
Background to Rosh Hashanah 
Leviticus 23: 23-24 
The Lord said to Moses, Say to the Israelites: ‘On the first day of the seventh 
month you are to have a day of sabbath rest, a sacred assembly 
commemorated with trumpet blasts.  

Rosh Hashanah is celebrated on the first day of the Hebrew month 
of Tishrei (September or October in the Gregorian calendar). It’s the seventh 
month of the year, and just as Shabbat (or Sabbath) is set apart as the 
seventh day, so too the seventh month is set apart. It’s the traditional time to 
celebrate the New Year, and Rosh Hashanah literally means “the Head of 
the Year”. 
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Rosh Hashanah 
FACT SHEET 

 

SHOFAR  
The shofar is blown 

to remind us that 
God wants our 

attention.    

TASHLICH  
This simple ritual 

inspired by Micah 7: 
18-19 is an act of 

repentance during 
this season. 

YAMIM NORAIM  
These are the ten 

days for soul 
searching between 
Rosh Hashanah and 

Yom Kippur.

SHARE A MEAL  
Take time out to enjoy a 

meal for Rosh 
Hashanah.

1
CELEBRATE   

Try some of the 
traditions and 

celebration ideas.

2
PAUSE / REFLECT 

Use days which follow 
to connect more deeply 

with God.
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Rosh Hashanah also goes by the name Yom T’ruah 
(literally “Day of Shouting or Blasting;” although it is 
otherwise referred to as The Feast of Trumpets). It 
is referred to in Leviticus 23, as one of the 
appointed festivals.  

This day is also know as known as “the Day of 
Judgement” because Jewish tradition suggests 
that on this day, God opens three books, one with 
the names of the righteous, one with the names of 
the wicked, and one with the names of those who 
are in between. It is also believed that these are closed on Yom Kippur, when God’s judgement for the 
coming year is written. In the ten days between Rosh Hashanah, and Yom Kippur, people are meant to 
examine themselves, reflect, repent, make amends for past wrongs and do good; in the hope that their 
name will be written with the names of the righteous.  

Whilst this particular notion of the books is not found in Scripture (apart from a passing reference in 
Daniel 7: 10), it is a catalyst for us examine ourselves. It is an invitation to examine our lives and reset 
the mark and perhaps make better choices in the year to come. It is more than a New Years resolution 
to lose weight, study harder, or get a job, it’s a time to do some soul searching and reflect on our life 
with God.  

Celebrating Rosh Hashanah at home: 

You may want to have a special meal for Rosh Hashanah this year, and commit yourself to ten days of 
reflection. Ten days when you do some soul searching, where you reflect on how you are doing with 
God, and consider what different choices could you make in the year ahead.  

One of the ways Rosh Hashanah is celebrated at home is by the sharing a meal on the eve of Rosh 
Hashanah (6th September this year). As is the case with most Jewish holidays, food plays an important 
role in home celebrations, and often there is a symbolic significance to the food.                                                  

Some of the customs associated with the holiday include sounding the 
shofar, eating a round challah, sending cards to loved ones, and 
tasting apples and honey to represent a sweet New Year. 
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ROSH HASHANAH

CS LEWIS, LETTERS TO MALCOLM 
“It is well to have specifically holy places, and things, and 
days, for, without these focal points or reminders, the belief 
that all is holy and ‘big with God’ will soon dwindle into mere 
sentiment.”

https://reformjudaism.org/glossary/shofar
https://reformjudaism.org/glossary/challah


Candles: The Rosh Hashanah celebration begins with the lighting of two candles, symbolising the 
transition from profane to sacred time and the recitation of the blessing thanking God for enabling us 
to reach this season  

Prayers: Several prayers are prayed. Here are some examples.  

The Blessing over the Candles    
As the candles are lit (traditionally no later than 18 minutes before sundown), a prayer is made. In 
English is would be something like: 

“Blessed are you, Lord, our God, king of the universe who has sanctified us with his commandments 
and commanded us to light the candles of the holiday.” 

Or you may prefer,  

“Blessed are you, Lord, our God, king of the universe who has made us holy in Jesus, the Light of the 
World.” 

The Blessing over the Kiddush cup 
This is the blessing given while holding a cup of wine (or fruit juice if you prefer) before the evening 
meal.  

“Blessed are you, Lord, our God, king of the universe who created the fruit of the vine - Jesus the 
messiah.” 

The Shehecheyanu 
The first two blessings would also be typically given on Shabbat (Sabbath), as is the blessing over the 
bread, but this blessing is specifically recited for Rosh Hashanah.   

