
Dvar Torah Rosh Hashanah 

Rosh Hashanah 16b 

R. Kruspedai said in the name of R. Johanan: Three books are opened [in heaven] on New Year, 
one for the thoroughly wicked, one for the thoroughly righteous, and one for the intermediate. The 
thoroughly righteous are forthwith inscribed definitively in the book of life; the thoroughly wicked 
are forthwith inscribed definitively in the book of death; the doom of the intermediate is suspended 
from New Year till the Day of Atonement; if they deserve well, they are inscribed in the book of life; 
if they do not deserve well, they are inscribed in the book of death. 
 

R' Yaacov Yosef of Polnoye (1705-1784), as quoted in the Netivot Shalom 
 
Three books are opened on Rosh Hashanah… The thoroughly righteous are forthwith inscribed 
definitively in the book of life… This means three new books are opened that each person inscribes 
himself for the New Year however he wants. If he takes upon himself to be counted among the 
righteous and to fulfill his destiny and purpose in the world from this point forward, through this he 
is written and sealed immediately for life.  Those who do not take upon themselves to fulfill their 
purpose and destiny, results in itself they have no purpose in the world. 
 

Sefat Emet 

 אך. מעונש רק יראה להיות שלא לראות צריכין אבל. יראה' בחי ה"ר הנה כי. ייםהח בספר וכתבנו לחיים זכרנו

 נדבקין להיות הבקשה עיקר ז"וע. התורה שהיא החיים מעץ נדחין יהיו שלא היראה עיקר' שיהי' פי. לחיים' ה יראת

 בתורה

Remember us for Life….and Inscribe us in the Book of Life. Rosh Hashanah is the aspect 

of fear. We must be careful that this dimension of fear not only be one of fear of 

punishment as a result of sin. Rather (Proverbs 19:23) “Fear of the Lord is for life”. This 

means that the key element of fear is being banished or remote from the Tree of Life which 

is Torah.  The key element of our request for life is that we be attached to Torah. 

 

The request of being inscribed into the Book of Life is one of a number of key themes of the 

machzor, with malchyot, the Kingship of God being the key one.  However we certainly all know 

that among our people, the image of God writing our destiny in the Book is often central and the 

picture they carry with them.  

The Sefat Emet sees this request for life as not pertaining to the years we will live, but rather to our 

relationship with Torah. It is not a prayer for physical length of days, but rather for a deep, spiritual, 

inner life attached to Torah.  Our fear is to loose that precious attachment. Torah is our life. 

In a similar manner, Rav Yaacov Yosef of Polnoye, explains the passage from Rosh Hashanah 16b.  

The Books of Life and Death are inscribed not by God, but by ourselves.  The life for which we are 



inscribing ourselves is one of purpose and destiny, with no guarantee of length of days.  If one 

chooses a life without purpose then one is choosing death, not a physical death, but an existence 

devoid of purpose and meaning. 

 


