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Rabbi Elozor Barclay and Rabbi Yitzchok Jaeger

available in all Jewish bookstores.



The High Holy Day period is the time of the Jewish annual 
reboot - an inspirational time when we contemplate where we 
are up to in our lives and hopefully feel motivated to embark   
on the next step of our spiritual journey.

It's also a period which is full of Halachos. Halacha provides the 
framework - the background for our relationship with Hashem, so 
at this time of year we especially want to get it right.

But there are so many things to do/avoid/remember- it can be a bit 
daunting. So we present to you this handy PRIORITIES IN 
HALACHA handout which aims to cut through the myriad of 
details and tell you what YOU need to know wherever you        
are  up  to  on  that  spiritual  journey. 

For the relative novice, we have identified “THE 
ESSENTIALS”- the bare minimum that you need to bear in 
mind this RH and YK. Been on the path a bit longer? Then you 
need “A LITTLE MORE DETAIL” where you can find exactly 
that. Been at it for a while but still feel there are knowledge 
gaps and “what ifs” which seem to elude? Then it's time to 
“BECOME AN EXPERT”.

We hope that you’ll enjoy this PRIORITIES IN HALACHA 
handout and find it useful. Please feel free to offer feedback using 
the email address at the end. Happy Holy Days!

HALACHOS FOR ROSH HASHANA (All page numbers refer to 
the Artscroll Rosh Hashana Machzor unless stated otherwise) 

One of the most important things to do on RH is to say the 
special RH Mussaf p.448-468. In this standing prayer we 
declare our belief in the fundamentals of Jewish faith. In 

THE  ESSENTIALS

the section called “Malchuyos” - Kingship, we 
acknowledge Hashem's existence and sovereignty over 
the universe, longing for the day when the world will come 
to accept this. The next section, “Zichronos” - 
Remembrances, speaks of Divine Providence and our 
belief in reward and punishment for our actions. The final 
section, “Shofaros”, recalls the blasts of the shofar which 
accompanied the Divine Revelation on Mount Sinai when 
Hashem gave the Torah. In it we also pray that Hashem 
should reveal himself once again with the coming of 
Moshiach. 

The Torah commands us to hear the shofar on RH (see 
p.430 and the overview P.XXI for a discussion about the 
reason behind this mitzvah). The basic requirement is to 
have in mind that one is fulfilling a mitzvah and to think 
about repentance - regretting one’s misdeeds and 
resolving to improve. 

The Mussaf service contains 100 shofar blasts. If a person 
is unable to hear all 100, they should make sure that they 
hear the minimum biblical requirement of 30. If one is 
unable to come to Shul, contact the local Rabbi and ask if 
anyone can come over to blow shofar privately. 

Throughout the month of Elul it is customary to hear the 
sound of the shofar every weekday morning after 
Shacharis. This encourages us to begin the process of 
soul searching so that our RH will be even more effective.

As well as dipping the challa in honey, various symbolic 
foods are eaten on the first night of RH (most don't do this 
on the second night), with the hope that they should be a 

A  LITTLE  MORE  DETAIL
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good sign for the year ahead (see p.96 for details including 
special prayers which we say just before we eat them). 
Nuts are customarily avoided on RH due to the negative 
connotations of their Hebrew name. We also avoid sour 
foods (e.g. pickles).

Though women are technically exempt from positive time-
bound mitzvas, the widespread custom is for women to 
make every effort to hear the shofar. The elderly or those 
who are sick are allowed to sit whilst hearing the shofar. 
Others should stand.

See p.630 for the explanation for the custom of Tashlich. 
This special prayer service is said next to a river - ideally 
one which contains fish, sometime between RH and YK. 
Widespread custom is to go on the first day of RH after 
Mincha (unless it falls on Shabbos). It is forbidden to feed 
any fish on Yom Tov unless they belong to you.

The period between RH and YK is called the Aseres Yemei 
Teshuva - the Ten Days of Repentance. We continue to say 
Selichos as well as special additions to the daily prayers, 
and we are generally extra scrupulous in our halachic 
observance. The day after RH is a fast day called Tzom 
Gedaliah.

Special prayers called Selichos are recited in the run up 
towards RH. (Sefardim start from the 2nd day of the month 
of Elul. Ashkenazim generally start from the Sunday before 
RH.) These are said either very late at night or very early     
in the morning. 

There is a custom to annul vows on the morning before RH. 

BECOMING AN EXPERT

This is normally done in Shul in front of 3 other people (see 
p.2). Women (and men who didn’t do this) rely on the 
general annulment during Kol Nidrei.

