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Even for those deeply familiar with the Jewish calendar, the fall holiday season can feel
spiritually—and practically—overwhelming. The Hebrew month of Tishrei is packed with
holidays, including some of the most major moments of the entire Jewish year: Rosh
Hashanah (1 Tishrei), Yom Kippur (10 Tishrei), and Sukkot (15 Tishrei) arrive in rapid
succession, each carrying its own emotional and spiritual atmosphere. Awe and majesty.
Vulnerability and reckoning. Joy and abundance.

| often find myself wondering: What are we meant to take from this spiritual rollercoaster?
Why does Judaism ask us to invest so much energy, emotion, and time into this season?
And is there a way to experience these holy days not as isolated observances, but as a
connected journey with direction and purpose? This course grew out of those questions.

In four sessions, we will explore four different ways of understanding the holidays of
Tishrei as a single spiritual arc. Our guides will be a series of teachings from Vayikra
Rabbah, a classical collection of midrash. Midrash is the rabbinic tradition of close and
imaginative Torah interpretation, uncovering deeper layers of meaning within biblical
texts. In these teachings, our Rabbis read the verses describing the holidays in Leviticus
not simply as a calendar of observances, but as a map for inner transformation.

Alongside these midrashim, we will study the psalms woven throughout them
and explore how they deepen the emotional and spiritual imagination of the
season. As we learn, you’ll also become familiar with some of the literary
forms that shape classical midrash, including the petihta (the poetic

opening that frames a teaching by drawing on a provocative verse from

the Bible), the “target verse” that anchors the midrashic interpretation

in Torah, and the mashal, the parable that opens new pathways into
meaning.

Together with your havruta, you’ll encounter four
paths through Tishrei—four visions of what this
sacred season asks of us and what it might
awaken within us. My hope is that these texts

will help you move through the holidays with
greater intention, deeper understanding, and a
renewed appreciation for the spiritual

richness of this time of year.

Enjoy your learning!
—R. Aviva Richman
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“Seventh” month
We are used to
thinking of Rosh
Hashanah as the
beginning of the
year, but actually,
due to quirks of
calendrical history,
the months begin
not in Tishrei when
the year changes but
in Nisan (in which
Pesah falls). This
makes Tishrei, even
though it contains
the new year, the
seventh month. The
full slate of holidays
can also be found in
the comprehensive
list of sacrifices in
Bemidbar 28-29.

Leviticus
Translations of
biblical sourcesin
this course are based
on JPS, 1985.
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nn"7un 1y A Prolonged Journey of Forgiveness

Welcome to the first session of this course about the holidays of Tishrei. Each
session traces a specific arc or narrative that unites the otherwise disparate festivals
of Rosh Hashanah, Yom Kippur, and Sukkot. Before we begin studying texts, take a
few minutes to reflect on the following questions and share with your havruta:

» Whatis your experience of the fall Jewish holidays?
» Isthere one holiday that stands out as particularly meaningful for you? Why?

» Do you experience each holiday as connected to the others, or does each holiday
feel very distinct?

.. THE “SEVENTH MONTH” SEQUENCE OF HOLIDAYS

Before we get into the narrative arc of this session, we will spend some time with
the holidays of Tishrei as they are presented in the Torah. A full description of

the fall holidays of the “seventh” month™ can be found in the book of Vayikra
(Leviticus). The text describes the holidays on the first and tenth of the month, what
we call Rosh Hashanah and Yom Kippur, along with Sukkot on the fifteenth.

With your havruta, start by reading through Vayikra’s overview of the holidays of
the seventh month. This need not be a close reading, but as you skim with your
havruta, take note if anything jumps out to you about the character of each holiday.
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people thus: ‘In the seventh month, on the first
day of the month, you shall observe complete

blasts. #*You shall not work at your occupations;

and you shall bring an offering by fire to God.”

