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The Jewish High Holidays

The Jewish High Holidays, also known as the High Holy Days, consist of Rosh Hashanah, Yom Kippur, and Sukkot.

	Rosh Hashanah: This marks the Jewish New Year and is a time for reflection and self-examination. It usually falls in September or October. During Rosh Hashanah, the shofar (a ram's horn) is blown to symbolize a call to repentance. ¹

	Yom Kippur: Known as the Day of Atonement, Yom Kippur is a solemn day of fasting, prayer, and repentance. It occurs ten days after Rosh Hashanah and is considered the holiest day in the Jewish calendar. ²

	Ten Days of Repentance: The period between Rosh Hashanah and Yom Kippur is known as the Ten Days of Repentance or the Days of Awe. It's a time for self-reflection, seeking forgiveness, and making amends with others.

	Liturgy and Prayers: Special liturgical prayers, including the Unetanneh Tokef, are recited during the High Holidays. These prayers emphasize themes of repentance, forgiveness, and the Book of Life, where it is believed that God inscribes the fate of each person for the coming year. ³

	Tashlich: A symbolic ritual called Tashlich is performed during Rosh Hashanah, where people cast away breadcrumbs into a flowing body of water, symbolizing the casting away of sins.

	Traditional Foods: Apples dipped in honey are a common food during Rosh Hashanah, symbolizing the hope for a sweet and fruitful year. On Yom Kippur, the fast is broken with a special meal that often includes foods like challah and a variety of traditional dishes.

	Kittel: During Yom Kippur, some Jewish men wear a white robe called a kittel, which is also worn on other special occasions like weddings. It symbolizes purity and the hope for forgiveness.

	Kol Nidre: The Kol Nidre prayer, recited on the eve of Yom Kippur, is a solemn declaration that nullifies all vows made in the upcoming year. It is chanted three times to a haunting melody. ⁴




Footnotes:

¹ The shofar is traditionally blown 100 times on Rosh Hashanah, following a specific pattern of notes. (Scherman, The Complete Artscroll Machzor, 2001).

² Yom Kippur is observed with a 25-hour fast, during which work is prohibited, and Jews spend most of the day in synagogue services. (The Jewish Book of Why, Kolatch, 1981).

³ The Unetanneh Tokef prayer, attributed to an 11th-century rabbi, describes God's judgment and the belief that repentance, prayer, and charity can alter one's fate. (Hammer, Entering the High Holy Days, 1998).

⁴ The Kol Nidre melody is one of the most emotionally powerful chants in Jewish liturgy and has been set to music by many composers. (Baxt, Kol Nidrei: Its Origins and Development, 1971).
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Hanukkah, also known as the Festival of Lights, is a beloved Jewish holiday that lasts for eight nights and days, usually falling in December. It is a time of joy, family gatherings, and special traditions.

	Festival of Lights – Hanukkah is called the Festival of Lights because it commemorates the lighting of the menorah in the ancient Temple1. The holiday lasts for eight nights, symbolizing the miracle of the oil that burned far longer than expected.

	Story of the Miracle – The holiday celebrates the miracle of the oil in the ancient Jewish Temple2. When the Maccabees reclaimed the temple, they found only enough oil to light the menorah (a special candelabrum) for one day. Miraculously, the oil lasted for eight days, giving them enough time to prepare more pure oil.

	Menorah Lighting – Families celebrate Hanukkah by lighting the menorah each night3. It has nine branches—eight for each night of Hanukkah and one extra candle, the "shamash," used to light the others.

	Dreidel Game – The dreidel is a spinning top with Hebrew letters on each side4. Children play a game with it, spinning it and following the instructions based on the letter it lands on. The letters stand for "Nes Gadol Haya Sham," meaning "A great miracle happened there."

	Gifts and Gelt – Children often receive gifts during Hanukkah, and they may also receive gelt, which are chocolate coins covered in gold foil.

	Latkes and Sufganiyot – Traditional foods during Hanukkah include latkes (potato pancakes) and sufganiyot (jelly-filled doughnuts). Cooking and eating these treats is a fun part of the celebration, and frying them in oil symbolizes the miracle of the oil.

	Family Time – Hanukkah is a time for families to come together. Children enjoy spending time with their families, playing games, and enjoying special meals.

	Traditions and Songs – There are many traditional songs and prayers associated with Hanukkah, and families often sing them together. One well-known song is "Ma'oz Tzur" (Rock of Ages), which is sung after lighting the menorah.
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	The lighting of the menorah is central to Hanukkah celebrations, representing the enduring light of faith and resilience. 

	The Hanukkah story is recorded in the Books of the Maccabees, which describe the rededication of the Second Temple in Jerusalem. 

