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The Essence of Rosh Hashanah

I think we’ve neglected certain aspects of the Yomim Tovim, namely, the character traits
that each one develops. We did point out that Shavuos is for emunah - for faith. It is the source of
faith, the development of faith and the giver of faith. But, every Yom Tov has the character trait

that it represents and which we derive from
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the very essence of Rosh Hashanah than with
any other Yom Tov. The essence of Rosh Hashanah is yirah, generally translated fear, probably
more properly translated awe, reverence. But, it’s got to have the connotation of fear also. Because
if it doesn’t have the connotation of fear it will miss the major component of what Rosh

Hashanah is all about.

Again, going back to the prayers which illustrate for us the essence of the day, on Rosh Hashanah
it's called Yom Hazikoron Hazeh - the Day of Remembrance. You have to understand that
remembrance in relation to the Almighty invariably, always, means judgment. Because G-d
doesn’t have to “remember.” He’s aware
of us and every aspect of being, always,
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the good. Every place where the word
“remember” is used in relation to the Creator it always means to deal with, which means to
judge, to make judgments, to decide. Therefore, Yom Hazikaron means the Day of Judgment, the
day in which we are judged by G-d.

Now, the day in which we are judged by G-d should, in the deepest sense of the word, be a day
of awe and reverence. But it cannot, and must not, escape the connotation of fear. Fear is the
word that should be used wherever there is a realization that we are standing with the
possibilities of good or bad in front of us. And
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the path of guilt and punishment; there is
before us the path of innocence and reward or at least no punishment. This being the case, the
yirah - the fear - of Rosh Hashanah may not be simply that grand and noble emotion called awe
and reverence, but must include that lower aspect which we would normally refer to as fear.




The truth is that in a sense, which we will not perhaps deal with today, reverence is fear. Awe
has a sense of fear in it. There is never a sense of awe without a sense of fear that accompanies
it. But what we are discussing now is not fear in its philosophical sense, but in the plain and
ordinary way that people use the word. There has to be a sense of fear, a sense of worry, of
being frightened of the possible consequences.

Now, before we can deal with the day in any meaningful way, we have to understand why this
sense of fear is a necessity to properly be able to deal with Rosh Hashanah. Why is awe not
sufficient? Why is reverence, or even love, not sufficient to bring us to do teshuva, to bring us to
a full repentance, to bring us to a full realization of our obligations, of our duties, of the way we
ought to deal with our Creator, what we owe Him, what His being is? The appreciation of it
would result, inevitably,...there is no way that one can think of G-d and not feel this need to
serve Him, this desire to serve Him. Why is that not sufficient? Why do we have to talk about
fear, about punishment and reward, before we serve G-d properly? The Day of Judgment
means a day of punishment and reward. Why
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and punishment and try to serve G-d so that
we escape the punishment and achieve the reward? Why can’t we transcend this low goal and

is this so much of the very essence of all our

reach a point of serving without considerations of reward and punishment?, Particularly when
were enjoined to that by the Mishnah. The Mishnah says, nin 59 397 IR PWHWRT 297392 170 OX...
...070 9apv - do not do as the servants who serve their master for the sake of reward, 17 XoX...
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their master without any thought of reward. So we’re not supposed to think of reward and
punishment. Really we’re supposed to think of serving our master, G-d, because He is the truth,
because He is the deepest and most wonderful of all beings, because there is nothing else in
existence to which we can strive and for which we have such goguim - such tremendous
longings. Why isn’t that sufficient? Why do we need judgment, fear and worry in order to be
able to serve Him properly? The fact that there is a day of Rosh Hashanah, which is a day of
judgment, and is a day that requires this concept of fear from us, means that we cannot truly
worship Him, we cannot fully serve Him without this fear, without reward and punishment,
without His judgment. We require His judgment in order to achieve a true worship. Why?