When the two days of RH are on Thursday and Friday, there 
is a special procedure called Eruv Tavshilin which must   
be done on Wednesday afternoon (see p.16).

Men have a custom to go to the Mikva on the afternoon 
before RH. 

Don’t worry if the Chazan starts the repetition of the RH 
Mussaf prayer whilst you are still in the middle. Simply 
continue your own prayer until you get to the end. Pause 
and listen to the Chazan when he gets to the Kedusha 
prayer.

Although it’s ideal to say the prayers in Hebrew, they may 
be said in English if one prefers. It’s better to pray less with 
more intent and concentration than to whiz through loads 
of prayers without actually connecting to any of them.

Since the blessing over the shofar (p.436) covers all blasts 
for the duration of Mussaf, we try hard not to say anything 
at all other than prayer from the moment of the first 
blessing until the final blasts at the end of Mussaf.

During the repetition of the RH Mussaf prayer, there are 
times when the community kneels on the floor. To 
distinguish us from the ways of idol worshippers, the 
custom is to have something in between one’s face and  
the  floor,  such  as  a  small  towel.

On the 2nd night of RH we make the Shehechiyanu bracha 
as we did on the 1st night. Women say it when lighting 
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candles, men when making Kiddush. Since this bracha 
was already made on the previous night, it is preferable 
(but not imperative) for a secondary object  to be present  
which requires a Shehechiyanu bracha, such as a fruit 
which one hasn’t eaten yet this year, or a new garment.

HALACHOS FOR YOM KIPPUR (All page numbers refer to the 
Artscroll Yom Kippur Machzor unless stated otherwise.) 

 It is a biblical mitzvah to eat & drink heartily on the 9th of 
Tishrei- the day before YK.  

Through observing the laws of YK properly we can achieve 
forgiveness for our sins perpetrated against Hashem. 
However, to be forgiven for sins which we have done 
against others, their personal forgiveness is required.       
If one has not yet asked the offended party for forgiveness, 
make sure to do so by the time YK arrives.

In addition to all of the things forbidden on Shabbos, there 
are 5 specific prohibitions associated with YK:

Eating and drinking - this is so strict that we are not 
even allowed to wash out our mouths, even if one feels 
very uncomfortable, lest we come to swallow some 
liquid. (This is also forbidden under the laws of 
washing.) 

Washing - we are not allowed to derive pleasure from 
washing any part of our body on YK. We are allowed 
however to use minimal water in order to wash off dirt. 
It is thus forbidden to shower on YK. 

THE  ESSENTIALS

Applying oils - once YK comes in, no oils, deodorants 
or perfumes may be applied. It’s therefore wise to 
apply them just before YK comes in.

Wearing leather shoes - we may not wear shoes on YK 
that have any leather in them at all. Other shoes, even 
comfortable ones, are permitted.

Marital relations are forbidden on YK.

YK is the Day of Atonement. In order to achieve 
atonement, we need to do “Teshuva” - repent for all of the 
things we have done wrong. There are 3 components to 
repentance:
1. Regret for having sinned.
2. Confessing the sin - this is done to Hashem and not to a   

human being.
3. Resolving never to do it again.

It’s much more important to fast on YK than to come to 
Shul. If a person is feeling weak and is scared they will 
need to break the fast, then it's much better to go home and 
lie down even though they will miss the prayers. 

Married men wear a Tallis in Shul throughout the whole 
day of YK. No Tefillin are worn.

The custom is to have two festive meals before YK, one at 
lunchtime and another in the late afternoon.  The custom 
is to say the “Shir Hamaalos” introduction to bentching 
after the second meal. Teeth should then be cleaned so 
that we don’t accidentally swallow food after the fast has 
begun. 

A  LITTLE  MORE  DETAIL
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We should try our hardest to forgive others who have 
wronged us (see the Zakkah prayer on p.40 which is said 
before Kol Nidrei where there is a section in which we do 
this). We hope that in this merit, Hashem will forgive us 
even if we too are unworthy. There are some rare instances 
when a person is permitted to withhold forgiveness - 
discuss with your Rabbi if you think this may be the case.

Men have a custom to go to the Mikva on the afternoon 
before YK. 

The Mincha prayer for the afternoon before YK is recited 
before one has the final meal. If possible one should try to 
already be wearing Yom Tov clothes for this. It concludes 
with the “Viduy”- confession prayer.

There is an incredibly moving blessing said by parents for 
their children (p.32), which is said just before we leave for 
Shul on the eve of YK. It is said no matter how old the 
“child” is.

