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 ראש השנה תשע"ח                                                                                                      בס"ד

How can we make the Yamim Noraim  
more meaningful for ourselves? 

 
1. Many people experience the chagim in general, and the Yamim Noraim in 
particular (as well as some other mitzvot), as a framework for the observance 
of the commandments of Judaism, with a sense of missed opportunity, due to 
the expectation that the chagim should be meaningful, but in fact they simply 
pass by. 
2. Below is a list of suggestions how to make progress on this issue. This is 
just a prelude to action. 
Studying these suggestions, and even identifiying with them, is not enough to 
increase the significance of the Yamim Noraim. Those who choose to 
implement some of the proposals in practice will be moving toward this goal.  
3. These proposals consist of general directions. Each person has to fill in the 
specific content and carry out these ideas on his/her own. 
4. This list, of course, is not closed ; you can add to it b'ezrat Hashem. 
 
Thank you, members of the "Kinor David" congregation in Ra'anana, who 
joined forces in order to compile the following list of proposals. 

 

A. Rosh Hashana 
We divided Rosh Hashana into 3 focal points where we can act in a way that 
will help us make these days more meaningful for us. B'ezrat Hashem. 
 
1. The meals during the chag. 
2. Major prayers during the chag. 
3. Blowing the shofar. 

 

1. The meals during the chag 
Rosh Hashana is a unique day, in that it combines awe and joy, a day of 
judgment and a festive day. 
This uniqueness is expressed, among other things, in the combination of the 
atmosphere of solemnity in prayer (more than for the shalosh regalim, for 
example), together with festive meals as in any chag. 
Every meal, on every chag, can be enriched and deepened with the help of 
some words of Torah said during the meal. On Rosh Hashana this depth is 
expressed in the aforementioned combination of the solemnity of the day of 
judgment in the festive meal. 
 
Personally, more than I like when people say words of Torah during the meals 
on Shabbat and the chagim in our family, I prefer to raise topics for 
discussion: to trigger a question, and to ask the participants to raise different 
ideas and different perspectives on this question. 
It is possible to start with the youngest participants in the meal - sometimes 
they express sweet, innocent ideas, that can cause the adult soul to acquire 



 

2 

 

some of their sweetness and innocence ; and then you can continue at 
diverse, deeper levels of discussion amongst the adults. 
 

1a. The first topic that can be brought up for discussion is the mentioned 
combination of judgment and joy on Rosh Hashana: Where does it come 
from? What does it mean? 
1b. It is possible to discuss the meaning of the "coronation" of Hashem on 
Rosh Hashana ; especially in a generation where people want democracy and 
we do not have rulers with the authority of a king - what does the kingdom of 
Hashem mean in our lives? And what is the relationship between the 
reference to Hashem as our father ("Avinu") and when we refer to Him as our 
king ("Malkeinu")? 
1c. In addition, one can discuss the contents and ideas of the numerous and 
varied prayers that are unique to Rosh Hashana: Proclamation of Hashem as 
a king, Remembrance, and Shofar ; "Unetane Tokef" (judgment of individuals) 
; and more. You can split and discuss each part of the prayer during a 
different meal. Prior to the chagim, tasks can be given to different people who 
take part in the meal: each one prepares a short explanation of one part of the 
prayer, as an introduction to a joint discussion of the participants. 
1d. One can also discuss the meaning of the Torah readings and the haftarot 
of the Yamim Noraim. What, for example, are the different aspects of the 
reading on Rosh Hashanah about the birth of Yitzchak and the binding of 
Yitzchak? Why were the haftarot chosen from the books of Shmuel and 
Yirmiyahu? Here too, as with prayers, one can give tasks and split the 
discussion into different parts corresponding each Torah reading and haftara 
for the various meals. 
1e. We all make symbolic rituals ("Simanim") at the Rosh Hashana festive 
table. Everyone dips apple in honey, and some make many Simanim ... You 
can discuss the meaning of each of the simanim (What do we ask for? What 
does this reflect on our hopes? On our values?) ; New and creative Simanim 
can be distributed throughout the meal ; And so on. 

