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Introduction

How did this booklet come about?

Rosh Hashanah and Yom Kippur may have become like a beacon for many of us, 
times when we could touch base with our Judaism, stand together as Jews and 
wish each other well for the year ahead. 

In recent years, the style of many shul services for Rosh Hashanah and Yom Kippur 
has evolved, becoming less formal and more engaging.  As well as atmospheric 
singing, many communities offer explanations about the meanings of our prayers 
during their main services, in addition to bespoke explanatory services. These 
tremendous innovations by our communities have helped older and younger 
generations to continue to engage with the services.

This companion has been written to complement these explanations. 

We hope that it will improve all readers’ appreciation of why these days are so 
central to Jewish life and of the power of your community to enhance them.
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Residential Shabbatonim

 

 

MESSAGE FROM CHIEF RABBI EPHRAIM MIRVIS 
ROSH HASHANAH 5776 

 
Our High Holydays provide us with an opportunity to genuinely transform our lives. 
Through sincere introspection and self-examination we can take advantage of a time 
when, more than any other in the year, God stands ready and eager to hear our 
supplications.  
 
This is not a simple process.  While many appreciate the spirituality, relevance and joy 
of Synagogue services, some might feel uncomfortable about the very idea of being in 
Synagogue. While the words and the tunes are familiar, meaningful prayer can 
sometimes seem an unrealistic expectation.  Others can become so over familiar with 
Synagogue ritual that it becomes little more than a duty; a fixture in their lives which is 
a comforting touchstone and a pleasant social experience, but which ultimately leaves 
them feeling uninspired.  
 
In either case, there is a fundamental truth to guide us.  The measure of a successful 
High Holyday period is a willingness to acknowledge that we are not perfect and can 
improve ourselves (teshuva), that we must appeal to a higher power for assistance 
(tefilla) and that by giving of ourselves to others, we will contribute to improving the 
world around us (tzedaka). These are realistic goals which often prove challenging but 
which we can all achieve.   
 
The first step in that process is to be prepared to learn something new, to stand ready 
to be inspired and motivated by the profundity and power of Rosh Hashanah and Yom 
Kippur.  In this regard, I commend to you this welcome publication put together by the 
United Synagogue’s outstanding Living & Learning Department. It provides an excellent 
companion to the High Holydays, provoking deep thought and generating meaningful 
engagement with the turn of the Jewish year.   
 
Ketiva Vechatima Tovah   - May you all be written and sealed in the Book of Life for the 
coming year.  
 
 
 

Chief Rabbi Ephraim Mirvis 
September 2015 • Ellul 5775 

For more details on how US Living & Learning can help your 
community, call us on 020 8343 5694 or email landl@theus.org.uk

US Living & Learning: 
helping our communities 
organise…
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Personalising Rosh Hashanah

Rebbetzen Ilana Epstein, Cockfosters & N Southgate Synagogue,  
US Living & Learning Educator

My father is a frequent business traveller. He also has an eye for amazing pictures 
to which he loves to add a message.  Knowing I share this interest, he sends me 
something from wherever he is. From St. Petersburg to Patagonia, the pictures 
are always incredible, but what stays with me longer is the message. Recently, I 
received a picture from my father of an advertisement displayed on a walkway at 
Schiphol airport in Amsterdam.

I cannot think of a better way to describe my own feelings on Rosh Hashanah. 
Surely Rosh Hashanah is mainly about prayer, redemption, forgiveness and our 
relationship with God? Yet as I stand in Shul on Rosh Hashanah, those thoughts 
rarely take centre-stage. What I am thinking about most is how Rosh Hashanah 
impacts on me, as a statement of self-development.

I see every beginning as an opportunity in the best sense of the word, a chance 
to do something new, or to do something old, but to do it better. Sometimes when 
things are not going my way, the morning is when I gear myself up. I’ll itemise for 
myself what I’m going to do today to make sure that the new day is infinitely better 
than the previous one. Just as every morning is a daily chance to start again, 
imagine the larger scale opportunities that present themselves at the beginning 
of a new year. 

Whilst some will focus their Rosh Hashanah thoughts on repentance, a personal 
audit of how they lived in the year gone by, I leave those weighty and soul-
searching thoughts to Yom Kippur.  I need to inspire myself first with a vista of new 
opportunities. 

A plan will start as a pebble in my mind, growing like a ball, gaining momentum and 
volume as it rolls down a snow-covered hill. This is the build-up to Rosh Hashanah 
and Rosh Hashanah itself.  Then, it reaches the bottom of the hill, hopefully not 
having destroyed anything in its path.  The bottom of the hill represents the ten 
days between Rosh Hashanah and Yom Kippur. This is a time to investigate this 
ball, the idea it represents, from all angles so that I can talk myself in or out of it.  The 
most exciting part of this, the part I look forward to with the greatest anticipation, is 

the new beginning represented by Rosh Hashanah. The Rosh Hashanah prayers  
take me ‘inside myself’, allowing me to find all that is best within me, helping me 
to decide the best ways to use what God gives me, for the benefit of my family, 
community, and friends, as well as ultimately for myself.

The next time you find yourself in Schiphol airport and see the ‘New Beginnings, 
here I come’ sign, please take a moment and savour that feeling, the gift of a new 
beginning which is central to Rosh Hashanah.
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A Walk Through Rosh Hashanah

Rabbi Michael Laitner, US Living & Learning & Finchley United Synagogue

One of the most warming times of the Jewish year is the ‘gathering of the clan’ on 
Rosh Hashanah. Jews at different places on the religious spectrum, who might 
rarely see each other normally, will mark Rosh Hashanah in shul and at a festive 
meal, exchanging blessings and good wishes for a wonderful year ahead.  

It is a time of prayer to God, reflection on what Judaism expects of us and a 
period rich in customs and symbolism. In that spirit, let us briefly ‘walk through’ 
Rosh Hashanah to further our understanding of some of its central practices and 
customs, to enhance our appreciation of this special time.  

Rosh Hashanah has many themes.  These include it being a day of judgement, a 
time of personal ‘audit’ of the year past and preparation for building a better year 
ahead as a Jew.  This is called teshuva, or ‘return’. It is also our acceptance of 
the sovereignty of God.  It does not occur in isolation.  The whole of the previous 
Jewish month, Elul, gives us an opportunity through the messages of its prayers 
and the sounding of the shofar on weekday mornings, to build the groundwork for 
a greater ‘quality’ of Rosh Hashanah.

Mitzvot of the Day

The first mitzvah of Rosh Hashanah is the lighting of festive candles before Rosh 
Hashanah starts, on the first as well as the second night, as we do for other 
festivals.  This is a prelude to the Yom Tov meal and emphasises Rosh Hashanah’s 
joyous as well as reflective side. After the Maariv (evening) prayers, we make 
Kiddush and hamotzi before eating apple dipped in honey, to signify a sweet new 
year, and enjoying a special dinner. On the second night, we eat a ‘new’ fruit that 
has not been eaten for at least 30 days, This is another symbol of a new year and 
allows us to make the ‘Shecheyanu’ blessing which is associated with significant 
new things. 

The shul furniture used for conducting services is covered in white to reflect the 
idea of a new beginning on Rosh Hashanah.  Many people have the custom to 
wear white clothing which is also compared to angelic garb, as a sign of our 
aspirations for the year ahead.  Some men, especially the rabbi and chazan, wear 
a kittel, a white garment which adds to the atmosphere in the shul.

We use a Rosh Hashanah machzor, a special prayer book for this time of year.  It 
is not just a book of prayers, but also a book about the themes of Rosh Hashanah 
and gives us structure to the prayers so that we can cover the requirements of 
Rosh Hashanah. The machzor is complemented by the seasonal melodies which 
accompany the prayers and bring out their meanings.

The Shofar

The central mitzvah of Rosh Hashanah is listening to the Shofar blasts.  Our practice 
is to blow 100 blasts during the course of the service, with the first 30 blasts 
being the most significant as they comprise the core of this mitzvah due to their 
placement as the first blasts during the service. During the Musaph prayer, further 
blasts accompanied by biblical verses which link the Shofar to acceptance of 
God’s sovereignty as well as to elements of Jewish history, such as the Revelation 
at Sinai, and the future which the Tanach (Bible) envisages for us, particularly in 
Messianic times.

