


The last five weeks, bracketed at 
one end by the beginning of Selichot 
and at the other end by Shabbat 
Bereishit, have enveloped us all in a 
period of significantly heightened 
spirituality. We have experienced 
the majesty of Rosh Hashanah, once 
again proclaiming Hashem as King 
over all creation. Then we had the 
ever intensifying crescendo through 
the Aseret Yemei Teshuvah - Ten Days 
of Repentance to the climax of Yom 
Hakadosh - the Holy Day with its tears 
both of regret for the past and hope 
for the future. 

Without drawing much breath, 
we moved seamlessly on to the all 
encompassing joy of sitting in the 
Succah - one of very few mitzvot that 
we perform with our whole body 
– pausing but momentarily along 
the way to select the choicest Lulav 
and Etrog to wave symbolically and 
mystically during Hallel. Then came the 
heady mix of Hoshanah Rabbah (the 
seventh day of Succot) simultaneously 
both Chol Hamo’ed and a Yom Tov, with 
its heavy overtones and evocation of 
the Yamim Nora’im - the High Holydays. 
We then felt the ecstasy of Simchat 
Torah privileged as we were both to 
celebrate the completion of another 
full cycle of Torah leyning and to give 
due recognition to the Chatanim, 
chosen for their contribution to the 
good of the community. 

In many shuls, this latter pleasure 
automatically spills over into Shabbat 

Bereishit, thereby extending the 
holiday period even more. Indeed, 
whilst there are various minhagim 
relating to the use of honey for dipping 
one’s Challah, there are those who 
continue to use honey (and, of course, 
salt) up to and including Shabbat 
Bereishit, and to say the special 
Harachaman (entreaty to Hashem) 
for Rosh Hashanah throughout this 
period. Perhaps this is not just a 
calendrical phenomenon resulting 
from the fact that Shabbat Bereishit 
always falls naturally within the month 
of Tishrei. Maybe there is a deeper 
lesson for us and a greater connection 
between the entire holyday period 
and Shabbat Bereishit.

Whenever I am asked to explain 
Rosh Hashanah to non-Jews, I always 
contrast their 31st December new year 
celebrations, traditionally fuelled by 
copious quantities of alcohol and often 
marked by excessive exuberance, with 
the serious business of reflection and 
introspection that is the hallmark of 
the Jewish New Year. The individual 
and personal cheshbon hanefesh - 
soul-searching and reckoning is then 
publicly engrossed to include our 
collective responsibility as Jews. This 
is reflected in the plural form of words 
used throughout the Ashamnu and 
Al Cheit prayers that comprise the 
Vidui - confessional in the services on 
Yom Hakadosh. As is well known; ‘Kol 
Yisrael areivim zeh lazeh – all Jews are 
responsible for each other’ and this 
extends to accepting joint and several 

liability for aveirot - sins committed 
only by others. This duality of 
obligations, between us and Hashem 
and between ourselves and our fellow 
Jews, represents a standard method 
of classification for all mitzvot. 

No doubt we all resolved during the 
Yamim Nora’im to improve some 
aspect of our relationship with the 
Almighty. Yet equally important is 
some enhancement in our interaction 
with our co-religionists. Those of us 
who are blessed with knowledge and 

experience of authentic Jewish Law 
and practice are particularly enjoined 
in the very first Mishnah of Pirkei 
Avot, which we have been reciting 
over the summer months; ‘Assu seyag 
laTorah’ usually translated as an edict 
to make a fence around the Torah. 
However, I recall Dayan Lichtenstein 
once pointing out that a seyag is not 
a fence but a hedge – the message 
being that we must simultaneously 
protect Torah-true Judaism from 
any alien encroachments whilst also 
making it attractive to those who are 
not yet sufficiently knowledgeable or 
fully observant.

As this Shabbat is also Shabbat 
Mevarchim, when we remind the 
congregation of the dates for the 
forthcoming Rosh Chodesh, we see 
an additional representation of the 
centrality in Judaism of interrelations 
with others. The Ba’al Tefilah (prayer 
leader) must be holding the Sefer 
Torah when saying the paragraph 
‘Mi sheassa nissim’ which ends off 
with ‘Chaveirim kol Yisrael – all Israel 

are brethren.’ This is a fundamental 
principle in Judaism and what unites 
us all in brotherhood is the Torah, 
which is being held at that very 
moment. 

Now that the intensity of the long 
holyday period is dissipating, surely 
Shabbat Bereishit is actually a most 
opportune moment to conduct an 
early review of our progress since 
Rosh Hashanah. Have we managed to 
maintain the improvement in mitzvah 
observance that we promised? Have 
we sustained that commitment 

to more regular Torah 
learning that was such a 
feature of our assurances 
to Hashem? Have we 
realised and preserved 

our distance from our personal 
shortcomings, just as we pledged 
to do? 

By conducting a frank assessment 
now, at what might be considered 
the end of the beginning of the New 
Year, we can actually infuse all of our 
sincere declarations and our elevated 
spirituality with a new impetus and 
vitality that should, with Hashem’s 
help, carry them over long into the rest 
of the year. However, it is abundantly 
evident that our resolutions must not 
only address our interface with the 
Divine but also our interactions with 
the tzelem Elokim – the G-dly image 
that is our fellow Jew. 

By positively addressing both aspects 
in at least some small way, may we 
find favour in Hashem’s eyes, just as 
Noach did in the last verse of parshat 
Bereishit, which was the cause of 
his salvation. May Hashem bless us, 
our families, our communities and 
Klal Yisrael with good health and 
happiness to enjoy a year filled with 
blessings and success.
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‘Kol Yisrael areivim zeh lazeh – all 
Jews are responsible for each other’


