~ ROSH HASHANAH III ~

Simanim & Tashlich — Serious Excitement

he anticipation of dipping apples in honey and walking to a river to recite Tashlich

in the afternoon — these experiences evoke within us fond memories of the Rosh
HaShanah festival. One should not think, however, that these customs are merely
sentimental; as we shall soon learn, they are infused with great meaning. In this third
Morasha class on Rosh HaShanah we will explore the relationship between these
traditions and Rosh HaShanah, focusing on the reasons for their fulfillment and what
we can take from them.

This class will address the following questions:

2 Why do we eat symbolic foods known as simanim on Rosh HaShanah? Are
we superstitious?

2 What do we hope to achieve by eating the simanim?

@ What is the custom of Tashlich (reciting special prayers for forgiveness
while symbolically casting away our transgressions)? Who are we kidding
when we “throw” our sins away?

& Why do we prefer to do Tashlich where there are fish?

Class Outline:

Section . The Simanim on the First Night of Rosh HaShanah
Part A. The Source of the Custom
Part B. The Meaning of the Simanim
i. Starting off the Year on the Right Foot
ii. Arousing Awareness
Part C. The Custom of Eating Apples and Honey
i. Acceptance of the Torah
ii. The Source from a Biblical Blessing

Section II. The Custom of Tashlich
Part A. Casting Away Transgressions
Part B. The Akeidah Connection
Part C. The Presence of Fish
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SECTION I. THE SIMANIM ON THE FIRST NIGHT OF ROSH
HASHANAH

On the first night of Rosh HaShanah it is customary to eat foods that are symbolic of our hope that the
coming year be filled with blessings. We will explore the source of this custom, which is recorded in the
Talmud, and discover the meaning behind it.

PART A. THE SOURCE OF THE CUSTOM

1. Talmud Bavli (Babylonian Talmud), Kritot 6a — Certain foods are eaten on Rosh HaShanah as
“good omens” for the year to come.

Abaye said, “Now that you have determined that NI N0 N RIDD FONT RO AR TN
omens are significant, at the beginning of every NP0 2190 K021 RIP RO 29 5oomh wrpN 50
year a person should accustom himself to eat M

gourds, fenugreek, leeks, beets, and dates ...”

2. Abudraham, Seder Tefillot Rosh HaShanah — The custom developed not only to eat these
foods but to recite prayers for good tidings over them.

In the Responsa of the Geonim it is written that DM 5 3 191 10 DNNIT AN
the following was the custom of the Sages: On PIDT I3 W NI T BRI TS PIPBY
Rosh HaShanah they would bring to the table By 1T PN DM SO P 8 Sy

a basket containing gourds, dates, and other DPTBINY 210 1D DI PRI 17 TN 53

137 X721 10 DI 00T 0 P NP ST 5y
NP0 D777 D31 PRI 1792?2170 531 By
PODIM PTG WP DI Sy b
TN W LNATD AIPOY 1A YRy DNANI P Ty
w2 SRR PPN 7 TI050 18T T PR3

boiled vegetables. They would then place their
hands on each one of them and extract symbolic
meaning for the New Year from their names.

On the gourd (krah) they would say: “Our bad
decrees should be torn up” (yikrah); on the
fenugreek (rubya) they would say: “Our merits
should be numerous” (yirbu); on the leek (karti)
they would say: “Our enemies should be cut

off” (yikratu); on dates (tamarim) they would
say: “Our sins should be removed” (yitamu).
They would then add a pomegranate and say:
“Our merits should increase like (the seeds of)

a pomegranate.” Some would preface, “May

it be Your will, Lord our God and God of our

forefathers ...”

Some bring to the table the head of a lamb, fish, WY PPN SPHY DT WD WRI DIORD PA
and sweet things corresponding to “You should e D272 13991 719955 £03 71 .20 XY WD o
be the head of something and not the tail.” And 19985 991 DR BRI D19RD D239 T 39330190 74
they brought fish because fish multiply rapidly oMY SY

... The Rabbi of Rottenberg had the custom to eat
the head of a ram as an allusion to the ram [that
was offered in lieu] of Yitzchak (Isaac).
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Many of these customs are still in practice today and can be found in standard printings of the Rosh
HaShanah Machzor. Judaism does not believe in omens or other superstitious practices. In fact, they are
forbidden. What then is the purpose of eating symbolic food and making wishes for good tidings with them?

