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The Customary Order of
Rosh Hashanah

What is the proper order?

When is the proper time to eat before
netilat yadayim or after?

When does one say the yehi ritzon
before the beracha, after the beracha, or
after you eat it?

What should one do if he/she doesn’t
like the simanim?
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One who seeks to embark on a journey and wishes to know if he will return and come to his
home or if he will not, let him go to a dark [dahavara] house. If he sees the shadow of a
shadow, he shall know that he will return and come home. The Sages reject this: This omen is
not a significant matter. Perhaps he will be disheartened if the omen fails to appear, and his
fortune will suffer, and it is this that causes him to fail.

Abaye said: Now that you said that an omen is a significant matter, a person should always be
accustomed to seeing these on Rosh HaShana: Squash, and fenugreek, leeks, and chard, and
dates, as each of these grows quickly and serves as a positive omen for one’s actions during the
coming year.
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It is customary to eat certain symbolic foods during the two nights of Rosh
Hashanah which signify good fortune for the entire upcoming year. It is therefore
customary to eat black-eyed peas, pumpkin, leek, spinach, dates, pomegranates,
apples dipped in honey, and meat of a sheep’s head on the nights of Rosh
Hashanah. The source for this custom is based on the Gemara in Masechet
Horayot (12a) which states, “One should always look at pumpkin, leek, spinach,
and dates on Rosh Hashanah as a good omen.” Rashi explains: “These things grow
quickly and it is a good sign to see them on Rosh Hashanah.”

Different opinions exist among the Halachic authorities as the proper order of the
Simanim — the special foods which we eat on the night of Rosh Hashanah as symbols

of our hopes for the new year. These different opinions can be seen in the different
orders that appear in the various Mahzorim.
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We will present here the view of the Ben Ish Hai (Rav Yosef Haim of Baghdad, 1833-
1909), in Parashat Nisavim, but it must be noted that the order is not critical; even if one
eats the foods in a different sequence he has nevertheless fulfilled the custom.
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The Ben Ish Hai rules that one begins with the date. One must check the fruit for
insects, and then recite the Beracha of "Ha’etz," having in mind to cover all "Ha’etz"
foods on the table. The "Yehi Rason" prayer should be recited only after one takes a
bite of the food; otherwise, it would constitute a "Hefsek" (interruption) between the
Beracha and the eating. One then eats any of the foods requiring "Ha’adama," having in



mind to cover all foods on the table requiring "Ha’adama." At this point, one does not
have to recite any more Berachot over the Simanim, as they have all been covered.
One then eats the "Rubia," or, according to our community’s custom, the "Lubia." Those
who follow this custom to eat "Lubia" should recite in the "Yehi Rason" prayer the word
"She’telabebenu." One then eats the "Karti" (which resembles a large onion), followed
by the Swiss chard, gourd, pomegranate and then apple. Our custom is to omit the word
"Ki'dbash" in the "Yehi Rason" prayer over the apple, and to recite, "Shana Tova
U’'mutka Me’reshit Shana Ve’ad Aharit Shana." The apples are followed by the sheep’s
head or fish head (depending on custom).

Summary: The preferred sequence for eating the Simanim on the night of Rosh
Hashanah is as follows: date, any "Ha'adama" food, "Rubia" (or "Lubia"), "Karti," Swiss
chard, gourd, pomegranate, apple, sheep’s head (or fish head).
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The Proper Order for Eating the Symbolic Foods

The following is the order for eating the symbolic foods on the nights of Rosh
Hashanah: First, one should take a date in his hand and recite

the “Ha’etz” blessing over it; if the dates are a new fruit for the individual, one
should recite the “Shehecheyanu” blessing as well (if this is the case, one should
not leave them on the table during Kiddush when the “Shehecheyanu” blessing is
recited, for in this case, the “Shehecheyanu” blessing recited during Kiddush will
exempt them and one will have lost the ability to recite a separate blessing over
them; rather, they should be removed from the table or covered with a napkin or
cloth during Kiddush) after which one should taste a small amount of the date.
One should then proceed to recite: “May it be Your will, Hashem, our G-d and the
G-d of our fathers, that our enemies, haters, and all those who seek our harm

cease to exist.” One should then proceed to eat more of the date.

One should then take some pomegranate seeds and recite: “May it be Your will,
Hashem, our G-d and the G-d of our fathers, that we be filled with Mitzvot like a
pomegranate.” One should then proceed to taste some. Next, one takes an apple
dipped in honey and recites: “May it be Your will, Hashem our G-d and the G-d of

our fathers, that a good and sweet year be renewed upon us.”