	The menorah is placed in a window or doorway to publicize the miracle of Hanukkah, as is customary in Jewish tradition. 

	The dreidel game originated as a way for Jewish people to study the Torah in secret during times of persecution. 
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Tu Bishvat, also known as the Jewish New Year for Trees, is a special holiday that celebrates the importance of trees and nature. Here are 10 facts about Tu Bishvat that are suitable for kids:

	Birthday for Trees: Tu Bishvat, which usually falls in January or February, is like a birthday celebration for trees. It is a time to appreciate and take care of the environment. ¹

	New Year for Trees: Tu Bishvat is sometimes called the "New Year for Trees" because it marks the beginning of a new agricultural year in the Hebrew calendar. ²

	Fruitful Celebration: People often celebrate Tu Bishvat by eating a variety of fruits, especially those that are associated with the land of Israel, like dates, figs, and pomegranates.

	Planting Trees: Many people use Tu Bishvat as an opportunity to plant trees. It's a way to contribute to the environment and help make the world a greener place.

	Four Types of Trees: In traditional Tu Bishvat celebrations, four types of trees are highlighted: trees with edible fruits and inedible shells, trees with edible fruits and edible shells, trees with inedible fruits and inedible shells, and trees with inedible fruits and edible shells.

	Seder for Tu Bishvat: Some people celebrate Tu Bishvat with a special meal called a "seder," similar to the Passover seder. It includes eating specific fruits and drinking different kinds of wine or grape juice.³

	Environmental Awareness: Tu Bishvat is also a time for reflecting on environmental issues and promoting conservation efforts. It encourages people to take care of the Earth and its resources.

	Shevat Month: Tu Bishvat falls on the 15th day of the Hebrew month of Shevat. It's a time when winter is starting to fade, and the promise of spring and new growth is in the air. ⁴


Tu Bishvat is a joyous occasion that not only connects people to nature but also emphasizes the significance of environmental stewardship and sustainability.



Footnotes:

¹ Tu Bishvat is mentioned in the Mishnah (Rosh Hashanah 1:1) as one of four "New Years" in the Jewish calendar. (Scherman, The Stone Edition Chumash, 1993).

² The holiday was originally used to determine tithes on fruit trees, following biblical agricultural laws. (The Jewish Book of Why, Kolatch, 1981).

³ The Tu Bishvat Seder was developed by Kabbalists in the 16th century, incorporating symbolic fruits and wines to represent different spiritual levels. (Green, A Guide to the Jewish Seasons, 2003).

⁴ In Israel, Tu Bishvat marks the beginning of the blooming of the almond tree (shkedia), one of the first signs of spring. (Hammer, Entering Jewish Prayer, 1994).
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Purim is a lively and joyous Jewish festival that commemorates the events of the Book of Esther. Here are 10 facts about Purim:

	The Origin of Purim: Purim is based on the biblical story found in the Book of Esther, which tells how Queen Esther, with the help of her cousin Mordecai, saved the Jewish people from the evil Haman's plot to destroy them. ¹

	Date of Celebration: Purim is celebrated on the 14th day of the Hebrew month of Adar, which usually falls in late winter or early spring. If a Jewish community is in a walled city, they celebrate on the 15th of Adar, known as Shushan Purim. ²

	Costumes and Masquerades: One of the most distinctive aspects of Purim is the tradition of dressing up in costumes. It is common for children and adults alike to wear costumes, a custom likely originating from the fact that Esther's true identity was initially hidden.

	Purim Spiel: A Purim spiel is a comedic and often musical retelling of the story of Esther. It is a form of entertainment performed in synagogues and communities during the holiday.

	Hamantaschen: A popular Purim treat is hamantaschen, triangular-shaped pastries filled with sweet fillings such as poppy seeds, fruit preserves, or chocolate. The name "hamantaschen" is derived from Haman, the villain in the Purim story. ³

	Megillah Reading: The Megillah is the scroll containing the Book of Esther, and it is read aloud in the synagogue during Purim. Whenever Haman's name is mentioned, it is customary to drown out the sound with noisemakers called "graggers."

	Mishloach Manot: The tradition of giving gifts of food, known as mishloach manot, is an essential part of Purim. It is customary to give at least two different types of food to friends, symbolizing the importance of unity and friendship.

	Matanot LaEvyonim: Another Purim tradition involves giving to those in need. Matanot LaEvyonim, or gifts to the poor, emphasizes the importance of charity during the 

	holiday. ⁴




Footnotes:

¹ The story of Purim is found in the biblical Book of Esther, traditionally read from a handwritten scroll known as a Megillah during the holiday. (Scherman, The Complete Artscroll Megillah, 1991).