PART B. THE MEANING OF THE SIMANIM
i. Starting off the Year on the Right Foot

1. Mishnah Berurah 583:5 — It doesn’t stop at the simanim; all our behavior should be a good
omen for the rest of the year.

All of these practices are done as a good sign. 1951,3%0 105 57 PRIy DOPIpT 1OR 5 I
Therefore, it is obvious that we do not get angry 73573 ﬁxn DOpa DIV wa TIRD TP NOWD
during these days in order that this too should be MBI B, 200 D T TS MONT ST

for a good sign. We should be happy and trust in

D7 DWW OY “T3 M3 130
God with our repentance and good deeds.

ii. Arousing Awareness

1. Rabbi Menachem Meiri, Chibur HaTeshuvah, pp. 265-266 — Simanim serve to focus us on the
meaning of the day even during the meal.

In order to arouse themselves to focus on 937 593 Dwa 90 MANYHT D0 T8 5y
God and to place the awe of Him in their T390 00 IR 1925 DD SY N IS
consciousness without sinning, they developed R NERD RIS NI NI T ond

the practice of placing gourd, fenugreek, leek,
cabbage, and dates on the table. This was done
corresponding to that which was cited in Tractate

DY NODHI MO NP0 1ENRY 0 T8 Sy
WOPR D NOTT RO NIPD DVANT NOWR "

Horiyot and Tractate Kritot: “Now that you have NI B3
determined that omens are significant, at the

beginning of every year every person should ...”

And in order not to mistake this practice for N RO RIDD DI I3t NOw T8 Oy
sorcery, God forbid, they would pronounce upon AT W WMt TN W T o e
these things words that highlighted forgiveness M50 by 191 2727 by MaEb amoo

and awaken feelings of repentance. When they
said that an omen is significant they meant that
it could affect a person just by him being aware
of the omens placed before him, even without

12 789 N RO DN, AN Sy awm
T 97 1950 YA Y5an oy FAWNn MW
N 7 30mY ,AN50 Sy 1ty O O MM 1D
DOOW) DAY DPY PYID O9NT NYa DIRTD
why at first they would simply look at them T N2V TSRO 7 DI KD AT NI 2N
during the meal. However, because the Sages DRI DY NI ,D7ID 5P WD MR
were concerned that people might become T 0P 1P DT Oy
preoccupied with satisfying their appetites
and become distracted from focusing on the
spiritual importance of the day and the awe of
judgment, therefore they began to recite special
prayers over these foods in order to raise people’s
consciousness.

explicitly reciting prayers over them. That is
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They began to say on the gourd that our merits 137 N23193Y 0 IR NPT O 1IN
should be mentioned, on the fenugreek that 59 199K 191, WRIY 17 295 I

our merits should increase, on the leek that our FINDF M AT S Iy 15500 NSSDn

S S 2 Ul i aly G s P390 oW YA T80 WINAY WD T1 Ao

beet (silka) that our sins should be removed , b \ \
(yistalku), and on dates that our sins should be SIAE B2 S S S H A 2 S
ANYNT P NI 7200 P oy

removed. The intent is, as we explained, that
since engaging in eating makes one forget the
meaning of the day, therefore one should see
these foods and gain awareness by virtue of
them. In that way the omens would strengthen a
person’s consciousness and be inspirational.

How does reciting a prayer for the cutting down of our enemies fit the theme of Rosh HaShanah? According
to Rabbi Menachem Meiri, it doesn’t!

2. Ibid. — The enemies we wish to be “cut off” are our own transgressions.

The meaning behind the cutting off of our MANST MYTI Oy 59 DN ARn oM
enemies is that it refers to foreign ideologies and DONMEIE DORIYT DI D FINANS A0
heresies that cause people to transgress, for those DN TTAN 5V 0y SSomiw O PRnN N

are the enemies that cause the purest form of
hatred. We are not praying at this point for the
downfall of our enemies; we have enough to pray

APIwD) 1585 5y 955ema 15 07 0

for on our own account.