 

2.Major prayers during the holiday 
The prayers occupy a central place on Rosh Hashana, both because of their 
length and because of their uniqueness. 
Due to their length, dealing with them can be a central place in which a person 
can deepen the meaning of the chag for himself. 
Due to their uniqueness, there are many possibilities for deepening the prayer 
in particular, and the chag in general. 
2a. The essence of each of the blessings - of coronation, remembrance and 
shofar - can be examined: The specific wording of their introduction and their 
conclusion, or the various psukim presented in each blessing ; The same 
applies regarding the poem "Unitane Tokef" ; and so on. 
As a general rule, when considering a prayer, it is not recommended to go for 
"all or nothing". It is certainly useful to examine a section of the prayer in 
advance, and to pay special attention and kavana to it during the t'fillah. With 
time, one can progress and focus on deepening your understanding and 
kavana in other parts of the t'fillah. 
2b. The coronation of Hashem is a central part of the content of the chag. 
Following the discussion about the meaning of the kingship of Hashem in our 
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lives, and the link between our relationship to Hashem as "our father" and our 
relationship to Him as our "king" [1b above], prayer is an opportunity to do 
internal work on this subject, each of us according to his/her personal 
approach. 
2c. The minhag of "Tashlich" may be only a few seconds or minutes of 
reading psukim on a day already busy with numerous prayers, or even a 
social gathering. But we can also choose to prepare ourselves to the status 
required for a true "Tashlich", by adding content that relates to coping with the 
difficulty of truly "throwing" our shortcomings away, and focus on that when 
fullfilling the minhag. 

 

3. Blowing the shofar 

 

"Our ba'al tokeah [shofar blower] is excellent!". 
Generally speaking, the public measures the quality of the shofar blower by 
the continuity and the clarity of the blasts, and especially in the question 
whether he has set a new Guinness record for the length of the tekiah 
g'dolah… 
But the important question is the depth of our kavanah when hearing the 
sounds of the shofar. 
It is possible to learn the meaning of the various sounds and the combinations 
between them, and to concentrate, when hearing the shofar, on our internal 
intentions in accordance with these meanings. 
For the time being, we will mention only one point, in a nutshell: 
The language of the Torah in the verses concerning the trumpets in the desert 
[Bamidbar 10: 1-10] is precise and clear: the "Teruah" is the sound of distress 
["Teruah" and "Shevarim" are two types of "Teruah", like various sirens of 
emergency vehicles], and "Tekiah" is a sound of simcha. 
What is the meaning of the combination of the two sounds in the mitzvah of 
the shofar on Rosh Hashana? Why is the teruah always surrounded by a 
"simple blow [= tekiah] before and after"? 
 

B. Yom Kippur 

We divided Yom Kippur into three focal points where we can act in ways that 
will help us make it more meaningful for ourselves. 
On Yom Kippur, when there are no meals that can be filled with wonderful 
discussions [those who succeed in enjoying the meal before Yom Kippur 
without pressure from the approaching fast, can combine such a discussion in  
this meal…], and there is no blowing of the Shofar, we need to find other 
areas of interest, such as: 
 
1. The commandment of the affliction - "Afflict your souls" (Leviticus 16, etc.). 
2. Major prayers during Yom Kippur. 
3. After Yom Kippur. 
 

1. The commandment of the affliction 
The five prohibitions that apply on Yom Kippur are called in the Torah 
"afflictions". These prohibitions are a central part of the halacha of the day. 



