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 ROSH HASHANAH AND YOM KIPPUR IN THE WORKPLACE 

WHAT ARE THE ROSH HASHANAH AND YOM KIPPUR?
Rosh Hashanah and Yom Kippur are known as “High Holy Days” in the Jewish faith and are 
celebrated with family and loved ones. Rosh Hashanah, meaning “head of the year” or “first 
of the year,” is the Jewish New Year, and commemorates the creation of the world and marks 
the beginning of the Days of Awe. 

This year, Rosh Hashanah begins at sunset on September 11 and ends at sunset on 
September 13. A common greeting to mark this occasion of Rosh Hashanah is “Shanah 
Tovah”, which means “Good Year.”  

Yom Kippur is the Day of Atonement and is considered the holiest day in the Jewish faith. 
This year, Yom Kippur begins at sunset on September 20 and ends at sunset on September 
21. It marks the culmination of the 10 Days of Awe, a period of introspection and repentance.
The holiday is observed by fasting from sunset to sunset and a religious service at the
synagogue.

HOW IS IT CELEBRATED? 
Rosh Hashanah is a two-day celebration that begins on the first day of the month of Tishrei in 
the Hebrew calendar and marks the beginning of the new year. 

Rosh Hashanah is a time for both rejoicing and introspection, a time to celebrate the 
completion of another year while also taking stock of one’s life. The two days of Rosh Hashanah 
usher in the Ten Days of Repentance, which culminate in the major fast day of Yom Kippur or 
Day of Atonement. 

The central custom of Rosh Hashanah is the blowing of the “shofar,” a musical instrument 
typically made of a ram’s horn, which serves as a symbolic “wake-up call” to mend one’s ways 
and repent. The shofar is blown at various points during Rosh Hashanah prayers, with a total 
of 100 blasts on each day. During Rosh Hashanah, many Jews attend synagogue services and 
recite special liturgy. A special prayer book called the “mahzor” is used and three unique set 
of prayers known as “malkhuyot”, “zichronot” and “shofarot” are added to morning service 
during the holiday. 



During Rosh Hashanah, followers will share a festive meal with family and loved ones to 
celebrate the new year. It is customary to eat apples dipped in honey and other sweet foods 
such as honey cake, dates, beets, squash, etc. to evoke a sweet year ahead.  It is also customary 
to eat fruits you have not partaken in during the rest of the year to taste the “newness” of the 
year.  

Yom Kippur or the “Day of Atonement” takes places 10 days after Rosh Hashanah. It is also 
known as the “Sabbath of Sabbaths” and is considered Judaism’s holiest day. Yom Kippur 
completes the annual period known as the High Holy Days or “yamim nora'im.”  

The holiday is an introspective one, an opportunity to atone for sins, repent, and consider how 
to do better in the year to come. It is understood to be a time to seek forgiveness for 
transgressions against the divine. As for wrongdoings committed that hurt other people, one is 
expected to seek forgiveness for those behaviours prior to Yom Kippur.  The ten-day period 
between Rosh Hashana and Yom Kippur is known as “Aseret Yamei Tshuvah” or The Ten Days of 
Repentance, during which time people often seek out forgiveness from one another and may 
increase their involvement in charity, good deeds, and traditional study.   

Jews traditionally observe Yom Kippur with a 25-hour, day-long fast, abstaining from food, 
water, washing, wearing of leather, and sexual relations, and focusing attention on their 
relationship with God.  

Observers attend special Yom Kippur services at their local synagogues. Yom Kippur has five 
prayer services - Ma'ariv (known as Kol Nidre), Shacharit, Musaf, Mincha, and Ne'ilah. To impart 
the gravity of the Day of Judgement, Yom Kippur liturgy weaves in a powerful metaphor—
which is repeated throughout the day—about being “inscribed and sealed” in the “Book of Life” 
for the year to come. The liturgy also includes private and public confessions of sins known as 
“vidui”  , readings  from the Book of Leviticus about the death of Aaron’s sons, and a reading of 
the Book of Jonah, which focuses on the themes of repentance and forgiveness.. 

At the conclusion of Yom Kippur, observers repent for their sins and ask for forgiveness from 
God. The final prayer service typically ends with the sounding of the shofar. 
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HOW CAN WE CREATE AN INCLUSIVE ENVIRONMENT? 

1 Get educated. Ensure staff who supervise  Jewish colleagues are aware of the 
High Holy days and how they can be supportive.

2 Intentional planning and accomodations. Update your scheduling tools to reflect 
religious observance dates and to support the planning activities. Avoid 
booking meetings and scheduling events during the High Holy Days if possible. 

The University of Toronto recognizes its obligation to prevent discriminatory 
impacts on members of its community that arise from the failure to 
accommodate based on religion or creed. It is the responsibility of both the 
Manager and the individual seeking accommodation to work cooperatively 
and respectfully to explore and implement appropriate accommodation 
options. Accommodate requests for time off for religious observances. If shift 
work is the norm, staff may want to switch shifts to observe the High Holy Days. 
Look for solutions that suit all parties.   

3 Be thoughtful. On Yom Kippur, Jewish colleagues may refrain from food or water 
for a 25-hour period. If colleagues work on this day and are fasting, please be 
considerate about this.
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Be inclusive. You can say “shana tova” to wish someone a happy new year. 
Ahead of Yom Kippur, you may wish someone a “gmar tov” or “gmar hatima 
tova”, wishing that they be inscribed and “sealed’ for good things in the year 
ahead. 

Don’t make assumptions. For personal reasons, not all Jewish colleagues may 
take the time off or fast, but they may still observe in various ways. 
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