PART C. THE CUSTOM OF EATING APPLES AND HONEY

The tradition of eating apples dipped in honey on Rosh HaShanah has become an almost universal symbol
and a favorite treat of both children and adults alike.

Honey is an obvious choice to use in a wish for a sweet New Year. But the curious observer of Jewish customs
cannot help but wonder: what is so special about the apple?

i. Acceptance of the Torah

1. Shir HaShirim (Song of Songs); Talmud Bavli, Shabbat 88a — The Jewish people are likened to
an apple tree.

As an apple tree among the trees of the forest, so is TN D8I 02377 12 0T 1D W 8y Mond
my beloved among the sons; in his shade I delighted 291 DI PIDY AN

and sat, and his fruit was sweet to my palate.

Shabbat 88a

Rabbi Chama, the son of Rabbi Chanina, said, Y8V MIDND 20T OND (N33 0293 N1 °27 9N
“What is the meaning of the statement, ‘As an 1 170 1% - mon SN 1w b an i
apple tree among the trees etc.”? Why are the TOYI WTRI - SR AR ,YOYS DT Y8 Tt DR
Jewish people compared to an apple tree? To b

teach you that just as an apple tree starts to bear
fruit before its leaves grow, so too did the Jewish
people put ‘We will do’ before “We will hear.”
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The Jewish people are likened to an apple tree because of their unconditional acceptance of the Torah. Just
like it would “make sense” for the apple tree’s leaf to grow before the fruit starts to bud, it would “make
sense” for the Jewish people to understand the mitzvot before committing themselves to performing them. In
recognition of our great love for His Torah, God praises the Jewish people by comparing them to the apple
tree. As such, the apple is a symbol of our special relationship with God.

ii. The Source from a Biblical Blessing

The apple also hints to a significant episode in the Torah. Our forefather Yaakov (Jacob), pretending to be his
own twin brother Esav (Esau), secured special blessings from his father, Yitzchak. In one of these blessings,
Yitzchak makes an allusion to the scent of the apple orchard. On Rosh HaShanah, we too wish to partake of
this blessing.

1. Bereishit (Genesis) 27:27; Talmud Bavli, Ta’anit 29b - Yitzchak blessed Yaakov for having the
fragrance of an apple orchard.

And [Yaakov] came closer, and [Yitzchak] ANT IR 09 PTIA M AN A D S W
kissed him, and he smelled the fragrance of PP 1973 WN T D3 1
his garments, and he blessed him, and he said,

“Behold, the aroma of my son is like the fragrance

of a field, which the Lord has blessed!”

Ta’anit 29b

Rabbi Yehudah the son of Rabbi Shmuel bar W W 92 SR 377 71993 T 27 ION
Shilat said in the name of Rav: [this refers to the] D men S T 195 2397
the smell of an apple orchard.

2. Rabbi Moshe Isserles, Darchei Moshe, Orach Chaim 583:3 — Eating apples on Rosh HaShanah
reflects a desire to partake of Yitzchak’s blessing.

It is written in the Maharil that the reason we aN... [41 D030 749 B o] 5493 a0
eat an apple on Rosh HaShanah is to remind YT DB T 5 199D %15 MBN Prpdw
ourselves of the apple fields referred to in the 93233 /7 78T [13:80 PR3] XIpD
Torah when Yitzchak blessed Yaakov, “Behold, the Sty Sy

smell of my son is like the smell of a field which
the Lord has blessed” (Bereishit 27:27).

3. Vilna Gaon, Biur HaGra, Orach Chaim 583:3 — We look to be blessed, just like Yaakov was
blessed by Yitzchak on Rosh HaShanah.

[It is fitting to eat an apple] as it is written, “His WD TTY [P W1 5905 DI PIDY WY
fruit is sweet to my palate” (Shir HaShirim 2:3). DT 7492 P o MDn Spn
Furthermore, it is written “Like the fragrance

of a field ...” which is explained as the aroma

of a field of apples. It is well known that these

blessings were given on Rosh HaShanah.
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4. Rabbi Mordechai Kornfeld, Apples and Honey, dafyomi.shemayisrael.co.il — The apple
expresses the purity of our essence.