² Shushan Purim is named after the ancient Persian capital of Shushan, where the Jews fought for an extra day to defend themselves. (The Jewish Book of Why, Kolatch, 1981).

³ The three-cornered shape of hamantaschen is sometimes explained as resembling Haman’s hat or ears, though its origins are debated. (Green, A Guide to Jewish Traditions, 2003).

⁴ The practice of Matanot LaEvyonim is based on Esther 9:22, which instructs Jews to help the poor as part of Purim celebrations. (Hammer, Entering Jewish Prayer, 1994).

Passover

Passover, also known as Pesach, is a significant Jewish festival that commemorates the liberation of the Israelites from slavery in ancient Egypt. Here are 10 facts about Passover:

	Biblical Origin: Passover is based on the biblical story of the Exodus, where the Israelites were freed from slavery under the leadership of Moses. The name "Passover" refers to the passing over of the houses of the Israelites by the angel of death.¹

	Matzah: During Passover, unleavened bread called matzah is eaten to symbolize the haste with which the Israelites left Egypt. Leavened products (chametz) are avoided during the festival. ²

	Seder: The Passover Seder is a special ceremonial meal held on the first two nights of Passover. It involves the retelling of the Exodus story, symbolic foods, and the recitation of the Haggadah, a text that guides participants through the Seder.

	The Four Cups: During the Seder, four cups of wine or grape juice are traditionally consumed, each corresponding to a promise made by God in Exodus 6:6-7: redemption, deliverance, redemption with an outstretched arm, and acceptance as a nation.³

	The Seder Plate: The Seder plate contains symbolic foods representing various aspects of the Exodus story, including matzah, bitter herbs (maror), a mixture of apples, nuts, and wine called charoset, a roasted lamb shank bone (zeroah), a boiled egg (beitzah), and karpas (a vegetable).

	Afikoman: A piece of matzah called the Afikoman is broken and hidden during the Seder. Children search for it, and its discovery usually leads to a small prize or reward.

	Search for Chametz: Before Passover begins, Jewish households engage in a thorough cleaning to remove all traces of chametz. This cleaning is known as bedikat chametz, and any remaining chametz is symbolically burned the next morning.

	Festival of Freedom: Passover is often referred to as the "Festival of Freedom" as it celebrates the liberation of the Israelites from slavery. The themes of freedom and social justice are integral to the Passover narrative. ⁴




Footnotes:

¹ The story of Passover is found in the Book of Exodus, particularly in chapters 12–15, where God commands the Israelites to mark their doors with lamb's blood so the plague will pass over them. (Scherman, The Stone Edition Chumash, 1993).

² The Torah commands Jews to eat matzah for seven days (or eight in the Diaspora) and prohibits chametz during this period. (Kolatch, The Jewish Book of Why, 1981).

³ The four cups symbolize the four expressions of redemption in Exodus 6:6-7: "I will bring you out," "I will deliver you," "I will redeem you," and "I will take you as My people." (Green, A Guide to the Jewish Seasons, 2003).

⁴ Many Jewish communities use the Passover story as a lesson on social justice, relating it to modern struggles for freedom. (Hammer, Entering Jewish Prayer, 1994).

The Counting of the Omer

The period of 49 days from Passover to Shavuot is known as the Counting of the Omer. Here are 10 facts about this time:

	Biblical Basis: The Counting of the Omer is based on a biblical commandment found in Leviticus 23:15-16. It instructs the Israelites to count seven complete weeks, or 49 days, from the day after the Sabbath following Passover to the day before the festival of Shavuot.¹

	Symbolic Offering: The Omer was a measure of barley that was traditionally brought as an offering to the Temple on the second day of Passover. The Counting of the Omer connects the agricultural and spiritual aspects of the Jewish calendar.

	Agricultural Connection: The period of the Omer is associated with the barley harvest in ancient Israel. Shavuot, which follows the Omer count, is linked to the wheat harvest.²

	Spiritual Growth: The Counting of the Omer is seen as a time of spiritual reflection and personal growth. Each day represents a step in the journey from the liberation of Passover to the revelation of the Torah at Mount Sinai on Shavuot.

	Mourning Period: Traditionally, the period of the Omer is considered a semi-mourning period in Jewish custom. Weddings, parties, and other joyous events are often avoided during this time to commemorate a historical tragedy associated with the death of Rabbi Akiva's students. ³

	Customary Blessing: When counting the Omer each night, a specific blessing is recited, acknowledging the commandment to count the Omer and the significance of the day within the counting.

	Kabbalistic Significance: In Kabbalistic tradition, each week and day of the Omer is associated with specific divine attributes or emanations. This adds a mystical dimension to the counting.

