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The High Holiday period is marked with numerous events that are performed for symbolic

purposes. Whether it is dipping an apple in honey, eating the head of a sheep, or waving a

chicken over one's head, symbolic traditions are commonplace during this period.

There are a number of questions that one might ask regarding these traditions:

1) What is the purpose of the symbolic acts? Can a symbolic act really affect future events?
2) The Torah (Vayikra 19:26) states "Lo Tinachashu," you shall not engage in divination. The
Gemara, Sanhedrin 65b, defines this prohibition as interpreting certain events or signs as

omens that one should or shouldn't engage in certain activities. How do our symbolic

traditions differ from prohibited divinations?

3) Do these acts have inherent value or do they serve as catalysts for something else?

One of the most significant sources regarding symbolism is a passage in the Gemara:

Our Rabbis taught: The kings are anointed only at a fountain,
that their sovereignty may endure, as it is said, And the king said
unto them: “Take with you the servants of your lord . .. and bring
him down to Gihon’. R. Ammi said: He who wishes to ascertain
whether he will live through the year or not shall, during the ten
days between the New Year and the Day of Atonement, kindle a
lamp in a house wherein there is no draught. If the light continues
to burn he may know that he will live through the year. He who
desires to engage in business and wishes to ascertain whether he
will succeed or not, let him rear up a cock; if it grows plump and
fine he will succeed. He who desires to set out on a journey and
wishes to ascertain whether he will return home again or not, let
him station himself in a dark house; if he sees the reflection of his

shadow he may know that he will return home again. This,

21

XOR 2°297277 DR 2w PR "N
QNIYR TWRNW 373 1V Y
DOMAY 1P DAY TN RN 'RIw
anTMmM ["A] 22°117R 272V DX
RIT NN 927 MR A DR NN
R TNW PO R Y70 22T RN
1727 o0 TV RAW 2001 R
XN°22 0°79377 2% MW WRA
TN TWN OR RPOT W1 RYT
SYAT IRMY TPNY PO0NT YT

SR VTAY SV RPDIWA 72917
X?13170 727°% ¥R K7 X 1737
YT INA ORI I8N DU PAY R
R YTRY OV [RAIRT] PO
XN°22 0IP°1 K7 °K XN°27 DX 1
Y77 IR1227 X122 0T OR RN2AMT

YESHIVA UNIVERSITY ¢ ROSH HASHANA TO-GO * TISHREI 5770



however, is not a proper thing to do, lest his courage fail him and

he meet with misfortune in consequence. Said Abaye: Now that it
has been said that omens are of significance, a man should make

a regular habit of seeing at the beginning of the year, pumpkin,

fenugreek, leek, beet and dates.
Horayot 12a (Adapted from Soncino Translation)

Said Abaye: Since you hold that symbols are meaningful, every

man should make it a habit to eat on New Year pumpkin,
fenugreek, leek, beet and dates.
Keritut 6a (Soncino Translation)
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The source for using symbolic foods on Rosh Hashanah is the statement of Abaye, who deduces

from the fact that simana milta (signs are significant) that these foods should be used at the

beginning of the year.

Question: What portion of the passage of Gemara is Abaye's source for the concept of simana

milta? The answer to this question seems to be the subject of a dispute among the Rishonim

that lays the groundwork for two different approaches to understanding these symbols.

The First Approach

The first approach is presented by R. Menachem Meiri (1249-1306):

When kings were anointed, they would do so near a spring

as a good sign that his kingdom should flow (like a spring).

This is not divination, rather [its purpose is] to inspire him
to behave in the way of a spring whose waters don't dry up
... There are many things that are permissible that are
similar to divination but are not actual divination, rather
a sign to inspire one to perform good deeds. This is what
they said to place on one’s table on the night of Rosh
Hashanah pumpkin, fenugreek, etc., for some of them grow
quickly and some grow to large sizes. In order that one
does not violate the prohibition against divination, they
instituted a recitation that inspires one to repent ... Itis
known that this is only a point of reference because it is not
contingent on the recitation alone, rather on repentance
and good deeds. However, acts that are performed in the
manner of divination are categorically prohibited such as
that which it states that certain people when they begin a
business venture raise a rooster in the name of the business
and if it grows nicely, they are confident in their success.
This is what they stated that this and acts like this should
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not be performed and it is not proper to rely on these
omens ...
Beit HaBechirah Horayot 12a
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According to Meiri, all of R. Ami's litmus tests are rejected because they violate the prohibition

against divination. The reason why it is permissible to serve symbolic foods on Rosh Hashanah

is that they are not meant as a litmus test to check if one is going to experience a good year.