When one recites the text of the “Yehi Ratzon,” (“May it be your will” etc.) one
should recite the actual names of Hashem. After tasting some of the apple dipped
in honey, one should take some black-eyed peas and recite: “May it be Your will,
Hashem our G-d and the G-d of our fathers, that our merits be multiplied and that
You make us beloved.” One should the take some pumpkin and recite: “May it be
your will, Hashem our G-d and the G-d of our fathers, that You tear up the harsh
edict of our judgment and that our merits be declared before You.” (Some
customarily eat carrots together with the pumpkin, as the Hebrew word for carrots,

“‘Gezer,” is similar to the Hebrew word for edict, “Gezar.”) One should then take



some leek and recite: “May it be Your will, Hashem our G-d and the G-d of our
fathers, that our enemies, haters, and all those who seek our harm be decimated.”
One should then take some spinach (not beets) and recite: “May it be Your will,
Hashem our G-d and the G-d of our fathers, that our enemies, haters, and all those
who seek our harm be removed.” One should then take some meat of a sheep or
ram’s head and recite: “May it be Your will, Hashem our G-d and the G-d of our
fathers, that we be a like a head and not a like tail and remember on our behalf the
ram of our forefather, Yitzchak, of blessed memory, son of our forefather,

Avraham, of blessed memory.”

Some customarily have a slightly different order of what symbolic foods to eat first
which can be found in any Machzor of Rosh Hashanah. Every family should follow

the custom of the community they originate from.

» The Kaf Ha’haim (Rav Yaakob Haim Sofer, Baghdad-Israel, 1870-1939) writes
that if somebody is unable to eat one of the Simanim, such as if it was not
available, he does not like the taste, or he is concerned that it might contain
insects, then he should look at the food and recite the "Yehi Rason" prayer. The
concept of Simanim relates not to the actual eating of the food, but rather to
using the food as a symbol of our hopes and prayers for the coming year, and
therefore one may recite the prayer even without eating the food.

» In our "Yehi Rason" prayers on Rosh Hashanah, we use three different
expressions in praying that our enemies will be eliminated: "Yitamu," "Yikaretu,"
and "Yistaleku." The Ben Ish Hai explains that these three prayers refer to three
different kinds of enemies. The prayer, "Yitamu Oyebenu" refers to enemy
nations who threaten the Jewish People; "Yikaretu Oyebenu" refers to the
harmful spiritual forces which come into existence as a result of our sins; and
"Yistaleku Oyebenu" refers to the "Mekatregim" — the angels that prosecute
against us before the Heavenly Tribunal. One should try to have this in mind as
he recites the various prayers.
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When These Symbolic Foods Are Eaten

By eating fruits or vegetables before a meal, one places himself in a doubtful
situation regarding whether an after-blessing is required on these items or
perhaps one fulfills his obligation to do so by reciting Birkat Hamazon at the
conclusion of the meal. Since one should preferably not place one’s self into a
doubtful situation regarding blessings, it is preferable to eat the
aforementioned fruits and vegetables during the meal, meaning after one has
eaten an olive’s volume (approximately 27 grams) of bread following

the “Hamotzi” blessing. This was indeed the custom of Maran Rabbeinu
Ovadia Yosef zt’l.
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Are Blessings Recited on These Foods

When the various vegetables (black-eyed peas, leek, pumpkin, and spinach)
and the meat of the sheep’s head are eaten during the meal,

a “Ha’adama” or “Shehakol” blessing (respectively) should not be recited
before eating them, for the “Hamotzi” blessing exempts them even when
these items are eaten without bread since cooked vegetables are usually
eaten along with bread.

When the various fruits (dates, pomegranates, and apples dipped in honey)
are eaten during the meal, one must recite the “Ha’etz” blessing before eating
them, for the “Hamotzi” blessing does not exempt them as they are not usually
eaten together with bread.
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Kashrut of Meat

One should be extremely careful regarding the Kashrut of the lamb’s meat
and one should not purchase it unless one is certain that it is undoubtedly
kosher, meaning that it was slaughtered by an expert and G-d-fearing
slaughterer and that upon being checked, it was found to be “Chalak” (Glatt
Kosher according to the opinion of Maran Ha’Bet Yosef). If one cannot find
meat of a sheep’s head that meets these criteria, one should take the head of

a chicken, fish, or any other kosher animal instead.

Eating Fish on Rosh Hashanah

Some customarily eat fish on Rosh Hashanah as this symbolizes being fruitful
and multiplying like fish. This custom is quoted in the name of Rabbeinu David
Abudirhem. However, Maran Ha’Chida writes that one should not eat fish on
Rosh Hashanah, for the Hebrew word for fish, “Dag,” is similar to the Hebrew
word for worry, “Da’ag.” He continues to quote sources for this from the
Tikkunei Ha’Zohar. Nevertheless, when Rosh Hashanah falls out on Shabbat,



one should not neglect one’s usual custom of eating fish on Shabbat for this

reason.