The prophet exhorts the people of Israel, ".219% 11572 1IRP INXR7I2 7 W7 Seek the Lord your
G-d when He is to be found, search for Him when He is nigh unto you. Well, when is G-d near
us? And when is He to be found? Chazal tell us
that these are the ten days between Rosh
Hashanah and Yom Kippur, when G-d sits in
judgment on the people of Israel and on all the
peoples of the world, on all mankind. This is the season of 219 17, of when He is near to us, of
wxn1, when He is to be found by us.
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Are we to understand that they are telling us that G-d, in His infinite love and kindness said,
well, since I'm judging them, I'm going to make myself available to them too? That's not what
they’re saying. That’s nonsense.




What it means is that G-d is never nearer to us, is never more intimate, never more expressive of
His love and concern than when He sits and judges us.

What does that mean?
What it means is as follows.

When G-d sits and judges, when He sits on His seat of judgment, He is doing something
incredible! He is expressing a degree of caring, a degree of being involved and having concern
that is almost impossible to conceive. He personally cares enough about what I did, about what
I am, about what I've achieved as to personally sit in judgment and weigh my actions. It's
incredible! He is so involved with me that He is sitting personally to weigh and assess the
totality of my being. When can He be closer? What greater degree of intimacy can I have with
my Creator than He’'s sitting and dealing with me and weighing every one of my thoughts and
every one of my acts and every one of my words? Can you picture a greater closeness? It is
wxnmal Sitting in
judgment is the deepest
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parent can make of a child than not to reward or punish. Because not to reward or punish
means that I don’t care about you one way or the other. What you do or think is of no concern
to me. Because if it is, I've got to react! I've got to react differently when I see you doing the
things that I think are right and I've got to react differently when I see you doing things that I
think are wrong. But if I react differently, one has to be a reward and the other a punishment.
Do you follow that? There is no possibility of talking about a different reaction for one than the
other without its being a reward and punishment.

punishment; it's concern

Reward and punishment don’t require that I give you a slap. Reward and punishment don’t
require that I give you a hundred dollars. If I smile, it's a reward. If I frown, it's a punishment. A
father, a mother, must reward and punish their child if their child is to grow up a normal human
being. Otherwise, the child knows that he’s meaningless, he’s useless. His own mother and father
don’t care about him. They're indifferent. And what greater indifference could there be than I
don’t react to you? And if I do react to you, it's reward and punishment. There is no reaction
without reward and punishment, you understand that.

When I say that G-d is rewarding or punishing me, it isn’t just simply the reward or the
punishment that interests me, but the fact that G-d is indicating His concern, His awareness. It
matters to Him. And you don’t say to Him, G-d what do you care? They're meaningless. They're
motes of dust. Who are they? What are they that you should bother with them? ...wux mm? What
is Man that you should deal with him? Who cares? G-d says, I care! You mean to Me. And you




mean so much that I'm going to sit down and deal with you and make a judgment. How much
should you suffer? How much not? To what degree? How much do you need? How much don’t
you need? What are the aspects of your being? How can they be improved? There’s reaction,
there’s caring. There’s caring means I don’t want
to hurt you. A parent who cares is never going to
punish for the sake of hurting or revenge. A

717 ,29997n] "'N17PEN 55 BTN 321 139570 95 WK "

B2 DDA TRMYR TTIPT 29201 WY TARY TN 0 "
RYW PRI QTR 21 YOPIIT TAID PUANN KYW T7I0ID PONT . ) >
112 797 WASTN %5 WK 7 32 9 PN bs Ta> pomvape | Caring parent punishes only in terms of how can

TR ZTRTR NITRDN MDA NINI2 TP WO IR RYVM I help you? I don’t want you to cross the street
Jaw Ry 12K1 725 W nnb 2 npw

and get, G-d-forbid, hurt by a passing car, right?
I'm prepared to hit you if necessary, even though it’s going to make me very unhappy, in order
to implant in you the realization that under no circumstances are you allowed to dash into the
street. Isn’t that what the parent is saying? And the truth is that the most modern liberal parents
who say, “what right have you got to hit?”, if their child runs out into the street they’ll pick him
up and hit him, bang, bang, bang! As long as it doesn’t really matter you can talk that way, but
he can get killed! Now, when he can get killed you're not liberal anymore. Then, you've got to
make sure that he doesn’t do it. You don’t play games when they can get killed. When it’s about
things that you don’t really care about that much, that’s one thing, but he can get killed! You
know that counts. That’s serious. And when it’s serious, you take it seriously and you react the
way you must. And if the only way to teach that kid not to go into the street is to bang him,
you’ll bang him up! You don’t have a democratic discussion anymore. Whether you should steal
or you shouldn’t steal, we'll have a democratic discussion, but when it comes to whether you
should walk across the street with cars coming, no democratic discussion. NO! Finished! I'm a
dictator!

