optimistic day of the world’s re-creation?

How is the shofar, which expresses the tragic sigh-sob of a frail
human being in an imperfect, incomplete world that often
appears to be a vale of tears, also the means by which we
coronate God as king?
The answer is that the t’rua broken staccato sound is not the
only sound that emerges from the ram horn’s opening. Indeed,
the predominant sound is the t’kia, which is a straight, uninterrupted and exultant blast —
and it is this t’kia of affirmation,
But we can only
not the wailing cry of the t’rua,
accomplish that
that is central to Rosh Hashana.
In fact, we are required to sound exalted goal by
two t’kiyot blasts for every single
realizing our
t’rua blast! And of the different
sounds the shofar makes, the potential and
length of the broken sound must
through return to
be less than that of the straight
sound!

God, Torah and

Rosh Hashana is the Jewish New
Israel, perfecting
Year, the anniversary of the birth
of humanity and the creation of
ourselves and
the world. From that perspective,
the world.
Rosh Hashana is also the “Day of
the T’rua,” the day of the sighsob, because we find ourselves in a world of darkness as well
as light, of chaos as well as order, of evil as well as goodness,
a world in which the Divine Presence is often hidden behind
clouds of tragedy and iniquity.
However, the Almighty has also created human beings in His
image, and has given us the gift of Torah by which we have the
possibility and the power to perfect this imperfect world, to
bring light into the places of darkness, to perfect the world in
the kingship of God and to make His Presence manifest once
again throughout the universe.
This is the majestic and exultant t’kia sound by which we —
humans but a little lower than God and crowned with honor and
glory — have the mandate to coronate the Almighty. But we can
only accomplish that exalted goal by realizing our potential and
through return to God, Torah and Israel, perfecting ourselves
and the world.
Ultimately, this is what makes Rosh Hashana an essentially
joyous festival. Rosh Hashana is the first of the Ten Days of
Teshuva, and so on Rosh Hashana we have the ability — and the
challenge — to recreate the world.

I believe the answer lies in a second symbol of the shofar, which
is also the instrument by which we are asked to coronate God
according to a striking Talmudic passage.
The Sages quote God as saying: “Recite verses before Me
on Rosh Hashana concerning Kingship, Remembrance, and
the Shofar! Kingship so that you may coronate Me king over
you; Remembrances so that your remembrance may rise favorably before Me; And through what medium? The shofar” [Rosh
HaShana 16a].

INSPIR ATION FOR THE NEW YE AR: ESSAYS TO ADD ME ANING TO YOUR HIGH HOLIDAY EXPERIENCE

2

Throwing it All Away
Rabbanit Sally Mayer
Rabbanit Sally Mayer is the Rosh Midrasha of
Midreshet Lindenbaum’s Maria and Joel Finkle
Overseas Program

W

hen I was a little girl, I remember
walking down to tashlikh at the stream
not far from where my family gathered every
year for Rosh Hashana. I loved the idea of saying a few words
and just throwing all of our sins away into the water. I even had
the misconception that we were supposed to physically throw
something into the water.
The true custom of tashlikh is to congregate near a body of
water and to say pesukim (verses) from the books of Micah (the
Prophet)and Tehillim (Psalms). The key verses in Micah [7:18-20]
state: “Who is a God like You, who forgives sins and passes over
transgressions for the remnant of His heritage; He does not
hold on forever to His anger, for He desires mercy. He will return
and have mercy upon us, he will suppress our sins; and You shall
cast all of their sins into the depths of the ocean.” How should
we understand this custom? During the Hebrew month of Elul
and the Ten Days of Repentance, we go through a process of
introspection, of identifying where we need to improve, and
resolving to do better. We don’t believe in magic formulas and
simple solutions. What is tashlikh really all about?
The earliest mention of this custom is by an early 15th-century
rabbi known as the Mahari”l, Rav Yaakov ben Moshe Molin.
He cites as the inspiration for this custom a midrash from
the Tanchuma [Parshat Vayera
22] which relates the following
story. When Hashem commanded
We go through
our forefather Avraham to bring
his son Yitzchak as a sacrifice
a process of
to Hashem, they reached the
introspection, of
mountain on the third day of
traveling. Why did such a short
identifying where
journey take so long? The
we need to improve, midrash answers that the satan (devil) appeared in front of
and resolving to
Avraham and Yitzchak as a great
do better.
river blocking their path.
Undeterred, the two walked into
the river. When the water level
rose to Avraham’s neck, he looked up to the heavens and cried
out, “Master of the World, You chose me and revealed Yourself
to me… You commanded me to bring my son Yitzchak as an
offering, and I did not hesitate; I am doing Your bidding… if I
or my son Yitzchak should drown, who will keep Your word,
who will declare the unity of Your Name?” Immediately,
Hashem swears that Avraham will be the one to declare
Hashem’s unity to the world, and He dries up the river so that
Avraham can continue on his path.