%God spoke to Moses: ?“Mark, on the tenth
day of this seventh month is the Day of
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http://www.sefaria.org/Numbers.28
https://www.sefaria.org/Leviticus.23.23
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hadar

Perhaps “beautiful,”
but the meaning

of this word is
important for various
midrashim we will
encounter in this
course. Regardless, it
refers to what we call
the etrog.
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Atonement. It shall be a sacred occasion for
you: you shall practice self-denial, and you
shall bring an offering by fire to God; *you
shall do no work throughout that day. For it

is a Day of Atonement, on which expiation

is made on your behalf before the God your
Lord. #Indeed, any person who does not
practice self-denial throughout that day shall
be cut off from their kin; *°and whoever does
any work throughout that day, I will cause that
person to perish from among their people.
31Do no work whatever; it is a law for all time,
throughout the ages in all your settlements.
2]t shall be a sabbath of complete rest for you,
and you shall practice self-denial; on the ninth
day of the month at evening, from evening to

evening, you shall observe this your sabbath.”

3God spoke to Moses: **“Say to the Israelite
people: ‘On the fifteenth day of this seventh
month there shall be the Feast of Booths

for God, [to last] seven days. **On the first
day shall be a sacred occasion: you shall not
work at your occupations; **seven days you
shall bring offerings by fire to God. On the
eighth day you shall observe a sacred occasion
and bring an offering by fire to God; it is a
solemn gathering: you shall not work at your

. »
occupat1ons. eee

¥Mark, on the fifteenth day of the seventh
month, when you have gathered in the

yield of your land, you shall observe the
festival of God [to last] seven days: a
complete rest on the first day, and a complete
rest on the eighth day. “*On the first day you
shall take the product of hadar™ trees,
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Branches of palm

Itrees branches of palm trees,” boughs of leafy trees, D?’I-.)Bt.f i ’3917 SIRIALALE

.e., what we call the . .

lulav. and willows of the brook, and you shall rejoice NN DM o) Ny
before God your Lord seven days. “*You shall w3 R nyaw T2 a0
observe it as a festival for God for seven days wna D;’Jjﬁ"lb Dl?w npn
in the year; you shall observe it in the seventh kR LRl
month as a law for all time, throughout the AR 17? 03} Nyaw 1awn
ages. “You shall live in booths (sukkot) seven B 7-31?43 Saklcbitlvy 55?‘4’73
days; all citizens in Israel shall live in booths, ni2p2 °2 DI W
®in order that future generations may know 553‘?7 723 NX NI
that I made the Israelite people live in booths D¥R YIXR NN XY
when I brought them out of the land of :D?’PBES X

Egypt,I God am your Lord.”

Questions from R. Aviva Richman
1. What kind of religious experience does each holiday conjure?
2. Do these holidays seem connected to each other in any way?

3. What are your questions about the purpose of this nearly month-long flow of
holidays?

1. AWAITING FORGIVENESS

The first arc we will trace between the fall holidays focuses on the theme of seeking
forgiveness. Instead of a single day of forgiveness on Yom Kippur, the midrash we
will study imagines that the entire series of holidays is an experience of seeking
forgiveness.

The impetus for this interpretation comes from a close reading of Vayikra 23:40
(alsov. 35), bolded in the verses above, that describes the fifteenth of the seventh
month as “the first day” of the holiday of Sukkot. How, our Rabbis ask, can the
fifteenth day of Tishrei be “the first day”? This question prompts the midrash to
probe the relationship between the fifteenth day of Tishrei (i.e., Sukkot) and the
first day of Tishrei (i.e., Rosh Hashanah).

The midrash tells a parable (in Hebrew: mashal), and then interprets the parable
(the nimshal). Start by carefully reading the parable first (Source #2) and answering
the questions that follow. Then you will move on to the read the interpretation
(Source #3).

< Project Zug | Powered by Hadar 50f10
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Vayikra Rabbah
We will spend a lot
of time with this
5t-gth century CE
Galilean collection
of midrashim in
this course. Vayikra
Rabbah is structured
in various sermons
based on specific
hooks and themes
from the Book

of Leviticus. It
often takes what
might seem as
outdated biblical
themes of sacrifice
and Temple and
extrapolates them
into contemporary
relevance. Itis a
masterful work and
I hope you feel you
get to know it a little
better through this
course!