Punishment is the deepest concern from a really loving parent. A normal, caring, loving parent
hits or deprives of ice cream or whatever the punishment is only when he’s convinced that that’s
the only way to get the child to do what the child has to do for the child’s sake. And it’s certainly
wrong to do it because the child will embarrass me. It should be done for the child’s sake. And a
good parent does it for the child’s sake.

Well, G-d is a good parent. And therefore you know that the expression of judgment on Rosh
Hashanah is the expression of the most intimate and the most ultimate extent of His actual
loving involvement and concern for me.

It’s a fantastic feeling! I matter! I matter! I make a difference to Him. It really is something that
He is interested in. He’s judging it. He’s taking into account everything I did.

Now, that can only be if what I do makes a difference. If it doesn’t make a difference, then, what
is He dealing with? What is He sitting in judgment of? I'm going to sit in judgment over
whether he made a good move in chess or he didn’t make a good move in chess? You're not
going to sit in judgment on him about that. Who cares? Did he choose chocolate ice cream or
did he choose vanilla ice cream? You're going to sit in judgment? How come you chose vanilla
and not chocolate? What difference does it make? What do you care if he took vanilla or
chocolate? What do you care? You're not going to sit in judgment. Sitting in judgment is only
because it makes a difference. It means that the consequences matter. That’s why G-d sits in
judgment.




So, a few things. One, it’s His deepest moment of intimacy when He sits personally to assess
and deal with my actions, thoughts, and words. Two, it is His concern. And three, the concern is
for me! He cares about me. And I now know that that reward and punishment is not an
abstraction. Reward and punishment are for my good. To set me the way I should be.

Therefore, Rosh Hashanah is an opportunity, and should be seen as such, of reaching G-d

directly. He’s closest. He’s dealing with me. He is expressing His concern and interest in me.

This is a time to respond to Him.

But, it’s called the time of yirah. And the whole worship of the day is 7772 30 and 7°nx3, this
reverence and fear. That’s the whole concept of the day. It is because the establishment of it is
that I am being judged, which not only tells us, as we pointed out, His care, His concern, and

37 QONTIT QIWYRAT 9D TN ALLLTIINT 502 R3Rn"
WILI2 2T 2T LITDAD 272 N2 KUY L, INWN2 20N DTN
LTI2D DYY 1TIa0n DY @Iy B1naa 29T 19 By, neena

DR 27 5% SNN3 IRD (OB ,9 ,2%27) 2N MR 78 RN
nnaY (B0 ,2 29927) 92K,V DRI N NRY 2187 DRY 29007
[ pas ,2ophRI-nTIaY Ay ,mabhi man] M.avna

that what we do matters, but it also tells us
that we’re responsible! You're responsible. You
have a purpose in existence! Otherwise, what
is responsibility about? It isn’t enough to say
G-d cares whether I am good or bad. It also

says that there is a good and there is a bad!
Because if there is no good and there is no bad, what are you being judged about? Fear is the
statement that there is a right and a wrong. A right and a wrong is the statement that there is a
way of life that ought to be pursued and another that must be spurned, that must be rejected.
That I have a responsibility of doing that which is right and of choosing to do so and pushing
away and rejecting the evil. 'm saying that I have to make decisions and that I'm being held
responsible for them. That it was up to me whether I did the right or whether I did the wrong.
That's what I say when I express my awareness and fear of judgment.

