Sticky Apples and Clucking Chickens:
Signs and Symbols During the High Holiday Season
Rabbi Jonathan Bienenfeld
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Leviticus 19:26 (Parshat Kedoshim)

You shall not eat over the blood; you shall not engage in divination and you shall not
believe in lucky times.
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Talmud Sanhedrin 65b

The Rabbis taught: A menachesh is one who says, “His bread fell from his mouth! His
staff fell from his hand! His son called him from behind! A raven called to him! A deer
has interrupted his path! There is a snake to his right! There is a wolf to his left!”
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Rashi ibid.

“His bread fell from his mouth,” he needs to fear harm today. “A snake is coming to his
right,” or “a wolf to his left,” this is a bad omen for him. “A deer has interrupted his
path,” for he was walking from east to west and the deer was going from north to south,
and interrupted his path.
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Talmud Horayot 12a

Our Rabbis taught: The kings are anointed only at a fountain, that their sovereignty may
endure, as it is said, And the king said unto them: ‘Take with you the servants of your
lord . . . and bring him down to Gihon’. R. Ammi said: He who wishes to ascertain
whether he will live through the year or not shall, during the ten days between the New
Year and the Day of Atonement, kindle a lamp in a house wherein there is no draught. If
the light continues to burn he may know that he will live through the year. He who
desires to engage in business and wishes to ascertain whether he will succeed or not, let
him rear up a cock; if it grows plump and fine he will succeed. He who desires to set out
on a journey and wishes to ascertain whether he will return home again or not, let him
station himself in a dark house; if he sees the reflection of his shadow he may know that
he will return home again. This, however, is not a proper thing to do, lest his courage fail
him and he meet with misfortune in consequence. Said Abaye: Now that it has been said
that omens are of significance, a man should make a regular habit of seeing at the
beginning of the year, pumpkin, fenugreek, leek, beet and dates.
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Talmud Keritut 6a
Abaye said: Since you hold that symbols are meaningful, every man should make it a
habit to eat on New Year pumpkin, fenugreek, leek, beet and dates.
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Beit Habechira Horayot 12a

When kings were anointed, they would do so near a spring as a good sign that his
kingdom should flow (like a spring). This is not divination, rather [its purpose is] to
inspire him to behave in the way of a spring whose waters don't dry up ... There are
many things that are permissible that are similar to divination but are not actual
divination, rather a sign to inspire one to perform good deeds. This is what they said to
place on one's table on the night of Rosh Hashanah pumpkin, fenugreek, etc., for some
of them grow quickly and some grow to large sizes. In order that one does not violate
the prohibition against divination, they instituted a recitation that inspires one to
repent ... It 1s known that this is only a point of reference because it is not contingent on
the recitation alone, rather on repentance and good deeds. However, acts that are
performed in the manner of divination are categorically prohibited such as that which it
states that certain people when they begin a business venture raise a rooster in the name
of the business and if it grows nicely, they are confident in their success. This is what
they stated that this and acts like this should not be performed and it is not proper to rely
on these omens.
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Mordechai Yoma, 723

That which it states that this is not proper because his courage may fail him etc., only
refers to one who is travelling and wants to test if he will return home. [The reason why
this 1s not proper is] that the satan prosecutes during times of danger, like in the case of
someone who is traveling ... and he is therefore easily susceptible to bad luck.
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Maharsha Horayot 12a

The good that comes from G-d comes with certainty as it states 'a good trait that comes
from G-d is not retracted,' but bad does not come with certainty because it can always be
changed. For this reason, if someone creates a sign for the positive it is not considered
divination, rather a symbol that one will receive positive benefits from G-d. However, if
one creates an omen for oneself for something negative, it is considered divination
because one assumes that it comes with certainty, when in reality, there is always a
chance for change ... For this reason, the Talmud states "one who wants to know if he
will have a positive year," implying that if the test is not successful he may still have a
positive year ... If he states that if the light does not burn, he will [certainly] have a
negative year, it is considered divination.
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Chayei Adam 129:1

And since it is the beginning of the year, we are accustomed to making a good omen by
eating foods which suggest this (and the reason for this, see Nachmanides' commentary
at the beginning of Parshat Lech Lecha where he writes, “Know that all heavenly
decrees, once they are expressed through some omen below, they will never be undone.”
And this seems to me to clearly be the reason for the Sages saying, “Now that you have
said that omens are significant...””’) And in our lands we are accustomed to eating a sweet



apple...
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Genesis 12:6 (Parshat Lech-Lecha)
And Abram passed through the land until the point of Shechem until the Plain of Moreh.
And the Canaanites were then in the land.
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Nachmanides' Commentary, ibid.
And Abram passed through the land until the point of Shechem. This tells you a

principle that you must understand for all the coming parshiot concerning Abraham,
Isaac, and Jacob. It is an important matter, one that our Sages have mentioned in short
when they said, “All that which happened to the fathers is an omen for the children.”
And therefore, the versus proceed at length to tell of the travels, and the digging of the
wells, and other events. One who contemplates them considers them extra and without
purpose. But they all teach what is to occur in the future, for when something occurred
to one of the three forefathers, one must consider this as something that has been
decreed to come upon his descendents.
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Chibur HaTeshuva 2:8

Many objected to this practice but [their objections] were not accepted because most
scholars allowed the practice as long as it is similar to the signs of Rosh Hashanah ... In
my opinion, they wanted to say that the purpose of this practice is to inspire the
individual and to instill fear in him; to see himself and his entire family as culpable to G-
d because of his transgressions and if he repents to G-d with all of his heart, G-d will
change curses to blessings and remove his initial decree because of his repentance.
Because this is the purpose of this practice, it is combined with giving charity and
sending food items to the poor with the chickens.
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Chayei Adam, Laws of Yom Kippur 144:4
One should not think that this is his atonement, rather one should think that everything
that happens to this bird should have happened to him (similar to the intent of sacrifices)
and G-d in his mercy, in his response to the repentance, will overturn the decree and will

enact it on the bird (similar to the comments of Ramban at the beginning of Parshat Lech
Lecha regarding Avraham's walk).