Rather, their purpose is to focus on repentance and self-improvement. This is why there is a

recitation accompanying all of these symbols. According to Meiri, one must conclude that

Abaye's source for simana milta is the statement of the Beraita that one should anoint a king near

a spring. This tradition is parallel to the symbolism of Rosh Hashanah in that the purpose is not

to test the king, but rather to encourage him to rule with strength.

The Second Approach

Mordechai (1250-1298) has a diferent understanding of the Gemara's passage.

That which it states that this is not proper because his
courage may fail him etc., only refers to one who is
travelling and wants to test if he will return home.
[The reason why this is not proper is] that the satan
prosecutes during times of danger, like in the case of
someone who is travelling ... and he is therefore easily
susceptible to bad luck.

Mordechai Yoma no. 723
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According to Mordechai, R. Ami's litmus tests to determine the success of future events are

valid. The one test that is invalid is only invalid for technical reasons. As such, Abaye's

recommendation to serve certain foods at the beginning of the year is based on the fact that

certain events can have an impact on the future.

One must then ask: Why aren't R. Ami's litmus tests a violation of the prohibition against
divination? R. Shmuel Eidels (1555-1631) addresses this question:

The good that comes from G-d comes with certainty as
it states 'a good trait that comes from G-d is not
retracted,’ but bad does not come with certainty
because it can always be changed. For this reason, if
someone creates a sign for the positive it is not
considered divination, rather a symbol that one will
receive positive benefits from G-d. However, if one
creates an omen for oneself for something negative, it is
considered divination because one assumes that it
comes with certainty, when in reality, there is always a
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chance for change ... For this reason, the Gemara X7 129821 RY O RNW 2701 R ¥7° KD 7
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does not burn, he will [ certainly ] have a negative year,
it is considered divination.
Maharsha, Horayot 12a

According to R. Eidels, the prohibition against divination only applies if one sees a certain event
as an omen that something bad will certainly happen. However, if the event is an omen that
something good will happen there is no prohibition. Therefore, R. Ami's litmus tests are only for
the purpose of testing if there is a good omen. If the results of these litmus tests are negative, one
may still experience a positive result. As such, Abaye's comments are based on the fact that one
can create positive omens for oneself and it is not a violation of divination.

According to R. Eidels’ explanation, these symbols have inherent value. They are not merely for
the purpose of inspiring one to repent and improve oneself. One must then ask: how do these
symbols provide one with success?

R. Avraham Danzig (1748-1820), Chayei Adam, Hilchot Rosh Hashanah 139:6, and R. Shmuel
Borenstein (1856-1926), Shem MiShmuel, Mo'adim, Rosh Hashanah 5677, suggest that one can
explain the inherent significance of the symbols based on a comment of Ramban (1194-1270):

One should know that all heavenly decrees have a permanent | 127 RN WX 17°Y NI 92 %) ¥N

effect when they are converted from a statement to an action. T TN LTNT 239 OR 77T
Therefore, we find the prophets performing acts to WY 1390715 23 7Y nepnn
accompany the prophecy. NIRIID WY DRV
Ramban, Bereishit 12:6 127 MWwRI2 7"anT

According to Ramban, performing an act can concretize a positive judgment that has not yet come
to fruition. This is the explanation of the symbolic acts that were performed by the prophets.
Based on Ramban's comments, R. Borenstein explains that the purpose of the symbols on the
night of Rosh Hashanah is to concretize any positive decrees that one may have earned before
Rosh Hashanah so that they are not overturned during the judgment of Rosh Hashanah.

Practical Differences

There are practical differences between the two different approaches to understanding how simana
milta works. First, according to Meiri's approach, the recitation of the prayer is an integral part of
the service. The recitation is what allows one to focus on repentance and improving oneself.
According to Mordechai's approach, the recitation is not an integral part of the service.

Second, there are two different versions of Abaye's statement. In Horayot, Abaye is recorded as
saying that one should see the symbolic foods at the beginning of the year. In Keritut, Abaye is
recorded as saying that one should eat the symbolic foods. It is possible that these two versions
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represent the two different approaches to understanding simana milta. According to Meiri, the

symbolic foods serve to focus on repentance and self-improvement. As such, it should be sufficient

to see the symbolic foods and not necessarily to eat them. In fact, Meiri, in formulating this

practice writes "this is what they said to place on one's table etc." According to R. Danzig's and R.

Borenstein's explanation of simana milta, an act must be performed in order for the symbolism to

be effective. As such, it is arguable that seeing or serving the symbolic foods is not a significant

enough act. One must actually eat the foods in order for the symbolism to be effective.