The Shofar is not confined to being blown in shul. It can be blown at home or 
elsewhere. Many communities will organise for a shofar-blower to visit congregants 
who are housebound or in hospital to help them fulfil this mitzvah. 

Tashlich

On the first afternoon of Rosh Hashanah (or the second day if the first day falls 
on Shabbat), it is customary to say the brief Tashlich service which is recited, if 
possible, at a body of moving water.  In this service, which has its roots in the 
Medieval period as a formalised part of Rosh Hashanah prayers, we ask God to 
wash away our sins with the water being the metaphor for this.  

Water also represents Torah and physical life in Jewish thought, due to its life-
sustaining qualities. This includes the casting away of sins, so that we have a 
positive start to the year. Many congregations make a communal event out of 
Tashlich as a way to bringing people together.
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The History of Rosh Hashanah Cards

Joanna Rose, US Living & Learning Programmes Manager

Sometimes I wonder as to the origin of our customs.  It is that question we 
ask ourselves as we give Chanukah gifts. Are we copying the customs of our 
neighbours? 

Recently, while ordering Rosh Hashanah cards that I planned on sending out to 
our family and friends, I came across a fact that, although small and perhaps 
inconsequential, put a smile on my face.

The custom of sending Jewish New Year’s cards dates back to the Middle Ages, 
thus predating the Christian custom of sending out Christmas and New Year’s 
cards.

The Christian custom of sending out cards became popular in Europe and the 
United States some time during the 19th century.

I have read that German rabbis of the Medieval period recommended that letters 
sent during the month of Elul (the Jewish month that directly precedes Rosh 
Hashanah) should open with the blessing “May you be inscribed and sealed for 
a good year.” Thus the custom began to send a special note to wish others a 
good year. Outside of Germany and Austria, other Jewish communities, such as 
Sephardi and Oriental Jews, only adopted this custom in recent generations.

The custom to send cards then became something that need not be done just 
before Rosh Hashanah but also at any time during the High Holy Day period. 

This charming German-Jewish custom gained widespread popularity with the 
invention – in Vienna in 1869 – of the postal card. The peak period of the illustrated 
postcard, called in the literature “The Postal Card Craze” (1898–1918), also marks 
the flourishing of the Jewish New Year card, produced in three major centres: 
Germany; Poland; and the USA (chiefly in New York). The German cards were 
frequently illustrated with biblical themes. 

The makers of Jewish cards in Warsaw, on the other hand, preferred to depict the 
religious life of East European Jewry in a nostalgic manner. Though the images 
on their cards were often theatrically staged in a studio with amateur actors, they 
preserve views and customs lost in the Holocaust. 

The mass immigration of Jews from Eastern Europe to the United States in the 
first decades of the 20th century gave a new boost to the production of the cards. 
Some depicted America as the new homeland, opening her arms to the new 
immigrants, whilst others emphasized Zionist themes and depicted contemporary 
views of Eretz Yisrael.

Even in an age of electronic communication, Rosh Hashanah cards remain a 
touching and evocative way of wishing friends and family the blessings of a good 
year ahead. 

Rosh Hashanah greetings

Shana tova [have] a good year

Shana tova umtukah [have] a good and sweet year

Ketiva vechatima tova Be inscribed and sealed  for good  
[in the book of life]

Shana tova tikateiv vetaychateim 
(masculine) / tikateivi 
veteichateimi (feminine)

[Have] a good year and be inscribed 
and sealed for such

Between Rosh Hashanah and Yom Kippur, a popular greeting is gemar [chatimah] 
tovah, literally a ‘good finish and sealing’, through which we wish people a positive 
outcome to the High Holy Day period.

Rosh Hashanah

Images provided courtesy of the Jewish 
Theological Seminary’s Postcard Collection
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Sign of the Times

Rebbetzen Ilana Epstein

Special times have special signs.  Rosh Hashanah is no different.  As we usher in 
a new year, we bring resonant messages of Rosh Hashanah to our Yom Tov table, 
blending the physical and spiritual as we set out our hopes for the year ahead.

We do this through the colourful traditions of the Simanim (signs or ‘omens’), foods 
that we eat on Rosh Hashanah. Each food is accompanied by a special prayer, 
stating our aspirations for a prosperous and good year ahead.  

In many families, especially those of Sephardic origin, this is a much honoured 
and loved tradition which, until recently, was mostly commonly associated with 
Sephardic homes. Yet it played a big part in the Ashkenazi home I grew up in and 
is a tradition that my Jerusalem-born Ashkenazi grandfather was very proud to call 
his own, as long as my Sephardic grandmother made every dish in her ‘special’ 
way.  Today, many homes have adopted the customs and various versions of the 
Simanim. The associated blessings can be found in many machzorim just after 
Kiddush on the first night of Rosh Hashanah.

We first learn of the simanim from the Talmud, (Keritut 6b), the great work of Jewish 
law and ethics, which, when discussing simanim, notes that, ‘a person should 
always be accustomed on Rosh Hashanah to see or eat gourd, fenugreek, leek, 
beets and dates’. These were not the ‘staple’ foods for many people and would 
stand out on Rosh Hashanah.  The scholar Rashi (d.1105), in explaining the reason 
for these foods, noted that they either grow rapidly or taste sweet; thus they are 
simanim for a year of abundance of mazal and of sweetness.

The names of the food items themselves are significant. A number of them – such 
as my favourite, “rubia” (fenugreek) – are a play on words for the Hebrew word 
“leharbot”– meaning abundance or increase. We thereby ask God that our merits 
and good deeds should increase. The foods used for the simanim have developed 
over the centuries. The renowned 17th century Rabbi Avraham Gombiner used 
rubia to set a precedent, stating that any food which sounds like the word for 
abundance in any language may be used.

One historical custom associated with Rosh Hashanah, is the ancient practice 
of eating meats and drinking sweet beverages as simanim for a prosperous 
and sweet new year. The Geonim, the leading scholars of Babylonia between 
approximately 500-1000CE, trace this custom back to the time of the Second 
Temple in Jerusalem. The scholar Ezra stood before the people on the first day of 
the seventh month (Rosh Hashanah) and read to them from the Torah. The people 
were distraught to realise that they were not upholding God’s laws. Ezra told them 
not to be sad and he went on to implore them to ‘go, eat rich foods [i.e. meat] 
and drink sweet beverages…for today is sacred to the Lord’ (Nechemia 8:10). 
Ezra helped the people reclaim Rosh Hashanah. We recall this by eating these 
foods, pushing us to reflect on our need to reconnect to Jewish practice in the 
year ahead. 

What is the origin of perhaps the most popular of the simanim, apple dipped in 
honey?

The source for this is also post-Talmudic. During the Middle Ages, the Tur, 
a Medieval work which is an early compilation of Jewish laws, records an old 
Ashkenazi custom to eat ‘at the beginning of the meal, some sweet apple dipped 
in honey, over which we would say ‘we should be renewed with a sweet Year’.   It 
is striking how tenaciously Jewish communities have held onto this practice for 
hundreds of years.

What I, as a food connoisseur find particularly interesting, is the Tur’s description 
of how the Jews of Provence came up with new simanim for Rosh Hashanah 
including grapes, red apples, figs and a calf’s head. 

Many of us will eat carrots, especially carrots cut to look like coins. One of the 
reasons for this is that the Yiddish word for carrots is mehren, which is similar to 
the Yiddish word “mehr”, meaning “more”. In a similar vein, even though it elicits 
a groan from the table every year, my husband will put out a dish with raisins and 
celery before looking up wistfully and saying – “May we be blessed this year with 
a “raisin celery”, i.e. a raise in salary!

My favourite custom by far on Rosh Hashanah is perhaps the simplest. The rabbinic 
works Levush and Kaf HaChayim mention another old, familiar Ashkenazi custom, 
of dipping challah in honey rather than salt.  This custom is another way of mixing 
physical and spiritual, associating the mitzvah of eating bread with our prayers for 
a sweet year (given that the challah also contains salt, we also adhere to eating salt 
with bread, to remind us of the practices in the Temple). This particular custom has 
proved so popular that it continues throughout the festivals at this time, from the first 
night Rosh Hashanah until Hoshana Rabba (the day before Shemini Atzeret) or, in 
some communities, until the last meal on Simchat Torah. 

