
High Holidays V: Food & Fasting
The Whole-School Holiday Curriculum

by Carrie Hearshen

During the holiest days 
of the Jewish calendar 
Jews eat pomegranates 
for good fortune, as  
great as the many  
seeds in the fruit. 
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Rosh ha-Shanah
Rosh ha-Shanah is celebrated 
with sweet foods, like apples 
dipped in honey and honey 
cake. These are wishes for a 
sweet year. Also on the list 
of symbolic Rosh ha-Shanah 
foods are the head of a fish, 
pomegranates, and carrots.

The head of a fish is a wish 
that we can be “like the head 
and not like the tail.” This is a 
symbol of having a year that 
puts us on top and not the 
bottom.

Pomegranates are a symbol 
of plenty. Tradition teaches 
that there are 613 seeds in a 
pomegranate. There are 613 
mitzvot in the Torah. The use 
of the pomegranate says that 
we want a year filled with 
living a life of Torah.

Carrots connect to the Yiddish 
word merren, which means 
“more”. We want more of all 
the good things in life: more 
health, more happiness, and 
more success.

If you could pick a food and start 
a Rosh ha-Shanah “symbol” 
tradition, what food would you 
pick, and for what would it 
stand?
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Yom Kippur
It is a mitzvah to fast on Yom Kippur. It is 
also a mitzvah to eat on the day before Yom 
Kippur, having a final meal before the fast. 
This meal has different rules because it is not 
a festive meal. It is held before the holiday, 
and we do not make Kiddush. We do, 
however say Ha-Motzi over the hallah, since 
it is a mitzvah to make the motzi whenever 
there is bread at a meal. The dinner is usually 
a meat meal.

We fast on Yom Kippur because it says in the 
Torah that we should “afflict our souls” on 
the “tenth of Tishrei” (Leviticus 16.29). The tenth 
of Tishrei is Yom Kippur. The rabbis took the 
word “afflict” to mean that on Yom Kippur 
we should take away the things that the body 
needs. On the list are bathing; using creams, 
oils, perfumes or other skin accessories; 
wearing leather shoes; eating and drinking. 
Traditionally, a person of bar or bat mitzvah 
age is obligated to observe these rules as they 
are obligated to observe all mitzvot.

Angels do not eat or drink. They also do not 
sin. One understanding of the Yom Kippur 
fast is that we are trying to turn ourselves 
into angels, living on pure spirit.

Yom Kippur is considered a preview of the 
World to Come. The tradition tells us that 
in the World to Come there is no eating or 
drinking (Maimonides’ Mishneh Torah, Laws of Repentance 

8:2-3). The Zohar takes this idea and says, 
“The fact that there is ‘neither eating nor 
drinking’ in the World to Come is not due 
to an absence of bodies and physical life, 
but to the fact that in this future world, ‘the 
body will be nourished by the soul’ and 
people will not require any outside source of 

nutrition. On this holiest of days, the body 
becomes a source of life and nurture rather 
than its recipient” (Zohar, part I, 114a).

In Tanna D'vei Eliyahu we learn that while 
Moses was up on the mountain for the 
second forty days, the Israelites fasted. 
On the last day, the day that became Yom 
Kippur, the people decided to fast both day 
and night. God was happy with them and 
decided that that day would be established 
as a day of forgiveness and atonement for all 
time. Our fast brings us back to that time.

The meal after the fast is usually a dairy meal. 
We break the fast together with family and 
friends as we look forward to the year ahead. 
It is also customary to begin building the 
sukkah that night. We go from atoning for 
our sins to performing a mitzvah.

1.	Do	you	fast	at	all	on	Yom	Kippur	(part	of	the	day)?
2.	How	does	fasting	change	the	way	you	feel?	The	way	

you	think?
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New Year’s Sweet Round Hallah
makes 6-8 small round hallot

Ingredients
2 tablespoons dry yeast
1¾ cups warm water
½ cup sugar
₁/₃ cup honey
3½ teaspoons salt
½ cup oil
3 eggs plus 2 egg yolks
7 cups bread flour
1½ cups raisins

Egg wash
2 tablespoons water
2 teaspoons sugar
1 egg plus 1 egg yolk

Directions
1. In a mixing bowl, stir together the yeast, water and a pinch of the sugar. Let the mixture 

stand for five minutes.

2. Stir in the remaining sugar, the honey and the salt. Add the oil, eggs, yolks and about six cups 
of flour and the raisins. Let the dough stand for 10 minutes.

3. Knead for 10 minutes, adding the remaining flour as required to make a soft and elastic 
dough. If the dough is still sticky, add small amounts of flour until it is soft but not sticky.