So, coming back therefore to Rosh Hashanah, the statement of fear is also an affirmation of Man
having purpose and responsibility. That there are things that we hope to achieve and
accomplish, and that we are responsible for
whatever happens. We are responsible for the
good and the evil that exists. Which is, of course,
the point of departure for any discussion of the
existence of evil in the world with G-d who is all
good, only good, and the source of good. That
there should exist evil in His Creation has got to
have as its point of departure this responsibility that we as creatures have in bringing about
good or evil, right? This is got to be the source of any such discussion.
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So concerning Rosh Hashanah, one, we affirm that we have a purpose. Two, we are saying that
there is a need of assessment. That a Man has to stop each year and measure and weigh. G-d
gives us this Day of Judgment as the occasion by which we face up to this need of self-
assessment, of becoming aware of ourselves, what we did, what we accomplished and where
we're heading, of sitting down and saying, wait a minute, what is it all about? Where are we
going? How are we doing it? Which we do supposedly every Shabbos, it's true, we do. That is
what we ought to do on Shabbos. But you've got to recognize the difference of the assessment
not simply in terms of why we’re alive, but in terms of what have we done in relation to our
purpose, in relation to achieving our goals, assessing the progress or lack of it, assessing the
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things that have kept us back and trying to eliminate those areas that only brought harm. And
trying to reinforce and reinvigorate those things which we find ourselves strong in our ability to
accomplish and do. To strengthen one, to buttress the other. This self-assessment, and therefore
taking charge, of not simply what we are, where we’re going and what we ought to be doing,
but how are we making out? What is the progress? What is the lack of it? What can we do to
correct it? How can we go about it? Where are the lacks? What needs reinforcement? What
needs loosening? All this, G-d opens up for us simply by making it a Day of Judgment.
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a qualification. The beginning of the year
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that Adam was made. Which means that Rosh Hashanah - the first day of the year - is not on
physical existence, but on Man and his undertaking.

It is proper, of course, to judge Man on Rosh Hashanah. This is your birthday. This is when you
face the year to come. You can’t face the
year to come without assessing the year
that has just gone by. It is only through
seeing your past that you can make plans of what are the proper ways to undertake your future.
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But this itself tells us something magnificently vital. You can’t just say, “Okay G-d, I'm turning
over a new leaf. Okay, from now on I'm good.” No, you’ve got to go back and assess your
failure. You've got to know where they came from. Where did you fall through? What were the
causes of you falling through? You've got to recognize and realize the mistake if you are going to
make progress. You're judged not for your undertaking for tomorrow, but for your past, for
what you did. Which means that what I did created realities that have to be dealt with. See that!
So that you can’t say okay I'm fine. No, no, wait a minute, go through, weigh, assess. You're
being judged! What are you being judged on? What do you have to correct? How do you have to
correct it? You can’t just enter the New Year with resolutions, “I'm going to be good.” Just a
second, specific! What are the areas that you have to improve upon? What are the areas you have
to mend? What are the areas that were wonderful that you can strengthen and tie yourself to?

This brings again a sense of reality. It isn’t a game between me and G-d. It is real. I am
structuring my being. That’s why I have to find my weaknesses and strengths. I have to perfect
myself. I am structuring my being. It's not just “You do this and I'll pay you. You do this and I'll
give you a reward.” It's that you're structuring and forming your character, your being, your
way of existence, what you are, how you're going to express it.

All this is there when we recognize a judgment of the past. And what more proper time for that
than on the birthday of Man. It is then that he assesses, okay, how did I do? And he projects to
the future. What am I undertaking for the future?




So Rosh Hashanah, the day of Man’s birthday, it isn’t the world’s birthday, it is Man who is being
judged. Not the world. The world is automatically judged through Man, but it is Man who
plays the role in what transpires.

Let me make this point just a little bit clearer.

The universe, the earth, all that’s on it, whether there is a drought, whether there is a volcano,
whether there is a tornado, all that takes place, are G-d’s judgments. They are all built on the
judgment of Man, his actions or lack of it. The proof is that the ultimate judgment takes place on
Man'’s birthday, not on the world’s birthday. Therefore, it isn’t the world that’s being judged,
it's Man that’s being judged. Therefore, we are to understand that the world is a consequence of
the judgment of Man.