The High Holy Days are filled with prayer and ritual. Yet, that is not all that they 
contain.  Even the simple act of dipping a piece of challah in honey reminds me 
each year, that once I have prayed and asked God for a good year ahead, it is 
in my power to be a partner with God in my life and strive to enjoy blessings and 
abundance in the year to come.

I wish you all a sweet year ahead, blessed in every good way!
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Rosh Hashanah  
& the Uniqueness of Every Individual

Rebbetzen Elisheva Birnbaum, Hadley Wood Jewish Community

There is a fascinating website that monitors world population growth in real time, 
currently at over seven and a quarter billion – and counting! On one page, a 
graphic representation of the speed of this growth, there are billions of little stick 
men displayed. As the world’s population increases, little stick men are added – at 
the rate of approximately two per second.

Looking at the little stick men as they are added to the page can  make us think 
that we are quite insignificant in the grand scale of things. One person in the 
context of seven billion doesn’t seem all that important. It naturally seems that the 
individual disappears. 

On the first day of Rosh Hashanah in the Torah and Haftarah readings (Genesis 
21: 1-34, I Samuel 1:1-2:10), we encounter some central personalities of the 
Bible, people whose actions served to shape the course of Judaism. The focus in 
those passages is on their individual struggles and trials, especially on how they 
overcame them and used them as a vehicle to become stronger people. 

The patriarchs Abraham and Isaac, who are two of the main figures in this Torah 
reading, are amongst the best-known Biblical figures.  Their impact has been far-
reaching, not just on Judaism. 

Contrastingly, Hannah, the woman we encounter in the Haftarah, is far less well-
known.  This might make us think that her achievements, especially in comparison 
with those of Abraham and Isaac, were insignificant. Yet Hannah changed the way 
that Jews pray to God, in a way that reverberates at every service. 

The Haftarah tells of Hannah’s unhappy life and how she went to the Mishkan 
(forerunner to the Temple) to stand before God in quiet prayer, begging Him to 
grant her a child. To us, the idea of quiet, personal prayer is very familiar. Yet it was 
anything but at the time of Hannah, as the startling reaction of Eli, the High Priest 
and leading religious figure of the time, shows. He took her quiet petitions as those 
of a drunkard rather than somebody at prayer, a telling reflection of a lowly spiritual 
status and the lack of cognisance of relating personally to God in this way. Only 
after Hannah explains the torment of her soul and tells Eli of her heartbreak does 
the ‘penny drop’. He then wishes her well and blesses her.

Hannah’s quiet prayer forms the basis of how we pray to this day, especially the 
‘Amida’ which is the central prayer of every service. Hannah teaches us how 
Jewish prayer is based on introspection and self-reflection, directing our thoughts 
and feelings into speech as we address God.  Prayer is not abstract. 

Hannah is the first to refer to God as ‘the Lord of Hosts’, a familiar phrase from 
the siddur. The word for ‘hosts’ is tzava, which also means ‘army’ in modern 

Hebrew. This is the name that signifies God’s personal connection with each and 
every ‘soldier’ in His ‘army’.  Just as each soldier has his or her independent and 
essential role to play, without which the army as a whole cannot function, so too 
each of our individual prayers has a place in the collective prayers of the Jewish 
people.  This is another way in which prayer links us not just to God but to other 
Jews as well, wherever they might be.

May these thoughts accompany and motivate us during our prayers, inspiring us 
to enhance our attachment to our heritage and to use that heritage to make a real, 
positive difference to the world around us in the year ahead.  May our prayers be 
accepted and may God bless us all with a year ahead filled with good things.
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Shofar - A Call for Real Change

Rabbi Alan Garber, Shenley United Jewish Community

An impoverished farmer had a wealthy uncle who lived in the city and invited him 
for a visit. Thrilled with the invitation, the farmer wasted no time setting out for the 
city. On arrival, he was greeted warmly by his uncle and led immediately into a 
large dining hall with a long table.  

As they spoke and shared stories about family, the uncle picked up a brass bell 
and clanged it. Immediately, servants emerged from side doors with trays of 
appetizers. The farmer had never seen such enticing food in his life. The servants 
returned to the kitchen quarters and the two relatives continued the conversation. 
Once more the uncle clanged his bell and once more the servants appeared with 
food laden trays, much to the farmers surprise and delight. The servants appeared 
with trays of food several more times and with each clang, the farmer was even 
more amazed. He had never seen such enormous quantities of food and such 
dedicated service.

When it was time to leave, the farmer thanked his uncle heartily and made a stop 
at a local shop before rushing home. When he arrived, he excitedly told his wife, 
“You’ll never believe what I did?”

“What?”

“I spent our last penny!”

“You what!?”

“Don’t worry. I spent it on something you will thank me a million times for buying.”

“Here, look.” And he took out of his pouch a brass bell just like his uncle’s. 

“This,” the farmer said, “is a magic bell.” 

His wife looked at him as if he was crazy. 

Undaunted, the man said, “You’ll see, all I have to do is ring it and, immediately, 
servants will come out and serve us the most exquisite food which we can eat till 
our hearts content.”

The farmer clanged and rung, and rung and clanged his bell to no avail, whilst his 
wife bemoaned not just her family’s lost money, but also her husband’s loss of faith.

Of course, the servants did not appear. The bell possessed no magic. It only 
worked when used as a signal to servants already waiting in the wings.  

Every Jewish mashal, (parable), must have its nimshal, (its religious meaning). 
The farmer represents us and the uncle represents those around us.  On Rosh 
Hashanah, we gather together primarily in the synagogue, which is represented 
by the uncle’s house, a place where we are welcome as one of the family. 

The food that is offered at the house represents the blessings we ask for at the 
synagogue, through the bell which denotes prayer and the Shofar. The servant, 
somewhat counter-intuitively, represents God who provides the blessings.  

When our prayers lack quality, they are like the bell that does not ‘connect’.  This 
impacts on the farmer’s home, which represents our world and the year we want 
to build ahead of us.

On Rosh Hashanah, all of these factors, and the Shofar in particular, call on us 
not just to go through the motions but to think deeply about what we can do in 
real terms to make the upcoming year better than the one that has passed. In our 
actions, aspirations and our faith for what really matters in our lives.

Do not think that this is the kind of thing that only rabbis are concerned with! Rabbi 
Levi Yitzchak of Berditchev (d. 1809) was one of the most original thinkers of his 
time.  His community demanded high religious standards of their Shofar-blower.  

Many righteous candidates came forward but Rabi Levi Yitzchak accepted none 
of them.  Finally, a new member came forward, with some trepidation given the 
expectations he perceived.  

“What do you think about when blowing the Shofar?” asked the rabbi.  

The man sighed.  “I am a regular person, I do not know much Torah.  I have a 
family to support and when I am performing the mitzvah of the Shofar and doing 
what God wants of me, I’m thinking, please God, help me to support my family in 
the year ahead’.

The rabbi had found his Shofar-blower.1

1. A fuller version of this story can be found in “Treasury of Chassidic Tales on the Festivals.’ 
Rabbi SY Zevin, Artscroll Mesorah, 2003. Translated by Uri Kaploun



1918

Rosh HashanahRosh Hashanah

High Holy Days Checklist

Rabbi Gideon Sylvester, US Israel Rabbi.

What makes a good Jew? My teacher Rabbi Dr Abraham Levy taught us that “A 
good Jew is someone who is trying to be a better Jew”. It is a beautiful idea. Our 
United Synagogue communities are broad; we welcome every Jew, from those 
who have grown up in very observant families to those who barely engage with 
their Judaism. Each has an important role to play in our Shuls, each has a different 
challenge; the key is that we should all be trying to be better people, better Jews.

Jewish teaching supports this idea. The Talmud (Berachot 34b) teaches that a 
person who was not religiously observant, or wants to ‘up their game’ and decides 
to live a fuller Jewish life has achieved something religiously which could not be 
attained by somebody who has observed Jewish law throughout their life. It is 
far harder to start eating kosher food, keep Shabbat and the festivals or give 
charity regularly if these were not a part of your lifestyle. It makes sense that God 
appreciates we all have different starting points and He respects the efforts we 
make to draw closer to our traditions. 

