Getting the Most Out of the High Holidays
The Tzedek Scroll

September 1999

Let’s face it.  Attending a concert, movie or sports event is much easier to do than attending religious services.  For a theater or sports event, one merely shows up, sits down and if the production is good and the athletes play to there potential, one is entertained.  However, although it may be easier and even more entertaining, they are not more meaningful.

Attending a service is a different proposition altogether.  Unfamiliarity with the rituals and customs of the service may leave one feeling a bit intimated and may even cause it to appear foreign.  People may enter and exit randomly throughout the service.  But perhaps the biggest difference lies in the fact that one comes to the service not to be entertained, and not merely as a spectator, but as a participant.

To truly get the most out of the holidays, it is important to come to the service in the proper frame of mind.  A famous passage in the Talmud states that prior to praying, it was a custom of some of the rabbis to spend an hour in meditation and preparation so that they could approach the service with a clear mind, in the proper mood, and with full “kavannah.”  In this spirit, I would like to suggest that it may be helpful to read through the “Mahzor” (High Holiday Prayer Book) prior to coming to services.  This will help one to become more familiar with the flow of the service.  It may also be a good idea to take a look at the Torah readings and haftarah readings for the holiday, as well as to read a book or article as to the meaning and significance of these very special days.

One should also attempt to reflect upon the essential message of this season and take steps to do a true “heshbon hanefesh” (accounting of one’s soul).  In this way we reflect upon the failings and shortcomings which need to be addressed, as well as the “teshuva” (repentance) and atonement which we strive to achieve at this season.  Give some thought to which aspect of Jewish tradition, rituals and customs you may wish to add to your personal practice in the coming year.  Be sure to discuss these concepts with your family and children so they will also come to these days with the proper attitude. 
Once the holiday arrives, I would recommend that you stay inside the sanctuary in a prayerful mode for the duration of services – from beginning to end.  Join us also for the Selichot service the Saturday night before Rosh Hashanah, as well as the Shabbat Shuvah service which falls in between the ten Days of Awe.  By the way, don’t forget that the second day can be every bit as moving and significant as the first.

Finally, I would like to suggest that it is crucial to create the feeling, atmosphere and spirit of the holiday in your home as well.  This is done by the preparation of traditional foods, the lighting of the candles and other home rituals which are central to every Jewish holiday.  Our sages described the Jewish home as a “mikdash me’at” (mini sanctuary) because it was meant to be a place of holiness where the beautiful traditions of our people are passed on from one generation to the next.  If you go out to a restaurant for your holiday meals or make no distinction or special preparations, you are depriving yourself and your family of a powerful opportunity to create a memorable and lasting impression of this special season.
