Why are We Judged on Rosh Hashana? 


The mishna (16a) lists four times of judgment.  On Pesach we are judged for grain, on Shavuot for fruits, on Succot for water, and on Rosh Hashana we are judged overall. The first three times make sense. Rain begins to fall on Sukkot so that is the time to be judged for water. Similarly, Pesach and Shavuot are the times when the grains and fruits, respectively, ripen and begin to be harvested. Therefore, they are appropriate times to have these judgments. However, why is Rosh Hashana the time when all of mankind is judged? Why did the Torah declare the first of Tishrei as the ultimate time of judgment? 


The Ran offers a very interesting explanation based on a medrash in the Pesikta (23). The Medrash assumes that the world was created in Tishrei like the opinion of Rebbi Eliezer (11b). However, the medrash explains that the world wasn’t created in Tishrei, but rather the first day of creation was the 25th of Elul. The first of Tishrei was therefore the sixth day of creation, the day Adam and Chava were created. Moreover, the medrash explains that on that first day “in the eight hour Hashem brought him [into Gan Eden], in the ninth hour he was commanded [not to eat from the eitz hada’at], in the tenth hour he sinned, in the eleventh hour he was judged, and in the twelfth hour he left with atonement.” 

Based on this order of events, the first judgment of man occurred on the first of Tishrei. The Medrash says that therefore, Hashem declared this day to be a day of judgment forever. Moreover, just as Adam left his judgment with a level of forgiveness, so too, Hashem declared that in all future Roshei Hashana, man would merit at least some degree of forgiveness. The Ran also uses this medrash to explain a local custom of his time. He records that in Barcelona, Spain they would always begin saying selichot on the 25th of Elul. [Nowadays Ashkenazim begin on the Sunday at least four days before Rosh Hashana, and Sephardim begin on rosh chodesh Elul.] Without this medrash, the 25th of Elul seems to be a random date; however, according to the Pesikta the world was created on that day, making it a fitting time to begin selichot. 

The Ran points out, though, that this explanation doesn’t make sense according to Rebbi Yehoshua who holds that the world was created in Nissan. The Ran therefore offers a different explanation as follows. Since Yom Kippur was established as a day of forgiveness when Hashem forgave us for the egel hazahav, Hashem decided, the Ran suggests, to judge us soon before that time. This way, even if we are found to be guilty on Rosh Hashana we will soon have an opportunity to do teshuva and receive kaparah. According to this opinion there is no reason to begin selichot on the 25th of Elul, and in fact, the Ran notes that in his time the Jews of Gerona, Spain did not start to Rosh Hashana itself. 
