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High Holidays III: The Calendar
     of T’shuvah

The Whole-School Holiday Curriculum

Rabbi Kruspendi taught that 
three books are open on Rosh 
ha-Shanah. One is for the 
totally wicked. One is for the 
totally righteous. One is for 
all those who are in between. 
The totally righteous are 
immediately written in 
the book of life. The totally 
wicked are immediately 
written in the book of death. 
For all those who are in 
between (just about all of us), 
judgment is withheld to the 
end of Yom Kippur.

T’shuvah is the way we feel 
sorry about bad things we 
have done and good things 
we have not done. We get 
ready to be better in the 
future. Rosh ha-Shanah is 
at the heart of a season of 
t’shuvah that begins on the 
first day of the month of Elul. 
Elul is the month before Rosh 
ha-Shanah. It goes almost to 
the end of Tishre. Tishre is the 
month that begins with Rosh 
ha-Shanah.

by Carrie Hearshen

The Midrash on 
the Calendar

Midrash is a collection 
of stories about Bible 
stories. They often tell 
“the rest of the story” 
of what happened 
around the Bible story. 
In the midrash we can 
find the dates for some 
of the story. In the 
midrash we learn:

After the Families-
of-Israel made the 
Golden Calf, Moses 
broke the first set of the 
Ten Commandments. 
Moses went back up 
to get the second set 
on the first day of 
Elul. He came down 
with the new set forty 
days later. Forty days 
later is Yom Kippur. 
While Moses was up 
on the mountain the 
people repented. 
Draw a little set of 
Ten Commandment 
tablets on both the 
first of Elul and Yom 
Kippur.

Yom ha-Zikharon
Rosh ha-Shanah has three names. 

One of them is Yom ha-Zikaron, the 
“day of remembering.” We are told 
that God remembered promises to 

Sarah, Rachel, Hanah, Joseph, and 
the Families-of-Israel on Rosh ha-

Shanah. What do we hope for on 
the day of remembering?

Yom Tru'ah
Another name for Rosh 
ha-Shanah is Yom Tru'ah, 
the “day of sounding the shofar.” 
We remember that Abraham and 
Isaac went up a mountain to sacrifice 
to God and found a ram waiting for 
them. The shofar reminds us that God 
provided us with the ram’s horn to call 
us to pray. How else does God help us 
repent?

Yom Horat ha-
Olam

The third name for Rosh ha-
Shanah is Yom Horat ha-Olam, 
the birthday of the world. 
Rosh ha-Shanah was actually 

the sixth day of creation. It was 
the day that Adam and Eve were 

born, sinned, were judged, and 
were forgiven. Why does God forgive 

us if we do t’shuvah (repent)?
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The Calendar of a Trial
The midrash teaches that high holidays are 
like a trial. They give a calendar for that 
trial. We are told that we should feel as if:

Starting on the first of Elul the angels begin 
to gather the evidence against us. They 
find the things we did wrong and the right 
things we didn’t do. Starting then we, too, 
think about our behavior. In small letters 
write “evidence” in the first day of Elul.

On Rosh ha-Shanah a trial takes place. We 
are judged for our actions. It is also a day 
when we judge ourselves. In small letters 
write “trial” on Rosh ha-Shanah.

On Yom Kippur the verdict is given. 
A verdict is a decision about what will 
happen to the person on trial in the future. 
On Yom Kippur we decide how we will 
be in the future. In small letters write 
“verdict” on Yom Kippur.

Between Rosh ha-Shanah and Yom Kippur 
we try to show the court that we deserve a 
light verdict. We try to show that we have 
changed. We ask people to forgive us, and 
we work on changing. Write the word 
“change” in small print on one of the 
days between Rosh ha-Shanah and Yom 
Kippur.

The trial is not over on Yom Kippur. It 
can go on to Hoshana Rabbah. Up to then, 
God can give us a pardon. This is our last 
chance. On Hoshana Rabbah write in 
small print “last chance.”

The Calendar of T’shuvah
On the first of the month of Elul we begin to blow the 
shofar every morning. The shofar is an instrument made 
out of a ram’s horn that reminds us to work on t’shuvah. 
We also begin to say Shlihot prayers. Slihot prayers are 
“forgive me” prayers. Draw a green box around every 
day of Elul that is not a Shabbat. We do not blow the 
shofar on Shabbat.

On the last Saturday night of Elul, near midnight, there 
is a special Slihot service. We hold it late at night because 
there is a belief that the Gates of Prayer open in the 
middle of the night. Write Slihot on the last Saturday in 
Elul.

The first two days of the month of Tishrei are Rosh ha-
Shanah. Some synagogues only observe one day. Rosh 
ha-Shanah is the birthday of the world. It is called the 
day of remembering, the day of judgment, and the day of 
sounding the shofar. Draw a blue box around the days 
of Rosh ha-Shanah.

The tenth day of Tishrei is Yom Kippur. Yom Kippur is 
the Day of Atonement. It is a day of fasting and thinking. 
It is a very serious day. Draw an orange box around Yom 
Kippur.

The first ten days of Tishrei are called The Days of 
Repentance. Draw a brown box around the days 
between Rosh ha-Shanah and Yom Kippur.

The fifteenth day of the month of Tishrei is the beginning 
of Sukkot. The sixth day of Sukkot is the holiday of 
Hoshana Rabbah. Some synagogues observe only seven 
days of Sukkot. Some synagogues observe eight days of 
Sukkot. During Sukkot Jews eat and sleep in the sukkah. 

Draw a purple box around Hoshana Rabbah. Draw a 
red box around the other days of Sukkot.
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