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Freedom of Choice

“See that I have placed before you today (the options of) life and good deeds, and death and evil…You should choose life, so that you and your children will live, (in order) to love G-d, your L-rd, to listen to His voice and cling to Him” (Deut. 30:15, 19-20).


The upcoming holiday of Rosh Hashanah has several names. It is called Day of Remembrance, Day of Judgment, Day of Shofar-sounding and Day of Recalling the Shofar-sounding. The most common name, of course, is Rosh Hashanah, i.e., “Head, or First, of the Year.”


The first four names have a very definite relationship with each other. As the Day of Judgment, it is obviously the Day of Remembrance, upon which G-d recalls the events of the previous year and judges them for their merits, or lack thereof. Consequently, when G-d “ascends the judge’s seat,” shofars are blown, as the verse says, “The Judge (G-d) has ascended with a blast; G-d with the sound of the shofar (1).”


The fact that this day is additionally the first of the year would seem to be an unrelated matter. Certainly, it could be considered insignificant in the day’s role as a day “upon which the creatures are recalled, to remember them for life or death (2).” Why then is this multi-faceted day known by its presumably least important, even trivial, role?


The implication here is the existence of a correlation between the first of the year and its role as the Day of Judgment. This is actually indicated in the day’s liturgy, “Today is the birth(day) of the world. Today all the creations of the world stand in judgment (3).” What is that connection?


“This day is the anniversary of the start of Your handiwork, a remembrance of the first day (4).” As the first day of the year, Rosh Hashanah is the anniversary of the creation of the world (5). (This Rosh Hashanah is our 5,762nd.) In addition to the physical creation, however, those first six days of Creation contained within them the “DNA” for the entire future history of this world. 

Every Rosh Hashanah is similar to those first days. On Rosh Hashanah too the world is rededicated. Additionally, this day is a microcosm of the entire coming year. 


Therefore, in determining the circumstances and conditions for the coming year, precisely on this first day of the year it is necessary to perform an accounting of our actions during the previous year. This serves to evaluate our importance to G-d’s Sovereignty in the upcoming year (6). 


Consequently, the judgment on Rosh Hashanah is unlike a courtroom trial, which determines innocence or guilt and issues a settlement or penalty. We are only called to such a judgment on the Day of Reckoning, after we pass on from this world.


Rather, the judgment of Rosh Hashanah is similar to the assessment made by a business manager when he reviews his inventory. Of course, he will receive an accounting of the profit or loss for the previous period - but his eye is on the future. He wants to know which items have sold well, indicating their worthiness for continued investment, and which ones have not, necessitating their removal from future orders. 


On this great day of Rosh Hashanah, G-d reviews His inventory to see which are His “hot items.” Based on each person’s level of performance and commitment to G-d during the past year, everyone receives the items that are necessary to continue his or her unique level of service to Him.


Upon analysis of the Rosh Hashanah prayers, one is confronted with a puzzling omission. Although our futures hang in the balance, there virtually aren’t any appeals for our own well-being and success. Why is that?


In light of the above, we can offer an explanation. Along with the world at large, G-d’s Sovereignty is rededicated on Rosh Hashanah. Therefore, in recognition of the nature of the accounting-type judgment that occurs on Rosh Hashanah, the Sages instituted that our prayers on that day avoid self-centeredness. Rather, they focus on the fulfillment of the purpose of the world: acknowledgment of G-d by all. 

As the Talmud records, “Say the Kingship (section of the Mussaf prayer) in order that you accept upon yourselves My Sovereignty (7).” Such devotion to Him is our greatest merit on this Day of Judgment and the fulfillment of these prayers will certainly bring the best for us all.

On his last day, our great teacher and leader, Moshe, instructed us of our choice in this world between “life and good deeds, and death and evil.” Typically, he should have preceded good deeds to life, because it is through proper behavior that we earn life. Why did he switch them around?

Forever the infatigable teacher, Moshe did so in order to emphasize the importance of placing G-d’s concerns before our own. 

We should not obey G-d’s mitzvahs out of self-interest, i.e., to earn our physical existence, but rather our motives should be altruistic. We should choose a life of recognition of G-d in order to reciprocate His kindness, albeit inadequately, through the fulfillment of His commands.

Moshe realized, however, that as free-willed human beings we have other options. So, like the concerned shepherd that he was, Moshe informed us of his recommendation: “You should choose life, so that you and your children will live, (in order) to love G-d, your L-rd, to listen to His voice and cling to Him.” We should choose life, Moshe said, in order to show G-d our appreciation for His guidance by following His mitzvahs (8).   

On Rosh Hashanah, may we be inscribed in the Book of Life, with health and peace, in the context of the prayer added during the Ten Days of Repentance, “for Your sake, O Living G-d (9).”

---------------------

(1) Psalms 47:6. See Artscroll Rosh Hashanah Machzor, p.433. (2) Liturgy, ibid., p.459. (3) Ibid., p.509. (4) Ibid., p.459. (5) See Talmud Rosh Hashanah 27a and Tosefos for a discussion concerning this. (6) Rabbi Chaim Freidlander in his Sifsei Chaim, Moadim I, p. 61-66. (7) Talmud R. H. 15a. See Art. Machzor, p.454-459. (8) Rabbi Shlomo Lunshitz, in his Kli Yakar. (9) Machzor, p. 63.
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