The Talmud (Sanhedrin 37a) tells us that instead of translating the verse, “Yitzchak smelled the scent
of Yaakov’s ‘garments’ (b’gadav),” we should read, “Yitzchak smelled the scent of Yaakov’s ‘rebellious
children’ (bog’dav).” Even the rebellious children of Yaakov let off a scent as sweet as that of the apple
orchard. The context of this teaching is one of repentance. Although he may have transgressed terribly,
a Jew’s repentance is always imminent.

When Yitzchak smelled the scent of an apple orchard, he realized that Yaakov’s children were truly
worthy of blessing. He saw in the sweet scent of apples an omen that even when Yaakov’ children
become entrenched in sin, they have the ability to swiftly extract themselves from their plight. Love
of God was so much a part of Yaakov that he passed that love along to his children as an almost
hereditary trait. This ability to love God and return to Him from any distance is represented by the
scent of an apple orchard.

Similarly, we remind ourselves by dipping an apple on Rosh Hashanah eve, that no matter how much
we sin, we have the “scent of the apple orchard” about us. We can quickly redeem ourselves if we but
wake up our inner longing for God. Then we will be worthy of the blessings of God!

KEY THEMES OF SECTION I:

7> The Talmud records the custom of bringing certain symbolic foods to the table on Rosh
HaShanah as good omens. Shortly thereafter, in the period of the Geonim, the practice arose
to recite specific benedictions over these foods in the form of play on words that wish for
good tidings.

7 These symbolic foods are a way of starting off the year on a positive note and they serve the
purpose of focusing our attention on the meaning of Rosh HaShanah even during the meal.

7= The specific custom of eating apples and honey on Rosh HaShanah, besides being an omen for a
sweet New Year, also alludes to the receiving of the Torah at Sinai and the blessing Yitzchak gave
to Yaakov on Rosh HaShanah.

SECTION II. THE CUSTOM OF TASHLICH

In the afternoon of the first day of Rosh HaShanah it is customary to walk to a body of water (preferably
containing fish) and recite the Tashlich prayer service.

PART A. CASTING AWAY TRANSGRESSIONS

The text of the Tashlich prayer begins with the last three verses from the prophet Michah. From
these verses themselves we learn that the meaning of this custom is a symbolic casting away of our
transgressions.
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1. Michah 7:19 with Metzudos David — We ask God to ignore our sins as if we had cast them to
the depths of the sea.

He will again be merciful unto us; He will 55 o hEna PHYM WY wa Y
suppress our iniquities; And cast into the depths DINDA

of the sea all their sins.

Metzudos David

“And cast” — This means to say that [God] should VRS DPOY WRYS NI RS 549 - M PHwm
not recall [our sins] in order to punish us on DN DPNY D71 P Do
account of them, as if we threw them into the

depths of the sea where they will never be seen

again.

2. Tashlich Prayer, Machzor Rosh HaShanah: Michah 7: 18-20 — Tashlich symbolizes our hope
that God will overlook our transgressions.

Who is like You, God, Who removes iniquity oM AINYD YWD DY 931 Ny N Tina DN
and overlooks transgression for the remainder NI T YO 02 108 Y i 8
of His inheritance? He does not remain angry
forever because He desires kindness. He will once
again be merciful to us, and He will suppress our DR 93 0) MP¥a Town)
iniquities; and You will cast all of their iniquities

into the depths of the sea.

APINY L3 MY )

Give truth to Yaakov, kindness to Avraham YY) W DTIING TOT IPW; NN 100
(Abraham), as You swore to our ancestors from DR M WAND
ancient times.

In asking God to overlook our sins we are not just asking for special treatment. Rather, Tashlich is a
statement about who we are and how we relate to the fact that we sin.

3. Rabbi Osher Chaim Levene, Yom Kippur, Seir HaMishtaleach, Torah.org — Which
transgressions can be symbolically cast away at Tashlich?