Serve Hashem With Joy And Rejoice Amid Trembling

The most important of all symbols that one should observe on Rosh
Hashanah is for one’s behavior at home be calm, peaceful, and joyous on
these days. Maran Rabbeinu Ovadia Yosef zt"l would serve Hashem with
special joy and enthusiasm on Rosh Hashanah and he would treat everyone
who came in contact with him with a radiant countenance, love, and affection
without any exception. Nevertheless, one must make sure to stay away from
frivolity and excessive idle chat on Rosh Hashanah, the Day of Judgment; one
should focus instead on Torah study, prayer, and reciting Tehillim on this
special day.
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It is customary to eat red meat and sweet foods on the days of Rosh Hashanah,
as the verse in Nechemia states, “Go eat fatty foods and drink sweet beverages
and sent gifts of food to those who do not have, for the day is sanctified to our
Lord.”
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One may not fast at all on Rosh Hashanah. Nevertheless, one should not eat
one’s entire fill so as not to cause one to act frivolously as one must keep the
fear of Heaven before him. Some customarily dip the bread eaten at the time
the “Hamotzi” blessing is recited into honey or sugar. The Kaf Ha’Chaim writes
that one should nonetheless dip the bread in salt as well as one would
throughout the rest of the year. Some customarily abstain from eating walnuts
on Rosh Hashanah as the Hebrew word for walnut, “Egoz,” has the same
numerical value as the Hebrew word for sin, “Chet” (seventeen, without the
Aleph). According to the Kabbalah, one should abstain from eating red grapes
on Rosh Hashanah; nevertheless, this only applies to red grapes and not to
green grapes. On the contrary, it is actually auspicious to eat green grapes on
Rosh Hashanah. Some customarily abstain from eating any bitter, sour, or spicy
foods on Rosh Hashanah. Similarly, it is written in a responsa of the Geonim
that one should not eat spicy foods on Rosh Hashanah.
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It is customary not to sleep on Rosh Hashanah day (such as an afternoon nap
and the like), for it is improper to sleep when the books of life and death are
open before Hashem. Indeed, the Talmud Yerushalmi states that one who
sleeps on Rosh Hashanah causes his fortune to “sleep.” Thus, one should try
to arise at dawn on the morning of Rosh Hashanah or at the very least at sunrise
and then proceed to carry out the appropriate preparations for prayer services.
If one is tired and feels the need to sleep, one may sleep after halachic midday.
Similarly, Rabbeinu Chaim Vital writes that his teacher, the holy Ari z”/, would
sleep on Rosh Hashanah after halachic midday.
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Besides for the “Simanim” (order of fruits and other foods eaten as an
auspicious sign for the coming year) which are eaten on the days of Rosh
Hashanah, which we shall discuss in a following Halacha, one must put forth
an effort to be joyous during the Rosh Hashanah meals and not, G-d-forbid,
be sad. One must be sure to treat his family joyfully and pleasantly and not
waste his time doing unimportant, useless things. Indeed, the Poskim write
that if one sits around idly and engages in idle chat and the like, it is
considered as if one is sleeping; on the contrary, it is better for one to actually
go to sleep than to sit around chatting idly.
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Some customarily read the entire book of Tehillim (Psalms) twice on Rosh
Hashanah, for Tehillim consists of one-hundred-fifty chapters and twice this
amount is equal to the numerical value of the Hebrew word “Kapper” (three-
hundred) meaning “atone.” The Ben Ish Hai writes that some customarily learn
the Mishnayot of Tractate Rosh Hashanah with the commentary of Rabbeinu
Ovadia of Bartenura after or during the festive meal on the nights of Rosh
Hashanah and this is indeed a fine custom.
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Furthermore, Rabbeinu Yosef Haim writes in his Ben Ish Hai that one should
take care not to become angry on Rosh Hashanah, for besides for the
prohibition to become angry throughout the year, it is also ominous for one to



become angry during these days. One should be careful not even to become
angry in one’s heart. Thus, one must mentally prepare himself in advance to be
completely happy on Rosh Hashanah, such that even if people anger him, one
will be able to control his temper and not become angry.

Indeed, there was no other day throughout the year when Maran zt"/ was as
happy as on the day of Rosh Hashanah when Maran was especially joyful and
his happiness illuminated his entire countenance. Maran would smile and greet
everyone with an abundance of patience and with no sign of irritability
whatsoever on this day. On Rosh Hashanah, Maran would behave with an
added sense of love and affection to all those who came to receive his blessing,
for it is improper to be irritable on this day and it is an especially good omen to
act joyfully and contently on this day, more than any of the other Simanim we
perform. Nevertheless, this was done along with a sense of fear of the Day of
Judgment, as the verse states, “And be joyful in trepidation.” May his merit
serve to protect us all, Amen.
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