And if tashlikh is intended to remind us of Avraham on the way
to sacrifice Yitzchak, then we can connect it to the main
mitzvah of Rosh Hashana: sounding the shofar. The shofar
recalls Akeidat Yitzchak, and we beg Hashem for mercy in
the merit of Avraham, who was willing to sacrifice his son to
Hashem.
Perhaps tashlikh is meant to send the same message: we go to
a body of water, and we ask Hashem to throw away our sins in
the merit of Avraham, who was
willing to sacrifice himself in
the water for Hashem’s sake. In
addition to calling upon the May we be inspired
merit of Avraham as he made
by the example
ultimate sacrifices, we might also
consider where in our lives we
of Avraham and
can make smaller sacrifices for
Yitzchak to find
the sake of following Hashem’s
mitzvot.
ways we are able
Furthermore, the shofar is to rededicate
present at the coronation of a
king [I Kings, Chapter 1], and in ourselves to
many verses in malkhuyot in the
following Hashem.
Rosh Hashana prayers. Where
does a coronation take place?
Fascinatingly, the Gemara in
Horayot 12a states that we must
anoint a king near a spring, to symbolize that their kingship
will continue. We anoint him there as king, blow the shofar,
and call out, “May King Shlomo live!” [I Kings, chapter 1]. So our
walk to the stream takes on further meaning, reminding us both
of Avraham’s great sacrifice and the idea of coronating Hashem
as king.
Tashlikh, like the mitzvah of shofar, is then directed both
inward and outward: we want to “remind” Hashem of the merits
of Avraham and Yitzchak, at the same time as we remind
ourselves of Hashem’s majesty, and therefore redouble our
commitment to following His will. When we go to the ocean,
the river, or the pond this Rosh Hashana, may we be inspired by
the example of Avraham and Yitzchak to find ways we are able
to rededicate ourselves to following Hashem, our King, and may
we merit the fulfillment of the verse, “…and you shall cast all of
their sins into the depths of the ocean.”

The story in the midrash adds another dimension to
Avraham’s sacrifice: not only was he willing to offer his beloved son Yitzchak as a sacrifice, but he was willing to give his
own life as well while on the way to fulfill Hashem’s command.
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The Opportunity for Renewal
Rabbi Eliahu Birnbaum
Rabbi Eliahu Birnbaum is the Director
of OTS’s Beren-Amiel and Straus-Amiel
Institutes, which train couples to work as
emissaries in Diaspora communities across
the globe

O

ne of the most beautiful things about
Judaism is that we are given a fresh
start every year. New beginnings give us hope and the energy to
go on. However, new beginnings also require significant efforts
on our part.
Rosh Hashana and Yom Kippur respond to the following: How
does one begin anew? How can we revitalize our lives? Every
interpersonal, intimate or family relationship, as well as any
business relationship, requires rejuvenation. A person who
never reinvents himself and is always static cannot live his life
to the fullest.
Unlike other festivals and fast days, Yom Kippur is not linked
to any specific historical event; nor is it like the Sabbath, which
is associated with Creation. Yom Kippur is a time unto itself and
is therefore the ideal time for
contemplation, affording time
Every interpersonal, and opportunity for reflection
and renewal both for the individintimate or family
ual and the congregation. True,
on Yom Kippur, one stands berelationship, as
fore the Creator as an individual;
well as any business however, one does not stand
alone, nor is one’s repentance
relationship,
achieved through self-contemplation and seclusion. Rather, the
requires
individual repents as a member of
rejuvenation.
a congregation, and for this very
reason the prayer of the Viduy
(confession recited on Yom
Kippur) uses the plural form rather than the singular form —
“we have sinned.” Reciting our confession in the plural helps
us understand what ‘public repentance’ (teshuvat harabim) is
all about.
Rosh Hashana and Yom Kippur are regarded by many Diaspora
Jews to be not only the holiest days in the Jewish calendar,
but also a time of year which is formative, shaping Jewish
life and Jewish identity. Millions of Jews come to listen to the
shofar blowing on Rosh Hashana, attend the Kol Nidrei prayer
at the start of Yom Kippur and take part in the Ne’ila prayer and
the final shofar blowing, which marks the end of the fast of Yom
Kippur.
Many of the Jews who attend the synagogue service on Yom
Kippur are not religious or observant Jews. Unlike any other
day, on Yom Kippur all Jews go to the synagogue and sit side
by side: religious, secular, and even assimilated Jews. Many
don’t come to engage in prayer per se, but to be a part of the
congregation. Some come to reinforce their Jewish identity
once a year, while others act on feelings of nostalgia and come
because their fathers and forefathers did the same. Some are in