 

4 

 

The prohibition of drinking and eating raises the highest number of practical 
halachic questions before the fast and throughout the day. 
Significant efforts are required of us in order to meet the physical requirement 
of affliction, and we manage to handle it. But the meaning of the affliction is 
not limited to its practical application. 
Clearly, this is not the torture of a tyrant who wants to extract a confession 
from us ..., but what is the deeper purpose of these "afflictions"? This question 
is exacerbated by the fact that the affliction contradicts life itself, and it is 
inevitably limited to a short period, and cannot be a way of life. So, what then 
is its purpose? 
Here are two possible directions: 
1a. The affliction is intended to focus our attention on the spirit, the soul, and 
not on the physical dimensions of our lives. [I know, many people complain 
that fasting makes them think about food all the time, and yet, the goal is the 
opposite ...]. We are creatures with two sides: one side is physical, the other is 
spiritual and moral. Do we devote proper attention to our non-physical sides in 
our daily lives? 
1b. Thank G-d most of us usually do not experience "torture". But there are 
some people who endure some sort of torment on a regular basis. Our 
torment on Yom Kippur may awaken our attention and sensitivity towards the 
suffering of others. 
You can think of the meaning of affliction in other ways. In any case, one can 
learn and think about these meanings, either as a preparation for Yom Kippur, 
or during the day. 
 

2. Major prayers during Yom Kippur 
If on Rosh Hashanah prayers are a central part of the day, on Yom Kippur, in 
the absence of festive meals..., the prayers are even more central. Therefore,  
studying these prayers can be central way of deepening the meaning of the 
day. 
2a. "Kol Nidrei" - what is the purpose of this short prayer? Why does it open 
the tefilah of Yom Kippur? What is the deep meaning of the sentence that 
accompanies it - "... we allow to pray together with the transgressors..."? 
2 b. The "Viduy" (confession) is repeated many times during the prayers on 
Yom Kippur, and it creates a central place for introspection. But it is also given 
to us in a fixed form, and one may completely miss the role of a more 
personal effort in the Viduy. In order to enable one to reach such a personal 
effort, we will raise several options: 
1 - There are lists that add detail sins according to the alphabetical order. You 
can choose from these lists. It is not necessary to relate to all possible 
offenses … 
2. It is difficult and close to impossible to correct everything at once. You can 
choose one area or a few things to work on improving, and focus especially 
on them during the Viduy, beyond reading the general formula. 
3. You can also say a "positive viduy" [as in the "Viduy" that is expressed after 
offering tithes, which does not relate to a sin but rather to properly offering 
tithes], and work on increasing the good that is already present within you. 
4. Will we really be able to correct and not return to the exact same situation 
we were in before the introspection and Viduy? This question bothers many 
people. One of the tools that can help us make progress is "guided imagery". 
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This can be done at the time of the Viduy, or during other parts of the tefilah in 
which a person can concentrate quietly. Imagine yourself for a few minutes 
being in the exact situation in which you want to behave differently from what 
you have been doing until now, and now you behave as you wish. Stay in 
your imagination in this improved situation for a while. This positive behavior 
is engraved in the soul, becomes an existing and familiar situation, and this 
increases the chance that we will be consistent in this behavior later on. 

 

C. After Yom Kippur 
On Yom Kippur, our intentions are sincere and pure. But our test is not on the 
"day of intentions", but in the implementation during the days that follow. In 
Mincha onYom Kippur, we read the prophecy of Yonah. After the people of 
Nineveh repented and Hashem "relented from the disaster that He said He 
would bring upon them", Yonah goes and sits in a Sukkah outside the city 
"until he sees what will happen in the city". At the end of the day devoted to 
repentance, we are told that the test is only beginning ... 
Therefore, in order for Yom Kippur to be meaningful for us, we must strive not 
to observe it as a day that stands on its own, but rather to connect it to the 
days that follow. 
There is nothing different here from the previous points that we focused on, 
this is rather their continuation: When we observe the commandment of 
affliction, considering how it may affect us ; When we do not simply say the 
right words in prayer, but rather focus on making a personal effort to improve 
our actions ; then we will see results of the work of Yom Kippur in the days 
that follow. 
 

 

 וטהר ליבנו לעבדך בלבב שלם.

 כתיבה וחתימה טובה,

 צבי קורן

 

 

 

 

 

 