When I was rabbi of Radlett United Synagogue we adopted this idea as part of our 
shul mission. Every member would try to move forward in their observance by ‘one 
inch a year’. The High Holy Days are the natural time to make these resolutions, 
but sometimes the enormity of those days, the long prayers, the extended meals 
and the reunion with family and friends leaves little time for reflecting on the year 
gone by and deciding on our spiritual project for the coming year.

That is why I started creating these checklists enabling every member of the 
community to think about their Jewish life and the way that they could improve it 
by ‘an inch’. I hope you find them thought-provoking and helpful.



20

Rosh Hashanah

21

Prayer & Community
1. How often do I pray? Could I pray more often? What stops me?

2. How often do I come to shul? Could I manage a bit more next year? 
If so, how much?

3. How much shul time do I spend praying, how much time socializing?

4. Do I welcome newcomers, visitors and people in shul?

5. Do I help with security or other volunteer work?

6. Do I regularly thank those who work hard for my community?

7. How often do I put on my tefilin / wear tzitzit?  
Could I do more next year?

Education, Education, Education
1. Do I attend a regular shiur/class at my shul or elsewhere?

2. Did I read a book about Judaism, Jewish History or Israel this year?

3. Have I ensured that my children have received a good Jewish 
education?

4. How competent am I in the Chumash, Mishna, Talmud and Modern 
Hebrew?

5. Are my children really competent enough to pass on a strong Jewish 
identity to the next generation?

Food & Rest
1. Do I keep a kosher home? What could I do to upgrade that this 

year?

2. Do I order kosher meals on aeroplanes?

3. How about when I am away on holiday, on business or eating with 
clients? Could I do better from a kosher perspective?

4. Do I make berachot and ‘bensch’ before and after I eat? On 
weekdays? On Shabbat?

5. Do I light Shabbat candles? Do I do it at the right time?

6. Do I keep Shabbat? After Shabbat UK, how have I kept Shabbat 
better, such as by not watching TV or writing on Shabbat?

70 years since the Holocaust
1. Have we fulfilled our duty to listen and learn from the survivors?

2. Did we do anything to help survivors who are living in poverty?

3. One lesson of the Holocaust is never again to leave a Jew or anyone 
else to suffer.

4. Are we helping the 20-25,000 people who die every day from 
poverty?

Israel, Society and the World
1. Did I holiday in Israel this year? Did I donate to Israeli causes? 

2. In a year when Israel has been demonised, what have I done to 
help it and demonstrate that I care about Israel?

3. Have I helped my broader local community in some way? 

Has it been a good year?  
How will next year be better?

Family & Friends
1. Do I give my parents the time & respect they deserve?

2. How considerate am I of my spouse? What would they say?

3. Do I make use of the Mikva?

4. How could I be more generous with my time / money?

5. How much time do I spend each day with my children? Is it enough?

6. Are any members of my family or friends lonely?

   High Holy Days Checklist
Rosh Hashanah



2322

Rosh HashanahRosh Hashanah

Why is the Shofar so central to Rosh Hashanah?

Rabbi Daniel Sturgess, St Albans United Synagogue

The shofar is the most recognisable of all the symbols of Rosh Hashanah.  It is the 
’star of the show’ in the shul service, the moment that everyone is waiting for, young 
and old alike. When it arrives, a hush descends on the shul, and then that piercing, 
unmistakable sound is heard…

The shofar is so fundamental to Rosh Hashanah that the Torah itself does not 
actually call the new year ‘Rosh Hashanah’ as we do. Rather it calls it ‘Yom Teruah’ 
– ‘The Day of Shofar Blowing’ (Bemidbar 29:21).

When I consider the answer to why the sound of the Shofar is a central part of the 
Rosh Hashanah service, I draw inspiration and perhaps an insight into the meaning 
of the Shofar and its centrality to the day from two awe-inspiring individuals.

The first, Dr Rachamim Melamed-Cohen, 77, is a Jerusalem-born pioneer in 
Special Education. Melamed-Cohen was diagnosed with Lou Gehrig’s Disease, 
a neurodegenerative disease that causes paralysis, and ultimately, respiratory 
failure.  The doctors told him he had 3-5 years to live.  That was over 20 years ago.

Since the onset of his illness he has written more than 10 books, the majority whilst 
paralyzed, connected to a respirator and fed through a feeding tube.  Since losing 
the ability to speak, he has continued to author books using special technology 
that responds to the movement of his eyes.  Using only his eyes and his computer, 
he has created paintings that are displayed in exhibitions across Israel.

He’s trapped inside a body that can’t move, feel or do anything that most of us take 
for granted. He can only think and move his eyes. Yet, he communicates that these 
are ‘the best years of my life’. 

My second inspiration is Jane Tomlinson. Diagnosed with incurable breast cancer 
in August 2000 and told she had 6 months to live, Jane lived a further seven years.

Jane did not just live, she fought in her seven years between diagnosis and 
ultimately passing away, Jane completed four Marathons, two Triathlons, three 
long-distance bike rides, during the 1,060 mile Lands End to John O’Groats ride 
she had to stop twice en route for chemotherapy. She also participated in the 
Ironman Triathlon in Florida, swimming 2.4 miles, cycling 112 miles and running 
26 miles, all in 16 hours.  She received an MBE and CBE, raised over £1.85 million 
for charity, in the last months of her life cycled 3,700 miles across America, whilst 
undergoing chemotherapy.

I cannot imagine how Dr Melamed-Cohen and Jane Tomlinson achieved what they 
did. These are superhuman feats but provide an important message for all of us.

Rabbi Moshe Ben Maimon (Maimonides), the great 12th century scholar better 
known by his acronym ‘Rambam’, writes that the purpose of the shofar is to give 
us a wake-up call (Laws of Repentance 3:4).  We may have woken up, but are 

we really awake? The Rambam alerts us to the stumbling-block of complacency 
and the tendency to sleepwalk through life instead of living life to the fullest. Both 
Dr. Melamed-Cohen and Jane Tomlinson inspire me to live every day to its fullest 
potential, to make the most of what we have.

The sound of the shofar, should be a wake-up call to us all, it is an opportunity 
for us to consider how, as Jews, we can live life to the fullest for the benefit of 
ourselves, our community and our society.

Shofar is the protagonist of Rosh Hashanah; its message is fundamental:  
Wake up!
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Music for the Soul

Chazzan Steven Leas, The Central Synagogue

Growing up in a modern orthodox synagogue in South Africa, I remember the 
music being the one thing that kept my attention in shul over the High Holy Days. It 
was this music that I heard sung so beautifully by the choir and chazzan that drew 
me into a life of Jewish music and modern orthodoxy.

If I had to have a “Top of the Pops” list of my favourite Yamim Noraim prayers set 
to song, the following would be on it.

At the top of the list would be Shema Koleinu, “Hear our Voices”, which is the first 
of a group of Biblical verses beseeching God to answer our prayers favourably.

Picture the scene. The ark opens, people stop talking and words of heartfelt 
petition set to the most haunting tune fill the synagogue.

The chazzan leads the congregation as he pleads before God. It is at this stage of 
the service where I feel my biggest obligation in leading the congregants. We pray 
to God that He should have compassion, accept our prayers, keep us connected 
to Him and not cast us away.

Kol Nidrei is one of the most famous texts and melodies of the Jewish year, setting 
out the seriousness of the obligations we have undertaken and asking God to 
forgive those that we have made to Him, but have not carried out.  It does not 
absolve us of vows which we have taken towards other people.  

It is amazing that this seemingly dry legal formula about vows is set to the most 
emblematic and well-known tune in the liturgical repertoire. We commonly refer to 
very old tunes as ‘MiSinai tunes’, meaning from Sinai.  This does not literally refer 
to a tune that originated at Sinai but instead alludes to the age of the text and song.