4. Let the dough rest another 10 minutes.

5. Place the dough in a greased bowl and cover with greased plastic wrap. Let the dough rise 
for one hour.

6. Divide the dough into 6–8 equal pieces. With each piece, form a length of dough about three 
inches wide, thicker at one end. Place the thicker end on a cornmeal-sprinkled (or greased) 
baking sheet. Coil the dough around the thicker end in a spiral, tucking the end into the 
center or under the bottom of the hallah.

7. In a small bowl, whisk together the ingredients that make up the egg wash. Brush the bread 
with the egg wash. Let the dough rise another 20-30 minutes.

8. Preheat the oven to 400°. Bake the bread for 12 minutes. Reduce the heat to 350º and bake 
another 25 minutes.
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Sfratti: Italian Rosh ha-Shanah  
Nut-Filled Cookie Sticks

Makes twenty-four 2-inch cookies

Ingredients—Pastry
1½ cups all-purpose flour
½ cup sugar
Pinch of salt
¼ cup chilled margarine  
     or unsalted butter
₁/₃ cup orange juice

The filling
₁/₃ cup honey
½ teaspoon cinnamon
₁/₃ teaspoon ground cloves
2 cups chopped walnuts
½ tablespoon grated lemon zest
½ tablespoon grated orange zest
pinch of freshly ground black pepper

All purpose flour for dusting

Egg wash
1 egg yolk beaten with 2 tablespoons water

Directions
1. In a mixing bowl, combine the flour, sugar and salt. Cut in the margarine or butter with forks 

or pastry blender until the mixture is like coarse meal. Add the orange juice and mix until the 
ingredients hold together.

2. Remove the dough from the bowl and gather it into a ball. Divide the dough in half and 
flatten each half into a disk. Cover with plastic wrap and refrigerate for 1 hour.

3. To make the filling, mix together the honey, cinnamon, cloves, walnuts, orange and lemon 
zests.

4. Preheat the oven to 375º. Grease the baking sheets or line with parchment paper.

4. On a lightly-floured board, divide the dough into 3-4 equal pieces. Roll out each piece into 
a strip that is 12 to 14 inches long. Place a strip of nut paste on the center of each piece of 
dough and fold the dough lengthwise to enclose the nut mixture. Cut into finger-length 
cookies.

5. Place the cookies on the baking sheets. Brush with the egg wash glaze. Bake until golden, 
about 20 minutes. Transfer to rack to cool.
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Rosh ha-Shanah  
Indian Rice Pudding

makes 8-10 five-ounce cups 

Ingredients
2 cups water
1 cup rice
5 cups coconut milk  
     (2-3 15 oz. cans) 
1¼ cups sugar
1 teaspoon ground cardamon
Pinch of salt
1 teaspoon vanilla extract

Directions
1. Bring the water to a boil in a 

medium saucepan. Add the 
rice; cover. Reduce the heat 
to low and simmer until the  
liquid is absorbed (about 18 
minutes).

2. Add the coconut milk, sugar, 
cardamon and salt. Simmer, 
stirring frequently, over 
medium heat until thickened (about 20 minutes).

3. Remove the pot from the heat and stir in the vanilla. 
Pour into cups. Serve it warm or chilled.For R
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Apple Honey Muffins
makes 8-10 muffins

Ingredients
1 ounce vegetable oil
3 ounces honey
1 egg
1 cup flour
½ teaspoon baking powder
½ teaspoon baking soda
1 cup coarsely chopped  
   or grated apples
¼ teaspoon ground cinnamon
¼ teaspoon ground nutmeg
¼ teaspoon ground allspice
pinch ground cloves
₁/₃ cup chopped walnuts
2 tablespoons orange juice

Directions
1. Preheat the oven to 350º. 

2. Mix the oil with the honey. 

3. Beat the egg, and then add to the honey mixture.

4. Sift together the flour, baking powder, baking soda and salt.

5. Grate the apple, then mix together the apple, cinnamon, allspice, cloves and walnuts.

6. Add a little flour mixture to the egg mixture, then a little grated apple, then some more flour 
mixture, and so on, until all the flour and apple mixture is used up.

7. Fill paper muffin cups two-thirds full and place in muffin tins, or grease the muffin tins and 
pour the batter in. 

8. Bake for 20 minutes. Let cool and serve plain or with honey.For R
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Pomegranate Punch

Ingredients (per student)
1 pomegranate
1 shish kebab skewer
1 straw

Directions
1. Take a smooth pomegranate and roll it on a countertop until all the crunchy sounds stop. 

Push on it as much as you can without breaking the skin. Keep doing this over all the 
surface of the pomegranate until it is soft and there is no crunchiness.

2. Use the shish kebab skewer to gently make a hole in the pomegranate. 

3. Take your straw and insert it into into the pomegranate.

4. Drink.
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