Kaparot

These two approaches are reflected in how one understands the practice of kaparot. Kaparot is

the practice where one waves a chicken around one's head and proclaims that the chicken should

serve as atonement for one's transgressions. How can waving a chicken over one's head provide

atonement?

Meiri notes that kaparot has historically been a controversial practice:

Many objected to this practice but [their objections]
were not accepted because most scholars allowed the
practice as long as it is similar to the signs of Rosh
Hashanah ... In my opinion, they wanted to say that
the purpose of this practice is to inspire the individual
and to instill fear in him; to see himself and his entire
family as culpable to G-d because of his transgressions
and if he repents to G-d with all of his heart, G-d will
change curses to blessings and remove his initial decree
because of his repentance. Because this is the purpose
of this practice, it is combined with giving charity and
sending food items to the poor with the chickens.
Chibbur HaTeshuva 2:8
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Meiri, in justifying the practice of kaparot, references his own comments regarding simana milta.

The purpose of kaparot is to inspire one to repent. This is why this practice is accompanied with

providing the slaughtered chickens to the poor.

R. Ya'akov Weil (15" century) seems to explain kaparot in a similar manner:

On Erev Yom Kippur one should perform kaparot ... and

one should think that he is culpable for death like this

(bird). This is the reason for sacrifices. We throw the bird

to the ground, similar to stoning, the slaughtering is like
death by sword, grabbing it by the neck is like
strangulation and burning it like death by fire.
Teshuvot Mahari Veil no. 191
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According to R. Weil, the purpose of kaparot is to instill a sense of fear in the participant that he
is held accountable for his transgressions. Therefore, he is supposed to imagine going through
the various processes of capital punishment while performing kaparot.

R. Avraham Danzig seems to understand that R. Weil's comments are based on the second

approach:

One should not think that this is his atonement, rather one ROX 10792 7TW W KD DaAR

should think that everything that happens to this bird should 207 1T WD PWIWY an Dow 2w
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overturn the decree and will enact it on the bird (similar to the
comments of Ramban at the beginning of Parshat Lech Lecha
regarding Avraham's walk).

Chayei Adam, Hilchot Yom Kippur 144:4

R. Danzig seems to place a different focus on the need to imagine oneself experiencing capital
punishment. By referencing the aforementioned comments of Ramban, R. Danzig implies that
kaparot serve as a confirmation of the repentance process. When one performs kaparot, it is
assumed that he has already repented and the kaparot symbolize the fact that G-d has accepted
the repentance and reversed any bad decrees. The kaparot concretize the acceptance of his

repentance.

R. Danzig, in explaining kaparot, is consistent with his general approach towards symbolic acts.
He explains the symbols of Rosh Hashanah night based on the comments of Ramban and uses
the same general approach to explain kaparot.

Summary

We have seen two basic approaches to understanding the symbolic acts of the High Holidays.
One approach is that the symbols serve to inspire one to repent and improve oneself. The other
approach is that the symbols serve to confirm a positive heavenly decree. One can apply these
two approaches to many traditions that are practiced throughout the year. May this year be a
year of self-improvement, repentance and blessing!
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Yeshiva University Center for the Jewish Future - Rabbi Isaac Elchanan Theological Seminary
invite you to an

Erev Yom Kigpur Leil Iyun

Motzei Shabbat, September 26, 2009

9:30pm - Rabbi Dr. Jacob J Schacter

Senior Scholar, Center for the Jewish Future
- Optimism, Hope, & Human Greatness:
A Different Perspective on Yom Kippur
oh 10:30pm - Rabbi Aaron Kahn

Rosh Yeshiva, RIETS

Erev Yom Kippur - What Is It?

Open to Men and Women * No Registration Required
Complimentary Parking and Refreshments Available

Yeshiva University, Wilf Campus

Lamport Auditorium
Entrance on Am rdamf\_\@,_petw 186 and 187 St (Zysman Hall)
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THE YESHIVA UNIVERSITY STUDENT MEDICAL ETHICS SOCIETY AND THE YESHIVA UNIVERSITY CENTER FOR THE JEWISH FUTURE PRESENT
THE FULD FAMILY MEDICAL ETHICS CONFERENCE
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JEWISH PERSPECTI

SUNDAY, OCTOBER 18, 2009
YESHIVA UNIVERSITY, WILF CAMPUS

RABBI EDWARD REICHMAN, M.D.
CONFERENCE CHAIRMAN

PRE-REGISTRATION REQUIRED. GO TO WWW.YU.EDU/MEDICALETHICS
FOR MORE INFORMATION, CONTACT US AT MEDICALETHICS@YU.EDU
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