The implication of this statement is enormous. It rejects Buddhism. Buddhism regards all life as
equally precious. This statement says that it isn’t so. All of existence is precious only through
Man. And whatever there is precious in the tree, and in the leaf, and in the animal is because of
Man, and through Man. That he is the purpose of existence and they are the means of his
existence. That's what it says. Therefore, there is a rejection of respecting life. Life is to be
respected only as a service of Man. There is a
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because who are we? We are what animals are all about. The judgment of what happens to them
and what their value is and their history and their development are the judgments of Men - of
how G-d judges human beings. In the judgment of human beings lies the fate of the animal
world, as well as the inanimate world. Man is the ultimate purpose of all existence. This is what
it says.

The fact that Rosh Hashanah is on Man’s birthday tells us that all of physical existence is no more
than for the needs and the service of Man. And it tells us that this is not an egotism. It’s not an
arrogance. It is a statement of fact that G-d is making by making this His Day of Judgment, with
all the consequences in our awareness of how we use our environment, how we are in charge,
and how we are not in charge, the degree of responsibility, all that is involved in this statement
that we make by having a Rosh Hashanah that is on the birthday of Man, not the birthday of
existence.

That's a tremendously fruitful concept, and a tremendously fruitful statement, when we say on
the day of Rosh Hashanah @9 nai1 @y - this is the birthday of the world. What do you mean the
birthday of the world? It’s the birthday of Man. The answer is that Man is the justification of all
existence. That's what it means.

There is left, of course, the fact that the mitzvah through which we express all these thoughts,
and all these things is the blowing of the shofar. With all that it contains, and we would be able
to point out much that it contains, but certainly the first and foremost thing that the blowing of
the shofar does is that it says to us that the central theme of awareness, understanding, and
insight, of accepting responsibility, all this, is to become aware!! Don’t sleep. Become aware! Man




does understand these things. These things are open to him, but he sleeps it through. He gets lost
in the mundane of his actions so that he forgets what he’s all about. And he loses sight of who
and what he is, his responsibilities and the
consequences of his being. The shofar is a jolt!
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nothingness. Don’t lose yourself in forgetfulness.

forgetfulness. That’s a primary thing that
immediately the reaction to the shofar has to say. Become aware. You've got to know what’s
happening.

Therefore, that the very essence of a human being is awareness. To be on top of it. Not to let
things slide. To know what’s going on. To choose. That’s what responsibility is all about. If Rosh
Hashanah is a day of responsibility, Rosh Hashanah is the day to tell you that responsibility is to
know! To think! To remember! Don’t do things out of habit. Do things out of choice. Don’t do
things out of comfort and
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J[2 P2 27w Aven] M.L.MIR MR SR TYRa 20REN AT KB decisions! Make decisions! That’s

what it means to become aware.
Think! Know what's going on! Don’t become a dreadful animal. Which means that this is the
ultimate meaning of judgment. Meaning, know what you're doing. Be aware. Wake up.

Which is probably the most difficult aspect of a Jewish life. The demand that Judaism makes is
you're a human being. You're making decisions. Make them knowingly. Make them
consciously. Don’t make them by surrendering. Don’t make them by forfeit. Make it by
deliberate choice. That's what it’s all about. And you make yourself aware through Rosh
Hashanah.

But it also tells you the main feature of being human. Namely, to know, become, aware, to be
conscious of the need to make decisions. You're responsible, all the time! You've got to be up
and alert. All the time. And you can’t afford to lose that alertness for a minute. Because in that
loss of alertness is a loss of your human face, of your humanity, of the essence of your being.
Awareness. That's what it’s all about. And Rosh Hashanah is the time, of course, where that is
expressing itself to the greatest degree.

So we have the first, the most certain thing that lies in the shofar, namely, wake up. The blast of
the shofar makes you aware. It makes you alert. You know that something is going on. It is a
statement that you've got to become a part of what’s happening.

And of course, that’s why you can easily see that that is THE need of Rosh Hashanah. There’s got
to be this jolt, which the shofar for sure accomplishes, whatever the other additional aspects that
lie within the mitzvah of the blowing of the shofar
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