	Lag BaOmer: The 33rd day of the Omer, known as Lag BaOmer, is a break in the semi-mourning period. It is a day of celebration associated with the anniversary of the death of Rabbi Shimon bar Yochai, a key figure in Jewish mysticism. ⁴


The Counting of the Omer serves as a meaningful bridge between Passover and Shavuot, emphasizing both the agricultural and spiritual aspects of










	Date of Celebration: Jerusalem Day is celebrated on the 28th day of the Hebrew month of Iyar. In the Gregorian calendar, this date usually falls in May or June. ¹

	Six-Day War: The Six-Day War took place in June 1967, during which Israel fought against neighboring Arab states. The conflict resulted in Israel gaining control of the Sinai Peninsula, the West Bank, the Gaza Strip, and East Jerusalem, including the Old City. ²

	Reunification of Jerusalem: A significant moment during the Six-Day War was the reunification of Jerusalem on June 7, 1967. Israeli forces captured the Old City, which had been under Jordanian control since 1948.

	Western Wall Liberated: As part of the reunification, Israeli forces gained access to the Western Wall (also known as the Wailing Wall), one of the holiest sites in Judaism. The Western Wall had been off-limits to Jews during the Jordanian occupation.

	Legal Status of Jerusalem: The international community has varying views on the status of Jerusalem. Israel regards Jerusalem as its capital, a position not universally recognized. The status of Jerusalem is a central issue in Israeli-Palestinian peace negotiations.³

	Official Recognition: In 1980, Israel passed the Jerusalem Law, declaring Jerusalem to be the "complete and united" capital of Israel. However, many countries do not recognize this and maintain their embassies in Tel Aviv due to the ongoing Israeli-Palestinian conflict.

	Celebrations in Israel: Jerusalem Day is marked by various events and celebrations in Israel. Many people participate in parades, concerts, and other festivities. It is a day to express national pride and unity.

	Religious Significance: Jerusalem holds immense religious significance for Judaism, Christianity, and Islam. It is home to important religious sites such as the Western Wall, the Church of the Holy Sepulchre, and the Dome of the Rock. ⁴















	Date of Celebration: Israel Independence Day is celebrated annually on the 5th day of the Hebrew month of Iyar. In the Gregorian calendar, this usually falls in April or May. ¹

	Declaration of Independence: On May 14, 1948, David Ben-Gurion, the head of the Jewish Agency, proclaimed the establishment of the State of Israel, declaring the establishment of a Jewish state in Eretz-Israel (the Land of Israel). ²

	End of the British Mandate: The declaration marked the end of the British Mandate in Palestine. The British had governed the region since the League of Nations granted them the mandate after World War I.³

	Celebratory Atmosphere: Israel Independence Day is a day of joy and celebration. It is marked by various events, including fireworks, concerts, parades, and parties throughout the country.

	Memorial Day Preceding Independence Day: Yom Ha'atzmaut is preceded by Yom Hazikaron, Israel's Memorial Day, which honors fallen soldiers and victims of terrorism. The transition from a somber memorial observance to a festive celebration is marked by a state ceremony.

	Traditional Barbecues: One of the popular customs on Yom Ha'atzmaut is the outdoor barbecue, with many Israelis taking advantage of the warmer weather to celebrate with family and friends.

	Air Force Flyovers: The Israel Air Force often conducts impressive flyovers across the country during the Independence Day celebrations. This includes various types of aircraft displaying the national flag colors.

	Ceremonial Lighting of Torches: A major event on the evening of Independence Day is the official ceremony on Mount Herzl in Jerusalem, where a dozen torches are lit to represent different aspects of Israeli life and society. ⁴












	Shavuot comes exactly seven weeks after Passover, which is why it's also called the Feast of Weeks1. It’s like a big celebration at the end of counting down for seven whole weeks!

	Shavuot actually has five different names! The most common one is Shavuot, but it's also called Chag HaKatzir, which means "Harvest Festival"2.

	Torah Time! Shavuot marks the day when Jewish people believe Moses received the Torah, the holy book, on Mount Sinai3. It’s a time to learn and celebrate this special gift. Many people stay up late on the first night of Shavuot to study the Torah—almost like a special all-night reading party!

	On Shavuot, it's traditional to eat lots of delicious dairy foods like cheese, blintzes, and cheesecake4. There's no meat for this holiday feast, making it a sweet and creamy celebration!

	Many people stay up late on the first night of Shavuot to study the Torah. It's like a special all-night reading party, where people immerse themselves in learning and discussion about Jewish teachings.

	Water Fun! Because the Torah is compared to water that nourishes our souls, some people have water fights or play other water games on Shavuot.

	Shavuot is also a time to celebrate the harvest of fruits and grains. In the past, people brought baskets of their first fruits to the Temple in Jerusalem, continuing the tradition of gratitude and giving.
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