The tune for Kol Nidre has become very well-known, even being sung by famous 
names such as Al Jolson, Neil Diamond, Jerry Lewis, Perry Como and Johnny 
Mathis. Max Bruch’s setting for solo cello and orchestra is really the most beautiful 
adaptation of this melody. Dudu Fisher has even recorded a version where he 
intersperses melodies from Les Miserables. 

We sing it three times, for several reasons.  The most prominent one is to follow 
the procedures in Jewish law for cancelling vows.  This also offers an opportunity 
for those who arrive a little late to hear it at least once. Every time it is repeated 
it gets louder to remind people to join in if they have missed it. Another reason 
offered, by way of parable, is that the first time the Chazzan utters it, it is as if he is 
entering the King’s palace with trepidation to beg for a favour. The second time, as 
he gains more confidence, he may speak a bit louder. The 3rd time, now feeling 
more comfortable in the royal court, he can approach the King like a friend and 
speak loudly.

The music of Untaneh Tokef provides one of those moments that, if sung well, has 
the ability to transport you into another world. This prayer, composed at least 1000 
years ago, is associated with the martyred medieval Rabbi Amnon of Mainz. We 
are told that, having refused to convert to Christianity, Rabbi Amnon’s limbs were 
painfully amputated by the local bishop shortly before Rosh Hashanah. Rabbi 
Amnon was taken back to the synagogue in agony on Rosh Hashana. He asked 
to be wheeled to the Aron Hakodesh (Ark) for the kedusha prayers, after which he 
recited the Untaneh Tokef prayer and then passed away. 

In recalling this incredibly moving history, I sing a particular version written 
for chazzan and choir by Rabbi Lionel Rosenfeld, of the Western Marble Arch 
Synagogue, and Stephen Glass amongst others, in which the music brilliantly 
matches the words.  I literally feel a sense of the trepidation, the piercing sound 
of the shofar and description of God as a shepherd relating to each of us as 
individuals, which appear in this prayer.

As a young boy, I remember the Avinu Malkeinu prayer being sung by the whole 
congregation and the sense of community and spirituality. I felt proud to be Jewish 
and just wanted to strive to do better.  This powerful prayer’s original formation 
was by the Talmudic sage Rabbi Akiva, who lived through the destruction of the 
Second Temple and the subsequent ups and downs of Roman rule in the Land of 
Israel. 

It’s amazing how music has the power to lift us to another plane and the rousing 
singing of the final verse in particular is especially moving.  Modern artists have 
also produced versions of this prayer, such as the Max Janowski setting and that 
by Barbra Streisand.

So when you sit in shul this year, listening to and singing these tunes, realise 
how fortunate we are to have such wonderful music to help inspire us to greater 
emotion in our prayers.
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Personalising Yom Kippur

Rabbi Andrew Shaw, US Living & Learning;  
Stanmore & Canons Park United Synagogue

There is an old story which I think of as I approach Yom Kippur.

A man, not entirely unlike any of us, enters a Shul at the start of Yom Kippur for 
the timeless scene.  As he stands at his pew amongst all the other congregants, 
the Chazan and the congregation in unison start to recite the three-fold Kol Nidrei 
declaration that signifies the beginning of the Yom Kippur service. Yet this man has 
the one voice that is not following the script.

At first, like the initial rendition of the Kol Nidre prayer itself, the man’s voice is 
hushed.  Gradually though, those around him notice that something other than Kol 
Nidrei is emanating from his mouth. 

As the Chazzan’s repetition of Kol Nidrei gains volume, so too does the man’s 
repetition of his personal prayer.  Surprised, more people now stop to listen. By 
the time the Chazzan has reached the third and final rendition, the only two voices 
to be heard are the Chazzan’s and the man’s. 

As the surprise wears off, the other congregants now realise that the man has not 
been reciting a prayer, but just the Alef Bet – the Hebrew alphabet. 

He recites the letters over and over again, each time with noticeable anguish on 
his face.

I often imagine the man praying for a world he has lost and for God to ease his 
suffering.  What do you read into the man’s chosen ‘prayer’?

Another congregant turns to the Rabbi, with a loud, demanding voice. 

“Rabbi, put a stop to this strange behaviour! How can anybody say Kol Nidrei 
properly while the chazzan is being drowned out by a man whose only prayer is 
the Alef Bet?!”

There is silence for a few seconds but it feels much longer than that.  Everybody’s 
attention is focused on the rabbi.

“No,” said the rabbi.

“This man might just be reciting the Alef Bet but I am convinced his ‘prayer’ comes 
genuinely from the heart.  That he is speaking, appealing to God in the only way 
that he can at this moment.  As much as I can say this, I’m sure God is listening.”

Can we relate to this man? My parents gifted me with a wonderful Jewish education. 
During our morning prayers at school, the teachers would often beseech us to 
have more kavana, focus (the source of this Hebrew word is direction) so that we 
would direct our prayers to God and not be distracted by worldly concerns. 

I must admit that I still find this a challenge despite many years of praying.  In fact 
even on a day filled with prayers about how we should live and relate to God, I 
need to keep directing myself, even just for a few minutes at a time, back into my 
machzor to help me focus on what I am saying. 

The way I do this is by putting all my thoughts, and it feels like my entire being, into 
one small sentence, or perhaps even one word that I especially connect to each 
year.  My prayer this year is the Shema.  Even though we say it several times a day, 
it is especially applicable for Yom Kippur. It’s first and most famous line translates 
as follows:

 ‘Listen Israel: The Lord is our God, The Lord is One.’

In saying that word, One, we state our belief that not only is God the only One, but 
that He has a plan for the world.  Each one of us, as individuals, has a role to play 
in that plan and to make our mark on the ongoing history of the Jewish people.  
Sometimes this plan and our role may appear clearer, at other times opaque.  The 
Shema though is our rallying cry.  If you are only able to focus on one prayer this 
Yom Kippur, make it the Shema.  When you do, bear in mind God’s sovereignty 
and think about your role as a Jew and your relationship to God.

When I succeed in saying the Shema like this I feel suspended in time, like the 
man standing in Shul reciting the Alef Bet, whose thoughts and prayers were so 
pure that he was able to ‘reach’ God.  If I could hold on to that for even a fleeting 
moment, perhaps I could just about touch his greatness.

My hope and wish for us is that all of our prayers come easily and inspiringly to us 
today and that God both hears and answers them positively.
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A Meeting with the King

Rabbi Marc Levene, Hampstead Garden Suburb United Synagogue

Everybody loves stories. As I prepare for Yom Kippur, especially for the explanations 
during the service, I always look for stories that speak in resonant terms about the 
meanings of the day.

I would like to share one of the powerful ones that I know.  I heard it from Tzvi 
Sperber. He is an inspiring tour guide and educator for JRoots who lives in Israel 
but grew up in the Kenton United Synagogue community and Bnei Akiva. He has 
guided many US Living & Learning community tours

Shortly before Yom Kippur several years ago, Tzvi was listening to an Israeli radio 
talk show while driving home one evening.  The topic was life stories.  Mel, an 
elderly man with a thick European accent had phoned in, wishing to tell his story.  
It was so absorbing that Tzvi had to pull over to listen to it. 

Mel was a young boy when he and his best friend Wolf were sent tearfully by their 
parents in Germany on the Kindertransport for England to escape the coming 
conflagration. As they waved goodbye, they did not know when their parents 
would follow. 

After reaching these shores, Mel and Wolf were placed in an orphanage together. 
They tried their best to adapt to their new surroundings and culture, especially 
difficult given that Great Britain was soon to be at war with their home country.  It 
was vastly different from where they came from.  They spoke German, sounding 
like the enemy. The fate of their families, unknown to them, plagued them with fear 
and anxiety. 

Understandably, the orphanage wanted the children to adjust as well as possible 
to the UK. One particular day, all the children were told to wear their finest clothes 
(from the little they had managed to bring with) and to make sure to look as 
presentable as possible. A special treat was in store.  They soon found themselves 
at a local parade on the High Street to honour King George VI and Queen Mary, 
who would be riding through the parade.  Each boy from the orphanage was given 
a Union Flag to wave as the Royal couple passed by.

It is hard to imagine the excitement the boys felt at this rare treat, coupled with a 
sense of awe at seeing the King and Queen.  Finally, the Royal couple came into 
view and the boys together with what seemed like the whole town, waved their 
flags furiously.  