“Blessed are you, Lord our God, King of the Universe, who has kept us alive, sustained us, and brought 
is to this season.” 

The Blessing over the Challah (Bread)  
Just like on Shabbat, this blessing is made over challah, although for Rosh Hashanah the bread should 
be round and dipped in honey.   
  
“Blessed are you, Lord our God, ruler of the universe, who brings forth bread from the earth.” 
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Food: In a Rosh Hashanah meal, the food chosen often has a symbolic function. Here are some of the 
typical foods you might include in the meal.  

Challah 
This is a typical Jewish bread which is eaten each week as part of Shabbat or Sabbath. For Rosh 
Hashanah, it is done with a twist. Whilst for Shabbat it is a long braided loaf, at this time of year, it is 
normally baked round. The symbolism here is a reminder of the never ending cycle of life and of our 
returning to God in repentance. It is also common to dip it in honey. We’ll look at the symbolism of 
honey in a moment.  

Apple Dipped in Honey 
There is a traditional practice of eating apples dipped in honey at Rosh Hashanah. This symbolises the 
hope for a sweet year to come. In a similar vein, it is traditional to have many sweet foods on your 
table to eat, such a honey cake, tayglach, or dates for example.  

Pomegranates 
Pomegranates are also eaten because the seeds are symbolic of the many commandments in the 
Torah that Jews must fulfil. Traditionally it is believed that the pomegranate has 613 seeds, just as there 
are 613 commands in the Old Testament.  

Other foods traditionally eaten in the new year include dates, string beans, beets, pumpkins, leeks — 
and even fish heads. 

Traditions and celebration ideas: 

As part of your celebration, take time to talk about your hopes for the next year. Perhaps some way 
you want to deepen your walk with Christ, or how you might want to stretch your faith. If you are alone, 
you may want to take time to pray and journal about this.  

Write out a card to encourage someone. Many people send cards to loved ones for Rosh Hashanah. 

Try something new. To emphasise the newness of the year, many people try or buy something new. It 
might be wearing new clothes, starting a new hobby, playing a new game, or visiting a place you’ve 
never have before (a little difficult under lockdown). It’s a way of reminding ourselves that this marks a 
new beginning, or a fresh start.  

Read some Scripture together. It’s common to read Genesis 22: 1-18 at this time of year. In this well 
known passage, God instructs Abraham to sacrifice Isaac, but just as the sacrifice is about to occur, 
God intervenes and provides a ram as a substitute. This explains the significance of the shofar (ram’s 
horn) at this time of year, which has come to symbolise the mercy of God.  

Other readings would include Genesis 21, Numbers 29:1-61 Samuel 1:1-2:10 (Hannah conceives) on the 
first day of Rosh Hashanah, and the Genesis 22 (Abraham instructed to sacrifice Isaac), Numbers 
29:1-6, Jeremiah 31:1-19 on the second (Rosh Hashanah is traditionally celebrated over two days).  
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The Shofar, Tashlich and Yamim Noraim 

Shofar 
The shofar is blown to get the attention of the people. Sometimes it would be used to call people to 
war, other times it was because the Lord had something important to say, such as when the people of 
Israel were given the 10 commandments (Exodus 19-20). In the New Testament, the shofar will sound 
to announce on the return of Christ (1 Thessalonians 4: 13-18). When the shofar is blown at Rosh 
Hashanah (it is blown 100 times in synagogue services), it is a reminder that God wants to get our 
attention, to remind us to reflect and consider the way we want to live.  

Tashlich  
This is a simple gesture done on the first day of Rosh Hashanah. Jews go to a body of water and shake 
dust and lint from the pockets or folds of their garments, some might toss bread crumb or stones 
instead. It’s a symbolic action, where they are casting their sins before God. Tashlich means, “to cast or 
toss away,” and the tradition is based on a reading of Micah 7: 18-19 where iniquities are hurled into the 
depths of the sea. It is an act of repentance. For the follower of Jesus, there is the confidence that as 
we cast of our sins, as we repent, all our sins have been dealt with by Jesus on the cross.  

Yamim Noraim 
This is Hebrew for “the Days of Awe.” From the first day of Rosh Hashanah, ten days of awe begin, 
where Jews stop, reflect, confess and repent, in order to turn toward God and away from sin.  It is a 
time when you might ask questions like: “Am I pleasing God with my daily choices? Am I living the way 
God wants? Is there someone I have hurt and I need to seek forgiveness from?” 

For ideas on what to do over the tens days of Yamim Noraim, have a look at the blog from our Days of 
Awe series last year: https://www.ffbc.org.au/yamim-noraim/  
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