In the name of

The statement,
before it made

its way into this
midrashic collection,
has been transmitted
by three generations
of rabbis, ultimately
going back to R. Levi
(late 3 century CE).

A city

The late Roman-
Byzantine empire
was administratively
divided into

cities and their
surrounding areas.

It was the richest

and most prominent
men of each city who
were responsible for
collecting and paying
the local imperial
taxes.
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Vayikra Rabbah 30:7

It is the fifteenth [of Tishrei], but you say “on
the first day”!?

R. Mana of She’av, R. Yehoshua of Sikhnin

in the name of” R. Levi said:

A parable: There was a city” that was
obligated to pay arrears to the emperor. The

emperor went to collect it.

[ When he was] within ten miles, all the
leaders of the city came out and praised him.

He waived a third of their taxes.

Within five miles—all the ordinary people
of the city came out and praised him. He

waived for them another third.

When he entered the city, all of the people
came out—men, women, children—and
praised him, and he waived for them

everything.

'The emperor said to them, “What has gone is

gone. From now, let us begin the count.”

2. How many stages are in the parable?

1:5 137 PN

I RN ey MR
MWKIT D2

YWIT? 237 INWT KD *27
Al "7 727 w3 17207

Doy Ny My TRb Hwn
NI 700 72m 7707

D113 Wy P ey 7ing
D17 TR AMEIP) 1T
15w XDInTA W

)13 XY PR e Tina
077 VAT MDIP) TR
Y Ty

b2y TR DI 3
o) DU DY AP TRA 23
Sam o A amehp)

DIT i b 1T K
Xy2wT >y X o

Questions about the mashal (parable) from R. Aviva Richman:

1. What s the conflict in the parable and how is the conflict resolved?

3. Whatis unclear in this parable? What questions are you left with?

60f10
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on Rosh Hashanah
eve

Apparently there was
a custom of phased
fasts before Yom
Kippur.

[Prominent]
individuals

For the function of
these individualsin
fasting, see Mishnah
Ta’anit 1:4.

And children

While Rabbinic
Judaism has decided
children are exempt
from fasting on

Yom Kippur, it is

not so obvious and
early sources have
some ambivalence.
For example, see
Tosefta Yoma 4:2
and compare to

the Samaritan
practice explained
here: https://www.
thetorah.com/article/
afflicting-the-soul-
a-day-when-even-
children-must-fast
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So too on Rosh Hashanah eve,” the leaders
of the generation fast—and the Holy Blessed

One waives for them a third of their sins.

And from Rosh Hashanah until Yom Kippur,
[prominent] individuals* fast—and the Holy
Blessed One waives for them a third of their

sins.

And on Yom Kippur, all of us fast—men,

women, and children”—

and the Holy Blessed One says to Israel,
“What is gone is gone; from now on, let us

begin the count.”

And from Yom Kippur until Sukkot, all of
Israel are occupied with mifzvor—this one
is occupied with their sukkah, this one their

lulav—

and on the first day of Sukkot all of Israel are
standing before the Holy Blessed One—and

their /ulavim and etrogim—tor the sake of

the Holy Blessed One,

and God says to them, “What is gone is

gone; from now on, let us begin the count.”

'This is why Moshe exhorts Israel: “On the
first day you shall take.”

Now turn to the continuation of the midrash, which elucidates the parable
(nimshal):
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Although it’s a little tricky, let's try to match up the nimshal to the mashal. (It’s tricky because there are two
different endings to the nimshal!) First, try to list all the aspects of the mashal and the nimshal and see how
they parallel one another. Then, check your list against the table below:

Parable | Mashal Elucidation | Nimshal

City Jews

Emperor God

Tax arrears Punishment for sins

Within 10 miles Rosh Hashanah

Within 5 miles Between Rosh Hashanah and Yom Kippur
Entering the city Yom Kippur OR Sukkot?

Praising Fasting OR occupied with the mitzvot of Sukkot?

