Rosh Hashana – Happy New Year?

In the non-Jewish world the beginning of the year is know as the “New Year”. While we call the beginning of the year Rosh Hashana. Rosh Hashana literally translates to the 'Head of the Year' or the beginning of the year. The question is what is the significance between the meaning of a New Year and the Head of the Year. Another question that can be asked is the difference between the greeting in the gentile world 'Have a Happy New Year' as opposed to the Jewish greeting of “Shana Tova” - “Have a Good Year”. Is Rosh Hashana supposed to be a happy time? Both these points, the difference between a New Year and the Head of the Year, and is Rosh Hashana a time of happiness can be answered by looking at Rosh Chodesh

Rosh Chodesh. the beginning of the month,  is similar in its name to Rosh Hashana meaning “head of” However in the Talmud Rosh Chodesh is defined as the time that the Moon renews itself. Hence we see the connection between New Year and not Head of the Year. .

To understand the connection between New and Head we will try to understand the concept of the Talmud that the Moon renews itself. It is interesting to note that the word for month in Hebrew is spelled with the same Hebrew letters for the word Chodesh and Chadash respectively. Therefore  we can see a connection between “New” and “Head”. If we look at the cycle of the Moon we can notice that the moon waxes and wanes. At the beginning of the month the Moon is just a sliver, that grows to a complete circle at half the month. From the beginning of the second half of the month the Moon gradually gets smaller till it completely disappears. Therefore when we see a “new Moon”, we are actually seeing the same moon at a different angle. It just looks new because it has disappeared from our view in the preceding month. The   Moon is always there, it's just our view of the Moon which makes it seem to disappear and appear. From here we can learn that the meaning of “New” pertaining to the beginning of the month is to teach us on the one hand that we have a chance of starting anew even in the most darkest times. On the other hand our starting of a new month is based on the reflection that the moon never really disappeared. Meaning that the monthly cycle teaches us that our past, present and future lives are all connected. 

This is one reason why Hashem based our yearly calendar on the cycle of the moon. To teach us that our renewal is based on our past too. This concept of renewal while looking to the past and seeing in the present is found also in the laws of Teshuva. The Rambam
 states: there are three parts to complete Teshuva: regretting your past sins, confession of your sins and acceptance not to sin in the future. Acceptance not to sin in the future is not enough to complete the Teshuva process, you must also remember and build from your past and confess in your present to actualize the meaning of your past actions to yourself.

We might have thought according to the Rambam that the need is to remember your past sins then regret them, then move on to your future without any connection to them but we can see in the Talmud that this is not so
: Reish Lakish said “How great is Teshuva where the sins of the person who does Teshuva become merits”. A person who does Teshuva actually builds the renewal of his life on the sins of his past. This is because the person who has regretted his sins and accepted upon himself not to do them anymore has actually risen to a higher level of spirituality by fighting his Yetzer Hara
.

From our understanding that Rosh Chodesh,the Head of the Month, means a renewal each and every month, we can now understand the meaning of Rosh Hashana, the Head of the Year, is also a time of renewal.  We emphasize the Rosh the beginning on Rosh Hashana and not the renewal to teach us that year by year we are growing and building on our past years. This teaches us that the whole concept of our lives is a continuous cycle built on the building blocks of our past, where even the bad and weak blocks our sins and transgressions can be fixed up by our current and future actions. The Beginning or the Head of the Year is to show us that we are building our lives, year by year, month by month and day by day.

Now we can reflect on the concept is Rosh Hashana really a time of happiness? The Rambam states the the Halacha
: That we don't say Hallel on Rosh Hashana and Yom Kippur since these are days of Teshuva, fear and trepidation and not days of greater Simcha. This Halacha seems to contradict the Gemara in Taanit
, that Yom Kippur was one of the greatest “Yamim Tovim” because of the forgiveness of Hashem.

I think this can be reconciled by reading the Rambam's words carefully. He stated that these days are not days of greater Simcha. Meaning that the reason we don't sing Hallel is not to put the emphasis on the Simcha (happiness) part of Rosh Hashana and Yom Kippur, but on the awe of the possibility to stand before Hashem and ask for such forgiveness. Therefore though there is Simcha on these days  and there is a marked joy of Teshuva and Kaparah this should not be the main emphasis of standing before Hashem on these days. But there should be an undertone of the joy of opportunity that Hashem allows us to renew ourselves each year by building on our pasts.

Shana Tov

�	Rambam Hilchot Teshuva Perek Alef Halacha Alef
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�	Based on this concept of Teshuva and life encompassing our past, present and future we can understand why the day before Rosh Chodesh is called Yom Kippur Katan, where many people say Selichot and fast. This is because  we learned from the cycle of the Moon the components of Teshuva, the past, present and renewal for the future. The Yom Kippur Katan fast also teaches us that when things look bleak (when there is no Moon and the sky is dark) we can still always renew ourselves through Teshuva.
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