Suddenly, squeezing through the hustle and bustle of the crowd, Wolf ran into the 
street and darted for the Royal carriage. Scurrying round the guards, he jumped 
onto the running board on the side of the carriage and, for a fleeting moment, 
spoke to the King and Queen, before some soldiers pulled him off amidst a slight 
commotion.  Realising that this young boy was no threat, the soldiers returned him 
to the embarrassed orphanage staff who had seen this breach of protocol unfold 
in front of their very eyes. 
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Wolf, although just a young boy, knew what he had done.  He was far from home 
with no family to turn to.  As he tried to enjoy the rest of the parade, Wolf, who was 
now guarded by a teacher to stop any further incidents, feared the worst kind of 
punishment.  Now he had to wait for the consequences. 

A few weeks had passed.  Hoping against hope, Wolf had started to feel that the 
incident had been forgotten.  Until he was abruptly called into the headmasters’s 
office for an important meeting. 

Standing intimidated in front of this commanding figure, he was told that as a result 
of his behaviour at the parade, he was to be expelled from the orphanage.  He had 
no idea where he would go or what he would do.  No family, no friends in a foreign 
country at war with his. 

Before dismissing Wolf, the headmaster looked at the small, withdrawn child and 
asked again what he had said at the Royal carriage.   As the question reverberated 
in his ears, Wolf realised that this was his last chance, his last card to play.  Maybe 
he could save himself.  Overcoming his embarrassment, in a quivering voice, he 
answered softly. 

“I just asked the King and Queen to help find my parents and family.  I miss them 
more than I can say, I cry every night for them.  

Surely the King, the most powerful man in the land could help me? 

Surely he could help them escape to England just as my parents helped me?” 

For a few moments, an eternity for Wolf, the headmaster stood frozen to the spot.   
Finally, without saying a word, he opened the door to his office.  Standing in the 
doorway were Wolf’s parents. The shy, withdrawn child shrieked in joy as he leapt 
into his parents’ embrace.

There was a long silence on the radio, too, as Mel finished the story. Finally, the 
now elderly man broke down in heart-rending tears. “I had an opportunity to speak 
to the King, but I didn’t take it.”

Each Rosh Hashanah, the Jewish people throughout the world, whether the most or 
least observant, can come together to ‘coronate’ God as the King of the universe.  

From that time until Yom Kippur, it is as if He is ‘on parade’, giving us an opportunity 
to break out of our usual routine, to strengthen our connection to Him and to those 
around us.  Yom Kippur is the climax of that parade.   Let us use it and our prayers 
to have a ‘conversation’ with Him, rather than staying silent. Talk to God, about 
yourself, about the year ahead, asking for His help to help you build a good year 
ahead in which you can do something to add your impact onto the story of the 
Jewish people. We can make these days so meaningful and life changing, but just 
do not miss that opportunity to talk to the King. 
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A Walk Through Yom Kippur

Rabbi Shlomo Odze, South Hampstead United Synagogue

There are few occasions in the Jewish calendar that galvanise Jews as much as 
Yom Kippur. It is a day of prayer and reflection, when God gives us a fresh start 
and gives us the opportunity to give others a fresh start too.

A 2013 poll in the Israeli YNet1 newspaper revealed that 73% of Israeli Jews 
fast on Yom Kippur.   Whilst a significant number said they fasted for religious 
reasons, many others listed ‘tradition’ and ‘solidarity’ with the Jewish people as 
their motivation.  Very few ignored it entirely.2  

To help us make the most out of this unique day, we will try in this article to help 
you ‘walk through’ Yom Kippur.

We can view Yom Kippur as a part of a conversation, which started on Rosh 
Hashanah and continues throughout the 10 days of ‘Teshuva’ (from Rosh Hashanah 
to Yom Kippur inclusive). On Rosh Hashanah, we started to reconnect with God 
and our Judaism challenging ourselves to find opportunities for the year ahead. 
The 10 days of Teshuva give us time to work on ourselves.  Before we get to Yom 
Kippur, we should have sought forgiveness from others and from God for what has 
happened in the past.  

The conversation then culminates on Yom Kippur.  Everything we do is in 
preparation for this ultimate conversation with God.  We prepare ourselves, 
physically, emotionally and mentally as Jews, not just for talking to God but also 
for exploring our relationship with ourselves and others.  A conversation with God 
through our prayers, about how we have lived the year just passed and how we 
should live the year ahead whilst asking for God’s help with this.

Key observances leading up to Yom Kippur

We do a number of things on Erev  Yom Kippur (the day before) to prepare us for 
the conversation on Yom Kippur itself:

Eating – There is is a Mitzvah to eat, not just to prepare for the fast but also to have 
a festive meal to mark the opportunities that Yom Kippur offers.  In particular, the 
final meal before the fast (the ‘seudah hamafseket’) serves this purpose.

Kaparot (symbolic atonements) – The rite consists of taking money and waving it 
over one’s head three times while reciting the appropriate text as found in the Yom 
Kippur machzor. The money is then given to the poor.

Charity – Increase one’s charitable giving generously. 

Forgiveness – when practicable, we must ask for forgiveness of anyone we 

1 www.ynetnews.com/articles/0,7340,L-4428978,00.html
2 ‘The 10th Man’, a wonderful, humorous short movie about the decline and revival of an East 
End shul on Yom Kippur, portrays a very Anglo-Jewish take on community and tradition at the heart of 
Yom Kippur. www.youtube.com/watch?v=57p4C1pkin0 

Speakers and 
programmes

For more details on how US Living & Learning can help your community call us on  
020 8343 5694 or email landl@theus.org.uk

US Living & Learning: 
helping our communities 
organise…

For more details on how US Living & Learning can help your 
community, call us on 020 8343 5694 or email landl@theus.org.uk
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clothing on Yom Kippur in emulation of the ministering angels.  Some also wear a 
kittel on Rosh Hashanah.

The Shema - We recite the line after the first line of the Shema, beginning “Baruch 
shem”, aloud rather than quietly as we do during the rest of the year.  Doing so 
denotes the special status of the day and encourages us to think like the angels, 
whom we are taught also recite this line aloud. 

One of the central parts of each part of the Yom Kippur service is vidu’i, prayers 
in which we acknowledge our personal and communal shortcomings and ask 
for God’s forgiveness.  The longest one of these is Al Chet. It is recited whilst 
standing with the head slightly bowed, lightly striking the left side of the chest with 
the right fist as indicated in the machzor.

Yizkor – literally meaning “remember” is a prayer recited in memory of departed 
loved ones. The main component of Yizkor is our private pledge to give charity in 
honour of the deceased after Yom Kippur. By giving charity, we are performing a 
positive physical deed in this world, something that the departed can no longer 
do.

Shofar – the Shofar is sounded at the conclusion of the fast.

Havdalah – recited with wine, candle and no spices unless Yom Kippur and 
Shabbat coincide.

As Yom Kippur and the ‘conversation’ draw to a close, may we all have made 
the most of the opportunities that this day brings, challenging ourselves to build 
a better life ahead personally, for our community and for wider society. May God 
accept our prayers and bless us with a wonderful year ahead. 

may have offended. The offended person is obligated to forgive (with certain 
exceptions). 

Minchah – Usually held relatively early to allow ample time for the final meal before 
the fast. The Ashamnu and Al Chet confession prayers are recited before the 
conclusion of the Amidah prayer. Tachanun and Avinu Malkeinu are not recited.

Birkat Habanim (blessing children) - It is customary for parents to bless their 
children immediately before the fast, in a similar way to Friday night. Please refer 
to your Machzor or Siddur for the blessings and prayers.

Key observances of Yom Kippur itself

On Yom Kippur, in order to be fully aware of this conversation we refrain from the 
following five types of enjoyments to help focus our mindset:

1) Food and drink

2) Wearing of leather footwear

3) Bathing or washing

4) Applying ointments, creams or lotions

5) Marital relations

On Yom Kippur we also refrain from Melachah (creative labour) as on Shabbat 
such as not using electronic devices and writing.