search of a sense of belonging, while others seek meaning. What
brings non-practicing Jews, or those that are not connected to
the Jewish tradition in any way, to the synagogue on these days?
Why is it that the prayer of Kol Nidrei, with its impersonal and
somewhat complex content, in
addition to the somber melody
to which it is sung, serves as such
Spirituality is what
an attractive force, more than the
gives the individual
joyful dancing of Simchat Torah?

meaning and
Contemporary Jewish existence
is often characterized by a sense
purpose; it is the
of loneliness. When a Jew feels
lonely, this has a direct impact
means through
on his personal Jewish identity.
On Yom Kippur, the individual which one’s soul
yearns to be a part of something
and innermost
bigger; to feel a sense of belonging and to strengthen his personal chambers are
identity through the Jewish
touched.
collective; to stand together with
an entire congregation even if he
himself is not actually praying.
Indeed, the 25 hours constituting Yom Kippur are not only the
holiest hours of the year, so aptly called Shabbat Shabbaton,
but also play a pivotal role in preserving Jewish identity.
Another reason why people attend the synagogue services on
Yom Kippur is their quest for spirituality. In our modern world,
there is a constant search for the spiritual because people need
meaning which transcends religious practices and laws.

There is a difference between religion and spirituality.
Spirituality seems to be more personal and intimate than
religion, which is perceived to have a significant public
dimension and to be more practical. Spirituality is born inside the individual and develops within; whereas religion is a
collection of rules and commandments by which an individual
must abide. Religion instructs one on how to distinguish
between right and wrong, and in what to believe. Spirituality
enables one to find this out independently and discover the
meaning of these ideas on one’s own. Spirituality is what gives
the individual meaning and purpose; it is the means through
which one’s soul and inner-most chambers are touched. Yom
Kippur is a day on which the individual Jew seeks spirituality,
be he a religious Jew or one who is far removed from the Jewish
tradition.
It seems to me that if we adopt the language of “Jewish
spirituality” by developing a contemporary spiritual jargon which interfaces with Judaism and gives one a sense of
belonging, we stand the chance of bringing many Jews closer
to Jewish tradition. This is our way in all Ohr Torah Stone
institutions and at the Beren-Amiel and Straus-Amiel educational and rabbinical emissary programs in particular. We are
attentive to the voices of the Jewish People all year round,
as well as on the High Holy Days so that we can speak the
anguage of Jewish, intellectual spirituality that can touch
the heart of every single Jew. Shana Tova!
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A Different Path to Teshuva: Why We Read the Book of
Yonah on Yom Kippur
Rabbanit Chamutal Shoval
Rabbanit Chamutal Shoval, a graduate of
Ohr Torah Stone’s Susi Bradfield Women’s
Institute of Halakhic Leadership (WIHL), is
the Ohr Torah Stone Scholar-in-Residence in
North America and a Talmud teacher at
Rae Kushner Yeshiva High School