Eating - children from the age of 9 should be encouraged to 
eat later than usual in order to train them. If they are 
younger than 9yrs of age, they can eat as usual, including 
treats in honour of Yom Tov. They do not need to make 
Kiddush but do need to bentch, with the addition of 
“Ya’aleh ve’yavo”. From age 12 for girls and 13 for boys all of 
the laws apply in their totality.

 Consult your rabbi before YK about the following:
There are certain cases in which people who have just had 
a baby, are pregnant, nursing or extremely ill, are allowed 
to eat and drink small amounts, depending on the 
situation. Under these circumstances they are allowed to 
eat the volume of 30cc food (approximately the size of a 

small matchbox) and drink 40cc every 9 mins (or in case of 
greater need every 5 mins). Due to the great severity of this, 
it’s imperative to call your Rabbi before YK to discuss exact 
details. You can also call ‘Halacha Hotline’ on 07971-460-
469.

Washing - when we wake up in the morning we wash the 
hands 3 times each as we do every morning, but this time 
only up to the knuckles i.e. the ends of the fingers and not 
further. Whilst our hands are still wet from this, we can rub 
our eyes in order to remove the sticky residue. After going 
to the toilet we should only wash up to the knuckles 
(unless the hands are dirty in which case the affected area 
can also be washed).

Included in the prohibition of marital relations is that all 
physical contact between spouses is forbidden 
throughout YK. Laws of Niddah separation should be 
observed.

The Confession - “Viduy” prayer is customarily said 10 
times over the course of YK. One who is not praying in Shul 
all day is not obligated to make up the additional times   
that were missed. This is particularly relevant for women.      
It’s important to try and understand what you are saying.     
The back of the Artscroll Machzor has a section where    
this prayer is written out with interlinear translation.             
If necessary, as with the other prayers, it can be said          
in English.

It’s better to pray less but with more intent and 
concentration than to whiz through loads of prayers 
without actually connecting to any of them. Don’t be 
intimidated if the Chazan starts the repetition of the Amida 
and you aren’t ready - just keep praying at your own pace 
until you finish the Amida.
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After the fast finishes, one should recite the Havdalah 
prayer before eating or drinking anything.  Ideally, we 
make the blessing on fire over the candle which we lit 
before YK came in, which was lit especially for this 
purpose.

See p.2 for the explanation and procedure for the Kaparos - 
Atonement Ritual. During this custom which is done on 
the afternoon before YK, we cry out for forgiveness and 
give money to charity, beginning the process of 
atonement. Some give a sum of money that is a multiple of 
18, the numerical equivalent of the Hebrew word “Chai”- 
life.

As well as the usual Yom Tov candles (see p.34), there is a 
custom to light some extra long candles which will burn for 
the duration of YK. One is lit by each married man, another 
is lit by anyone who has lost a parent and a third is lit 
specifically to be used for Havdalah at the end of YK.

Many married men have a custom to wear a kittel. Women 
should dress in smart Yom Tov clothes but not too lavishly. 
Any jewellery or watches which are normally worn on a 
weekday may be worn on YK, even if they are made of gold. 
Jewellery normally worn only on Shabbos are not worn   
on YK.

One can swallow medicine in tablet, capsule, or liquid 
form as long as it’s tasteless or bitter. It is preferable to  
take it without water. If you do need water to swallow it, mix 
the tablet with a bit of water so that the resulting liquid is 
bitter tasting.

BECOMING AN EXPERT

Someone who is washing food for children who are eating 
on YK is allowed to get their hands wet since this is not 
being done for pleasure.

During the “Viduy”- confession, one is supposed to stand 
with the body slightly bent over.

On YK we say the Yizkor prayer, calling to mind deceased 
relatives and pledging money in their memory. This prayer 
can be said at home if one can’t make it to shul. The custom 
is that people whose parents are still alive leave the shul for 
the few minutes that this service takes.

The Ark is opened for the entire duration of the Neilah 
prayer - the emotional climax of YK. If one has the strength, 
it is considered a mitzvah to remain standing for this final 
YK push. 

After YK there are 2 widespread customs which show our 
eagerness for mitzvos; firstly, many start building their 
Sukkah (or at least learn some of its laws) after the fast 
goes out. Secondly, it’s a custom to rise earlier than usual 
for the Shacharis prayer the next morning.

Please email any feedback to rabbitug@seed.uk.net. 
You can contact Rabbi Dovid Tugendhaft on the seed 
‘Halacha  Hotline’  07971 460 469.

May Hashem answer all our prayers and 
inscribe us, our families and the entire 
Jewish people in the book of life.
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