A focus of the conversation is perhaps best stated in this verse from Vayikra 
(Leviticus) 16:30 which is part of the Torah reading on Yom Kippur morning:

“For on this day, it will atone for you, to cleanse you; from all of your sins, cleanse 
yourself before God.”

Atonement relates to the day that Moses came down from heaven with the second 
set of tablets, following the smashing of the first set after the sin of Golden Calf.  
The second tablets indicate the atonement granted by God to the Jewish people, 
the forgiving of a sin.

It is not enough to gain atonement alone. We must also work on cleansing our 
soul from the effects of a negative action and the impact the action has on us.  
If, for example, you have hurt another person, it is not good enough just to seek 
atonement. You also have to fix the damage as best you can and reverse the 
negative impact and influence that your actions have had on you.  This is cleansing.

We light candles as on Friday night but with the specific blessing for Yom Kippur 
and Shehecheyanu instead of the blessing for Shabbat candles. An additional 24 
hour candle is lit to represent the neshama (our soul) during Yom Kippur.  That 
candle is used to light the Havdallah candle at the end of Yom Kippur.

A prevalent custom is to wear at least one white garment. Some men, especially 
those leading services, have the custom of wearing a kittel, a white robe, over their 
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from God for the first time. We say these words repeatedly during some sections 
of the Yom Kippur prayers – words that connect us back to Sinai and back to our 
relationship with God.

Thus, for generations on Yom Kippur, we re-enact that day at Sinai, the day of 
Divine forgiveness on which we recall the prayers of Moses, the repentance of the 
Jews, and attempt to reconcile the conflicts within ourselves in order to reconcile 
our conflicts with God. So, as we fast, pray and remind ourselves we are at once 
angels as well as flesh and blood, we join the chain of Jews going back to that 
fateful Yom Kippur to fix the world and establish it under God’s reign. 

What is Yom Kippur?

Rabbi Garry Wayland, Woodside Park United Synagogue

Yom Kippur is a day replete with rich symbolism, both in deed and in prayer. 
The solemn atmosphere in synagogue as we usher this ‘great and awesome 
day’ with the Kol Nidrei service has made an indelible mark on the hearts of the 
Jewish people. The sight of men and women dressed in white, resembling angels; 
the haunting tones of the first stanza opening the day’s liturgy and some of the 
most poignantly powerful prayers in Judaism all come together as part of the 
tapestry that uplifts and inspires as we face God to seek forgiveness and personal 
redemption.

Yet, as Yom Kippur closes, we feel powerfully close to our own mortality. We 
are reminded of mankind’s weaknesses as we read the chapter in the Torah 
proscribing illicit relationships. The closing words of the climatic Neilah prayer 
involves us coming face-to-face with the fleetingness of life:  We read, “You desire 
the repentance of the wicked, and do not desire their death… See, I am before you 
like a vessel filled with shame and disgrace.” However, as common experience 
bears out, more often the count down towards the end of the day may not be 
in anticipation of the ‘endpoint of pardon and forgiveness’ but more about the 
breaking of the fast! 

On Yom Kippur we come face to face with ourselves, in all of our glory and all 
of our mortality. The key theme of the days from Rosh Hashanah to Yom Kippur, 
is repentance. In Hebrew repentance is ‘Teshuva’, a word that bears many 
connotations, one of which is the word ‘answer’. We are required to give an answer 
to ourselves, in full view of God, for what we have done in the past year, and 
the responsibilities we owe to ourselves in the forthcoming year.  Whilst we feel 
painfully aware of our physicality, and deeply connected to our spirituality, we can 
ourselves begin to answer the questions, ‘What are we? What are our lives?’ 

We start with Adam, the primordial Man, who was so called because, on the one 
hand, ‘he was taken from the ground’ (adamah), and, on the other, because ‘he 
resembles (adameh) Divinity’. As the similar Hebrew words demonstrate, we are 
the combination of body and soul, temporal but beyond time, crushing physical 
yet pure and sublime.

Later in history, Moses had a direct connection to Yom Kippur when he ascended 
Mount Sinai after the sin of the Golden Calf. In a heroic submission on behalf of the 
Jewish people, he spent 40 days begging God to forgive the people for that sin 
and another 40 days justifying why the Jewish people should retain their Sinaitic 
covenant with God. 

On the 80th day Moses came down from the Mountain, bringing the second set 
of Tablets that were a tangible symbol of forgiveness and reconciliation, restoring 
the Jews back even to the religious level of Adam before sin. That day was Yom 
Kippur; the day on which we heard ‘I have forgiven you according to your word’ 



39

Yom Kippur

38

Ne’ilah – The Final Curtain

Rabbi Jonathan Hughes, Richmond United Synagogue and US City rabbi

Ne’ilah is what I call the ‘Frank Sinatra moment’- a time when we face the final 
curtain. At this dramatic finale, we start to feel how the Jewish nation is connected. 
Every individual - whether in shul or not - whether committed to Judaism or entirely 
estranged – now stands side by side as we enter a portal of infinite possibilities. 
We stand at the gates in unison before our Creator – Avinu Malkeinu - our loving 
Father, our King.

When I played football as striker for the Reading FC youth team, I once suffered 
a nasty toe injury which left me screaming in pain. Imagine a doctor who says, 
“Stop screaming, you didn’t get hit in the mouth, it was your toe!” Who wouldn’t 
think such a person insane? If your toe is broken, the whole body is in pain and 
the way to express the agony is not through the affected limb, but by crying out 
with our mouths. Each of us is a section of the anatomy that is the Jewish people. 
If one limb is hurting, the entire body is affected and we express our pain vocally 
through prayer.

Our pain is for Jews who for one reason or another are so disconnected they are 
totally unware of anything Jewish or do not want to be. Some may not even know 
they are Jewish, or even that it is Yom Kippur. They may not have the tools to 
cry out. We are now in shul for them too. We express the aching of a nation this 
evening.

Some of us may be suffering physically and spiritually – whether it is depression, 
broken relationships, apathy or illness. Problems at work and home, or at school 
and university. Our toe is broken, but the whole body is in pain and we cry out.

This is why our prayers at this juncture are mostly in the plural: “Ashamnu bagadnu” 
- “We are ashamed, we have betrayed”. We are all part of one corpus; we are in 
this together. Yet out of the hurt, the tears and the concern, on Yom Kippur we can 
come out and change our lives and the world for the better.

I have always wondered, why did God create a caterpillar only for it to turn into 
butterfly later in life? Why not create a beautiful butterfly at the outset? Instead, a 
less than attractive caterpillar has to essentially hibernate, form a pupa, agonisingly 
turn inside out and finally metamorphose into something wondrous?

The caterpillar in that chrysalis is like us right now: it teaches us that at times like 
this we enter a cocoon; we look inside ourselves and discover that we too can 
undergo metamorphosis. When we emerge we can also find that we possess 
wings we never knew we had and realise that we can soar into the sky! May this 
year be one during which we discover our inner strength, our butterfly wings.
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Rosh Hashanah First Day 

This chart is for use in communities which do not have their own version of it. If your 
community does have such a chart, please use that one instead to avoid confusion.