The sins of the Jewish people are, in truth, extraneous to their being. Iniquity is not deeply
entrenched within the Jew; when he errs, these are only minor lapses that can easily be rectified. Our
misdemeanors can be brushed off. They can be cast away [represented by the Tashlich ritual casting
away of our sins into the sea] because they are foreign.

4. Rabbi Dovid Orlofsky, The Secret of Tashlich, www.ohr.edu — Tashlich shows that we view
our sins as external to our intrinsic nature.

A number of years ago I was spending Rosh HaShanah in the yeshivah where I was teaching, and we
went in search of Tashlich. We followed the natives to a local park where there was a large yellow
metal box. Inside, we were told, was a well. I emptied my pockets and began reciting the verses when
one of my students came over to me. Sadly, he had never seen Tashlich. “What exactly are we doing
here, Rabbi?” he asked innocently. “We are casting our sins into the water,” I responded. He looked

at me in disbelief. “You're kidding, right? I mean, won't they just bounce off the box?” That made me
stop, and together we stared at the box.
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I guess when there is an actual river there, its a little easier to imagine you're throwing your sins into
the water. But does that make any more sense? How can we just throw away our sins? Don't we have
to repent? Don’t we have to resolve to change, to become better people? Does this mean I don't have to
go to synagogue anymore and listen to the cantor?

When a person goes into the High Holidays, it’s really easy to feel a strong sense of despair. The odds
are that you are not going to change into the perfect person over the next ten days. Some will even
express it in Miltonian terms — “I'm going to burn anyway, I might as well have a good time before 1
g0.” As long as people see themselves as bad, there is no hope that they will ever change. But if instead
we view our sins as something external, something that’s not us, but rather a terrible burden that we
are carrying through our lives, then we can think of ways to rid ourselves of them. To undo the wrong
that we’ve done, to break unhealthy habits and to focus on how to become the people we really are.

That, 1 believe, is the secret of Tashlich. On the first night of Rosh HaShanah we don’t just say: “Have
a sweet year,” we taste a sweet year. We eat challah and a sweet apple dripping with honey. We want a
sensory experience of sweetness to help us focus. Likewise, on the first day of Rosh HaShanah we go
through the motions of casting off our sins.

We have to understand that our sins are not us, but a burden we carry. And we're tired of them. And
just as we can cast off our sins symbolically, we can cast them off in reality — if we want to.

PART B. THE AKEIDAH CONNECTION

Tashlich is another way of focusing on the Akeidah (Binding of Isaac) and inspiring ourselves to emulate the
determination and self-sacrifice of our greatest ancestors.

1. Midrash Tanchuma, Parshat Vayera 22 — Not even a raging river could keep Avraham from
performing the Akeidah.

[When Avraham went to take his son Yitzchak 05 OIAN TP TR 51T 9 OIeR Ty i
to the Akeidah] the Satan appeared in the form 179 N INTD 13D TN P93 TV WO D

of a river in order to prevent the performance YINIS T D W VI R TV WA 193 PIIN

of the mitzvah. Avraham entered the river up to
b D, 3 Di I I I
his knees and told Yitzchak to follow him. He VR T B0 T TN T i
DITYDNINI WOV ... YT

had reached halfway through the river when the
water reached his neck and he cried out, “Save
me, God, for the waters have reached my soul”
(Tehillim/Psalms 69:2).

“If Yitzchak or I were to drown who would
perpetuate Your teachings?” God replied,
“Through you I will establish My name in the
world,” whereupon the river ran dry and they
stood on land.

73 5y TIND DR M YA 33 PrIYY IN AN DN
MW TR TP YW TN 7ap 4N TR s
ST B ... oA

2. Rabbi Moshe Isserles, Darchei Moshe, Orach Chaim 583:2 — We pray that God show us mercy
on Rosh HaShanah as He did to Avraham on his way to the Akeidah.

It is written in the Maharil that we are 5% 195 Do [ ‘D 139 O Doaman] 5% ano

accustomed to walk to a river [on Rosh RIPRT OB 0 “0nMan R’ v
HaShanah afternoon] and recite “He will again be
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merciful to us” (Michah 7:18) since it is written
in the Midrash [Tanchuma] that it reminds us of
the Akeidah. When Avraham was on his way to
sacrifice Yitzchak, he crossed a river whose waters
came up to his neck. He prayed, “Save me, for the
water has reached my soul.”

