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Jewish Holidays and Customs 

  

THEN AND NOW 
 

The Jews of Mariampole lived in a well-structured, organized community governed by 

religious principles. The observance of traditional religious rituals and customs was 

the foundation of life. 

In the twenty-first century, Orthodox and Conservative Jews observe most Jewish 

holidays and customs mentioned here although the religious practices of our 

ancestors in Mariampole are no longer observed precisely the same way. The 

holidays and Sabbath are described here in the past tense even though they are still 

celebrated. The past tense is used in keeping with the aim to describe what was done 

during the period when our grandparents and their children lived. 

ROSH HASHANA AND 

YOM KIPPUR 
Rosh Hashana, the Jewish New Year, fell in September or early October and was 

followed by ten days of atonement. As the father left the house, he would say, ñLomier 

ausbeten a guten Yohr,ò Letôs pray for a good year.  

A procession in Mariampole headed for the shores of the Seshupe River for Selichos, 

a special prayer, traditionally said at midnight on Saturday. On the first day of Rosh 

Hashana, tashlich, began the ritual of casting away oneôs mistakes of the past year. 

After the prayers, men shook out their pockets to throw off imaginary sins they had 

accumulated during the year and women shook their handkerchiefs and skirts into the 

river. The ceremony was based on the prophecy of Micha, ñThou wilt cast all their sins 

into the depths of the sea.òi  

It was a day of remembrance, symbolized by the blowing of the shofar, an ancient 

Hebrew musical instrument made from a curved ramôs horn. As part of the religious 

service, the sounds of the shofar resembled sobbing, wailing notes followed by long 

piercing sounds. 

The days between Rosh Hashana and Yom Kippur, the solemn day of atonement, 

were a time for self-evaluation. Leshana tova tikotevu, ñMay you be inscribed for a 

good and sweet year,ò was a familiar greeting exchanged by family and friends as 

they celebrated the high Holy days that signaled the New Year. It was a time of 

renewed joy and hope. People resolved to do better and offer forgiveness to others.  

The rebbe led the Shachris, morning prayer, on the high holidays of Rosh Hashana 



2 

 

and Yom Kippur. At the Kol Nidre service on the eve of Yom Kippur the rebbe stood in 

stocking feet (as it is forbidden towear leather footwear an ancient indication of 

luxury), his tallis, prayer shawl, draped over his head as he swayed and prayed in a 

tearful voice, his lips davening each word.  

Yom Kippur, ten days after Rosh Hashana, was devoted to fasting, prayer, and 

atonement. People fasted from sundown until sundown on the next day when the 

shofar sounded one long-uninterrupted blast. Candles were lit to remember deceased 

relatives. Yom Kippur, a solemn day, signified Godôs final judgment on people. The 

fast was broken at the end of the day heralding in time to start building the sukkah, 

booth or hut, for the next holiday.   

At Sukkoth, bowls of honey embodied the wish for a sweet year. A golden, coiled, 

round challah bread, often containing raisins, was a symbol of the yearôs round, 

complete, and uninterrupted cycle. It was torn into chunks and dipped into the sweet 

honey. 

SUKKOTH 
This Feast of Tabernacles or booths was a harvest festival. The weeklong holiday 

began early in October, on the fifteenth day of the Jewish month of Tishre, the fifth 

day after Yom Kippur. It was the longest holiday in the Jewish calendar, nine days 

long, a time of rejoicing for the bounties of the earth. The sukkah, built with plants and 

branches, represented the temporary huts Jews occupied when they lived in the 

wilderness. During their forty years of wandering in the Sinai Desert on their way to 

Israel, these makeshift huts which the Jews called home embodied Godôs protection. 

The holiday commemorated the time when the Jews waited in their sukkoth at the foot 

of Mount Sinai for Moses to descend. 

The father or a pious Jew drove a wooden peg on the spot where the sukkah was to 

be built. Fathers, sons, and neighbors determined how it should be constructed. For 

the next few days men transformed into carpenters, sawing, pounding, and nailing 

boards, old doors, carpets and mats, or whatever material to create a replica of an 

ancient shelter. Branches of sôchach, evergreen pine trees, were distributed for the 

roof. When it was complete, candles were lit and blessed and meals were eaten 

inside the sukkah under the moonlit sky. 
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SIMCHAT TORAH Simchat Torah, a day of rejoicing the Jewish law, was usually in October and took 

place the day after Sukkoth. Men carried the Torah around the synagogue seven 

Chazzan in a Mariampole Synagogue from an Old Print by St. Grocholski 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