Ref 
Num

Prayer Rout-
ledge

Art-
scroll

Birn-
baum

De
Sola

Sacks 
Koren

Artscroll 
translit

SHACHARIT – MORNING SERVICE

1 HaMelech 80 262 169 98 341 336

2 Silent Amidah 91 296 201 112 387 369

3 Repetition of 
Amidah

95 306 209 118 405 385

4 Le’Eil Orech 
Din

106 330 261 130 441 414

5 Kedushah 107 332 261 132 443 416

6 Avinu 
Malkeinu

111 384 271 143 455 431

7 Ein Kamo-
chah

114 390 277 146 463 436

8 Torah Read-
ing

117 402 287 151 473 450

9 Haftarah 121 416 295 156 483 456

10 Sounding of 
the Shofar

126 432 315 164 495 618 

11 Returning 
Torah to Ark

129 440 321 166 507 628

MUSAPH – ADDITIONAL SERVICE

12 Hineni - 444 325 - 511 632

13 Silent Amidah 131 448 327 169 515 634

14 Repetition of 
the Amidah

142 470 349 184 551 676

15 Melech Elyon 145 478 355 190 561 683

16 Unetaneh 
Tokef

146 480 361 191 565 687

17 Kedushah 148 486 363 194 577 694

18 Vechol 
Ma’aminim

149 490 367 197 581 698

19 Aleinu 154 500 377 205 595 712

20 Ochilah La’Eil 155 504 379 207 601 717

21 1st Shofar in 
Repetition

157 508 383 210 607 723

22 2nd Shofar in 
Repetition

160 514 389 214 617 733

23 3rd Shofar in 
Repetition

162 520 393 217 623 740

24 Modim 163 522 395 218 627 743

25 Duchaning 164 524 399 220 629 748

26 Hayom 
Te’amtzeinu

166 532 405 225 632 758 

27 Final Shofar 
Blasts

- 584 417 - 639 840

28 Ein Keloheinu 168 586 409 226 639 842

29 LeDavid 
Hashem Ori

39 178 417 45a 289 213

30 Adon Olam 171 180 419 230 203 216

Rosh Hashanah Second Day 

Ref 
Num

Prayer Rout-
ledge

Art-
scroll

Birn-
baum

De Sola Sacks
Koren

Artscroll
translit

SHACHARIT – MORNING SERVICE

1 HaMelech 176 262 169 235 341 474

2 Silent Amidah 186 296 201 248 387 502

3 Repetition of 
Amidah

190 342 229 254 657 517

4 Kedushah 205 374 261 275 703 558

5 Avinu 
Malkeinu

210 384 271 281 715 572

6 Ein Kamochah 213 390 277 284 723 578

7 Torah Reading 216 402 299 289 733 592

8 Haftarah 219 416 305 293 741 600

9 Sounding of 
the Shofar

222 432 315 298 749 618

10 Returning 
Torah to Ark

225 440 321 301 757 628

Ref 
Num

Prayer Rout-
ledge

Art- 
scroll

Birn-
baum

De Sola Sacks
Koren

Artscroll
translit
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Heritage Trips

US Living & Learning: 
helping our communities 
organise…

For more details on how US Living & Learning can help your 
community, call us on 020 8343 5694 or email landl@theus.org.uk

MUSAPH – ADDITIONAL SERVICE

11 Hineni - 444 325 301 759 632

12 Silent Amidah 227 448 327 302 763 634

13 Repetition of 
the Amidah

238 536 359 317 797 762

14 Le’Eil Orech 
Din

205 538 261 274 799 764

15 Unetaneh 
Tokef

146 538 361 319 801 766

16 Kedushah 148 542 363 322 809 773

17 Vechol 
Ma’aminim

149 546 367 325 813 777

18 Aleinu 154 554 377 333 825 790

19 Ochilah La’Eil 155 558 379 335 829 795

20 1st Shofar in 
Repetition

157 562 383 338 835 801

21 2nd Shofar in 
Repetition

160 566 389 342 843 811

22 3rd Shofar in 
Repetition

162 570 393 345 849 818

23 Modim 163 572 395 347 853 821

24 Duchaning 164 574 399 349 855 826

25 Hayom 
Te’amtzeinu

166 582 405 353 861 836

26 Final Shofar 
Blasts

- 584 417 - 867 841

27 Ein Keloheinu 168 586 409 354 867 842

28 LeDavid 
Hashem Ori

39 178 417 45a 289 213

29 Adon Olam 171 180 419 358 203 216

Ref 
Num

Prayer Rout-
ledge

Art- 
scroll

Birn-
baum

De Sola Sacks
Koren

Artscroll
translit
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Ref 
Num

Prayer Rout-
ledge

Art-
scroll

Birn-
baum

De Sola Sacks
Koren

Artscroll
translit

MUSAPH – ADDITIONAL SERVICE

27 Hineni    - 482 743 1 769 626 

28 Amidah 124 486 745 2 775 628

29 Repetition of 
Amidah

134 502 763 15 801 658

30 Imru L’Elohim 144 522 781 27 831 682

31 Untaneh Tokef 149 530 789 32 843 694

32 Kedushah 151 534 793 36 853 701

33 Vechol 
Ma’aminim

152 540 797 39 859 705

34 Aleinu 157 550 807 48 873 719

35 Ochila 158 554 809 51 877 723

36 Vechach Haya 
Omer

161 560 815 58 885 730

37 Zechor Ra-
chamaecha

178 584 837 85 927 760

38 Shema 
Koleinu

183 596 847 91 945 776

39 Al Chet 186 600 853 96 953 785

Le’Eil Orech 
Din

205 538 261 274 799 764

MINCHA – AFTERNOON SERVICE

40 Torah Reading 197 630 881 116 985 828

41 Amidah 206 650 894 127 1011 857

42 Repetition of 
Amidah

215 666 915 138 1037 884

43 Zechor Ra-
chamaecha

230 676 927 162 1055 899

44 Shema 
Koleinu

232 682 931 164 1065 904

45 Al Chet 235 686 937 169 1073 913

46 Avinu 
Malkeinu

104 700 695 178 1093 934

NEILA – CONCLUDING SERVICE

47 Amidah 246 712 958 183 1109 953

48 Repetition of 
Amidah

253 726 977 192 1133 977

49 Umi Ya’amod 260 738 989 200 1153 997

Ref 
Num

Prayer Rout-
ledge

Art-
scroll

Birn-
baum

De Sola Sacks
Koren

Artscroll
translit

1 KOL NIDREI 15 58 489 12 51 110

2 Barchu 17 66 495 15 63 112

3 Amidah 22 78 503 20 77 131

4 Ya’aleh 31 102 521 32 107 162

5 Selach Na 36 112 531 38 121 173

6 Omnam Ken 38 116 533 41 127 181

7 Ki Hinei 39 120 537 42 133 186

8 Shema 
Koleinu

45 126 545 49 143 194

9 Al Chet 49 132 551 54 155 203

10 Aleinu 58 152 571 65 181 230

11 Anim Zemirot 73 188 127 96 187 242

12 Yigdal 75 158 55 99 193 238

13 Adon Olam 76 158 575 100 195 237

Le’Eil Orech 
Din

205 538 261 274 799 764

SHACHARIT – MORNING SERVICE

14 Barchu 34 324 582 133 541 405

15 Amidah   44 350 605 147 577 435

16 Repetition of 
the Amidah

53 366 623 158 601 462

17 Ata Hu 57 376 633 164 619 471

18 Imru L’Elohim 64 390 645 172 639 490

19 Ha’aderet 70 402 657 181 655 508

20 L’El Orech Din 77 404 661 189 659 511

21 Zechor Racha-
mecha

90 412 669 213 671 523

22 Shema 
Koleinu

92 416 673 220 679 528

23 Al Chet 96 422 679 225 687 537

Yom Kippur

This chart is for use in communities which do not have their own version of it. If your 
community does have such a chart, please use that one instead to avoid confusion.
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#ShabbatUK

Challah Make

22
Oct

Shabbat

23/24
Oct

Party

24
Oct

www.facebook.com/shabbatuk

www.shabbatuk.org

@Shabbat_UK

so let’s do it!
Last year we made a little bit of history. Hundreds of thousands of Jews around the world came 
together and connected with Shabbat like never before. 

On 23rd / 24th October, ShabbatUK is the time to switch off the week and switch on Shabbat. 
Maybe you’ll be keeping a full Shabbat. You might be sampling the awesome atmosphere of the 
Great Challah Make. Or perhaps you’ll save your energy for a huge Havdalah Party celebration on 
Saturday night.

Whatever you do, don’t miss out. We love ShabbatUK - Let’s do it!

#Keepingittogether

ShabbatUK:
Switch off the Week,
Switch on Shabbat!

#ShabbatUK

Challah Make

22
Oct

Shabbat

23/24
Oct

Party

24
Oct

www.facebook.com/shabbatuk

www.shabbatuk.org

@Shabbat_UK

#Keepingittogether

50 Ki Anu Ame-
cha

264 750 1001 206 1171 1019

51 Avinu 
Malkeinu

269 758 1011 212 1185 1036

52 MA’ARIV 
– Evening 

service

272 766 1019 216 1199 1044

Ref 
Num

Prayer Rout-
ledge

Art scroll Birn-
baum

De Sola Sacks
Koren

Artscroll
translit
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