PART C. THE PRESENCE OF FISH

ROSH HASHANAH 111

D3N T2pw 37PYR 95t [30 R 8mn] waTes
TV DO IND D TR TN IINNS T D02
Doy “wps

The Tashlich service should preferably be performed next to a body of water containing fish. Relating to fish

as a metaphor for blessing has Biblical roots.

1. Bereishit 48:16 with Rashi — Yaakov blessed Yosef’s children that they should multiply like

fish.

May the angel that redeems me from all evil
bless the lads, and may my name be declared
upon them — and the names of my forefathers
Avraham and Yitzchak — and may they proliferate
abundantly like fish within the land.

Rashi
Like those kind of fish that multiply rapidly and
the evil eye has no dominion over them.

NP1 D03 1IN 7720 39 501 00N SN N1
3993 375 VT PAEN B3N 2NN DWW D3
SINT

it

oo [van] Py PR 03 e 1o 00T
D3

2. Rabbi Moshe Isserles, Darchei Moshe, Orach Chaim 583:2 — The analogy of fish and the

Jewish people.

The idea (above) is also cited in [Ta’amei]
HaMinhagim, but there it adds that one should
be able to see the fish. Perhaps this is a sign that
the Evil Eye does not rule over us and that we
should be fruitful and multiply like fish.

NON [321 7747 179,837 N“md] D3 140y
NOW 1D R WORI D71 DT PRI OV
D370 11390 TIEN Y Y N3 1own

The presence of fish can also inspire us to engage in teshuvah (introspection and repentance).

3. Rabbi Avraham Yitzchak Sperling, Ta’amei HaMinhagim 724 — The lesson of fish should

arouse us to repent.

There should be fish [in the water where Tashlich

is performed]. Man is compared to fish: just as
fish can suddenly be caught in a fisherman’ net,
so too can man be suddenly caught in the “traps”
of death and judgment. Therefore, he should
engage in teshuvah more frequently.

DO DTN N NN ,D0T 13 TR TS
DOYING DTN %33 0 DINSID 7TIRHI DN DT
AW 0P WP T2 PO, T T MTmena
(D D)
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KEY THEMES OF SECTION II:

7> The Tashlich prayer service performed next to a body of water is a symbolic act of casting our sins
away. As such, it is also a statement to God that we are essentially good, that our sins are merely
external trappings.

7> Tashlich is yet another Rosh HaShanah custom that focuses us on the Akeidah.

7 The preference to have fish in the water expresses our hopes for a blessed year and can serve to
inspire us to do teshuvah.

CLASS SUMMARY:

WHY DO WE EAT SYMBOLIC FOODS KNOWN AS SIMANIM ON ROSH HASHANAH? ARE WE
SUPERSTITIOUS?

7 We do not eat these foods out of superstition. We serve these symbolic foods during the meal to focus
our attention on the meaning of the holiday even while not actively engaged in prayer or study.

WHAT DO WE HOPE TO ACHIEVE BY EATING THE SIMANIM?

7 We view the simanim as an aid to starting out the year on the right foot with positive thoughts and high hopes.

WHAT IS THE CUSTOM OF TASHLICH? WHO ARE WE KIDDING WHEN WE “THROW” OUR

SINS AWAY?

7 We obviously do not believe that changing our ways is as easy as throwing a piece of bread into a body of
water. Nevertheless, this symbolic act serves to make the statement that we view sins as external to who
we really are, as if they are mere crumbs in our pockets.

7= Tashlich also relates to the Akeidah; we pray that God show us mercy on Rosh HaShanah as He did to
Avraham on his way to the Akeidah when he was impeded by water.

WHY DO WE PREFER TO DO TASHLICH WHERE THERE ARE FISH?

7= Performing the service at a site where there are fish expresses our desire to partake of the blessings of our
forefathers — we should be fruitful and multiply like fish.

#» The fish can also inspire us to do teshuvah when we contemplate getting caught in a “net of judgment.”
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