Questions from R. Aviva Richman:

1. Which parallel aspects between mashal and nimshal feel intuitive and which do not? What might be the
significance of the parts where the correspondence is not as clear?

2. How do you understand the role of the preparation and celebration of Sukkot here? What do these have
to do with forgiveness?

3. Why does the statement of full forgiveness appear twice—once on Yom Kippur and once on Sukkot?
Could you see these two different endings as different modes for seeking forgiveness—whether through
suffering or through engagement with embodied mitzvot?

4. When you take in the whole midrash - the parable and its elucidation, how does it envision the journey
from Rosh Hashanah through Sukkot?
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I1l.ZZOOMING OUT: DELAYED FORGIVENESS

The midrashic parable suggests that full forgiveness, although the process begins at Rosh Hashanah, does
not come to us until Yom Kippur or perhaps even Sukkot. In the final part of the midrash, Rav Aha introduces
a verse from Psalms to convey this concept of delayed forgiveness.

Rav Aha said: “For with You there is forgiveness” (Psalm 2" (7 ’L)P eipiaty) KTIK 27 DK
130:4 [8))—from Rosh Hashanah, forgiveness waits with '-'U"?‘?U T wXIn ’”'_‘0’1?‘?3 3y
You. 2% nannn
And why all this? “So that You will be 713‘7 5’3‘:”3 ;KON 33-77-3]?" "-”;31? 72 5?
revered” (130:4)—in order to impose fear of You upon T3 oy RN

Your creations.

Questions from R. Aviva Richman:
1. According to Rav Aha, why does God “hold on” to forgiveness? Why not just give it right away?

2. According to Rav Aha’s framing, what kind of posture do we find ourselves in for an extended period in the
seventh month? What does this do for our Tishrei experience?

Now spend some time with Psalm 130 itself, the textual source for Rav Aha’s idea of forgiveness withheld for
a prolonged period. Given Rav Aha’s interpretation, we might now see this entire psalm as lingering on the
feeling of longing and waiting for forgiveness, each line stretching out our sense of anticipation, and even
anxiety, about whether forgiveness will come.

Psalm 130 ’7I7 T
'A song of ascents. nibynm e
Out of the depths I call You, God. el al-miyRsiipiaiijolal
*My Lord, listen to my voice; ’1?'1'|')::l YRy 1)7-X?
let Your ears be attentive Mawp AN MmN
to the sound of my plea. 200 51{)1?
’If You keep account of sins, God, - YN Niy-ox?
My Lord, who will survive? TRy M )T-X
‘But with You there is forgiveness ﬂU"?I?U El) Ak
so that You may be held in reverence. XA ].‘s]?_:’?
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°T wait for God; ommpe
My soul waits; w1 A
And in God’s word I await with hope. 3’3:7‘?7:”‘-1 h;j)?]
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My soul waits for my God

More than watchmen for the morning,
watching for the morning.

7O Israel, wait with hope for God; g BN 1715?‘477 by
for with God is steadfast love TRV T DY 73

and great power to redeem. SAREREN I ER)

8]t is God Who will redeem Israel 583‘?7 nx 1797 KTy

from all their sins. R AR 17'37;

Questions from R. Aviva Richman:
1. What do you notice in the psalm now, aware of the idea that God intentionally holds back forgiveness?
2. Which phrases highlight this image of prolonged waiting for forgiveness?

3. Which phrases resonate most with you?

Take a Step Back

1. Does delaying forgiveness seem fair to you? Does it feel different if it is God delaying
forgiveness, as opposed to a person delaying forgiveness?

2. Have you ever experienced this dynamic of delayed forgiveness in an interpersonal
relationship? If you have, how would you think about that experience now that you’ve
studied this midrash and this psalm?

3. What might you learn or gain from experiencing the period between Rosh Hashanah and
Sukkot as a period of delayed forgiveness, as a process that involves significant periods of
waiting? Have you ever thought about the Tishrei holidays this way?

4. What are different actions you might take—whether more like “fasting” or more like engaging
with mitzvot—when you find yourself in multiple stages of waiting for forgiveness—or waiting
to forgive?
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