A

deep examination of the Book of Yonah evokes many
questions concerning the character of Yonah, his attempt
to escape the mission he is given, the people of Nineveh and
how Yonah reacts to their repentance.
The key question is, why, on the holiest day of the Jewish calendar,
do we read a story about teshuvah (repentance) that is seemingly
unconnected to the Jewish nation? What lesson is there for us in
the story of the people of Nineveh? Why do we choose to highlight the story of repentance of these particular people?
Following his maritime trials and tribulations and his refusal
to fulfill his calling, Yonah finally arrives in Nineveh. There,
he turns to the people, warning them that if they do not
repent immediately, Nineveh will be destroyed. And without any
resistance or delay, the people of Nineveh repent:
“And Yonah began to enter the city, a day’s journey, and he
proclaimed, and said: ‘Yet forty days, and Nineveh shall be
overthrown’. And the people of Nineveh believed in God; and
they proclaimed a fast, and put on sackcloth, from the greatest
of them even to the least of them” [Yonah 3:4-5].
Midrash Yalkut Shimoni highlights the difference between
the People of Israel — a stiff-necked people — and the people
of Nineveh: “I sent one prophet to Nineveh and they harkened
unto Me and believed in Me; but this nation (Israel), how many
prophets did I not send to them time and time again and they
harkened not unto me.”
The Midrash explains that the People of Israel are a stiff-necked
people; a nation which does not repent easily and needs
constant reprimanding by numerous prophets. In contrast, the
people of Nineveh repent immediately after being rebuked by a
single prophet.
The comparison between the People of Israel and the residents
of Nineveh is not meant to denigrate Israel in any way, nor does
it serve as a further reprimand; rather, it comes to show the
People of Israel that there is a way to do simple and spontaneous teshuvah.
“And God saw their deeds, that they turned from their evil way;
and God repented of the evil, which He said He would do unto
them; and did not do it” [Yonah 3:10].
The entire story of the repentance of the people of Nineveh
is captured in seven verses that encapsulate a simple story of
repentance: rebuke, remorse and God’s forgiveness.
In contrast, in its several thousand years of existence, the
Jewish People have had a complicated relationship with God. A
repetitive movement of coming closer and drawing back: sinful
conduct, suffering, repentance and reverting to sin yet again.

It is an intricate relationship characterized by the desire to
be close to God, going astray, exile, redemption — a tumultuous
cycle. Am Yisrael desires a life of sanctity and wants to fulfill
God’s will; however, in reality this is not always the case.
The Sin of the Golden Calf; the lack of faith during the
wanderings in the desert; instances of theological infidelity
even while living in the Land
of Israel; the destruction of
Once a year we
the First Temple followed by that
have the chance
of the Second Temple; God’s
ensuing hester panim — “hiding "to step out of
His face from us”; all of these contribute towards the relationship ourselves" and
between God and His people: be, if only a
constant breaches of trust follittle bit, like the
lowed by restoration.
For this very reason, once a year,
God wishes for us to read an
alternative story of repentance. A
simple story.

people of Nineveh
who repented
wholeheartedly.

On the holiest day of the year,
God calls on us to put our complicated history aside and learn a
lesson from the story of the people of Nineveh. On Yom Kippur
we are given the opportunity to choose simple repentance, as
exhibited by the people of Nineveh: teshuvah consisting of a mere
seven verses involving rebuke, repentance and forgiveness.
The prophet Zephaniah wrote: “Woe to her that is filthy and
polluted, to the oppressing city [ha’ir ha’yonah]! She harkened
not to the voice, she received not correction; she trusted not in
the Lord, she drew not near to her God” [Zephania 3:1].
Rashi, in his exegesis on Zephaniah, explains that the word
yonah is a reference to Jerusalem, which, unlike the city of
Nineveh, finds it difficult to repent and harken unto the word of
the Lord. “Until now the reference was to Nineveh, but here he
[the prophet] reverts to Jerusalem and says it will be a mockery,
a city lying in its own filth, reeking of its sins.”
As can be seen, the Book of Zephaniah plays with these similar
words — “yonah and Nineveh” — contrasting the two. The yonah
finds it hard to repent, but Nineveh repents immediately.
On Yom Kippur, as we read the Book of Yonah, we have a oncein-a-year opportunity to do teshuvah with no “baggage” from
the past, without any mediation and unburdened by the rebuke
of a myriad of prophets. Simple, straightforward teshuvah.
Once a year we have the chance “to step out of ourselves” and
be, if only a little bit, like the people of Nineveh who repented
wholeheartedly.
God promises us that if we repent with a sincere heart, He will
accept our teshuvah. The story of the people of Nineveh is
meant to serve as an inspiration and a source of strength: God
is waiting for our return; He will receive us with open arms.
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Ohr Torah Stone is a Modern Orthodox
movement committed to illuminating authentic
Torah Judaism which is rooted in halakha and
profoundly relevant to contemporary life.
Fueled by 30 educational institutions,
social projects, outreach programs and leadership
development initiatives for men and women,
OTS works to strengthen Jewish life, learning,
leadership and society worldwide.
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