







JEWISH HOLIDAY STYLE

Everything has its season, and there is a time for everything under the heaven …

—KOHELET 3:1
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WHY HOLIDAYS?


The celebration of holidays is such a common practice among humankind that we rarely if ever stop to think, Just what is the purpose of a holiday, anyway? After all, why is the past, which is long gone, a cause for celebration now? [image: Image] Judaism answers this question by pointing out that the Jewish holidays are not simply marks on the yearly calendar, but a spiral by which we travel to the spiritual coordinates of the holiday time and time again. We are not merely commemorating a historical event and perpetuating our heritage—we are reliving it in our present reality. [image: Image] What does this really mean? After all, we are not required to go on a group tour to Egypt every Passover to relive the Exodus. However, if we analyze this concept from the perspective of Jewish mysticism/kabbalah, we find that just as every person has a soul, so too does every event. Every event has a special and unique inner spiritual quality and energy. Thus each holiday has something different to offer us. [image: Image] Passover is well known as the quintessential holiday of freedom and liberation. And what it has to offer us is of immense value: actual assistance in overcoming and effecting redemption from our own personal internal bonds and limitations. For certainly recalling the historical event is both uplifting and inspiring. Although this is true, it is only the starting point. Just as the sun shines more strongly on some days than on others, so does God make the special spiritual quality and energy of each holiday (in this case Passover) shine more strongly in the world during the actual time of the holiday. Thus what we are offered during the days of Passover each year is the opportunity to actually plug into and “download” the energy of this holiday’s essence. Every Passover the power of liberation is there to help each one of us attain an ever higher level of our own true personal and spiritual potential as we cross the path of this beam of energy farther up the spiral stairway each year. [image: Image] The same applies to every Jewish holiday, for each has its own quality and energy waiting for us to access. To do so we need to make our celebration a personal event, hence the importance of customs—personal, familial, and communal. This book serves that purpose by using all the senses to open arenas for the expression of the spirit of the holidays, from the food we eat to the way we beautify the mitzvot (precepts) of each holiday. Above all, this book assists us to bring our own gift of beauty to each of the holidays, as did Miriam and Moses when they led the Jewish people in singing, “This is my God and I will praise him with beauty”(from the Song of the Sea).

Rabbi Shlomo Yaffe West Hartford, Connecticut



INTRODUCTION


This book is a project of the heart. The concept grew out of my own desire to make the Jewish holidays as beautiful and aesthetically pleasing as possible for my family and friends. [image: Image] Using my hands to enhance my surroundings has always been my passion. When my husband, Michael, and I began studying Hasidic philosophy, I was surprised and delighted to learn that my whole approach to home style is an example of what is called hiddur mitzvah. This is the act of going that extra step to make everything in life as beautiful and as special as possible. [image: Image] In Judaism, since the spiritual and the physical are intimately connected, each has the power to enhance and infuse vitality into the other, creating a divine partnership. This concept of beauty and spirituality is most attainable during the Jewish holidays. The holiest of times brings out the best in us, compelling us to make our small corner of the world the most special place to be. They envelop our loved ones like a beautiful, rich cloak of happiness, of wonder. [image: Image] If food is love, then so is a wonderful sukkah and a most perfect golden etrog, the most sumptuous of buffets, the brightest and most captivating Chanukah decorations. Love is also a handsome New Year’s card that begs to be saved, a set of beeswax menorah candles straight from your kitchen, a clever shalach manot food gift for Purim, and a Rosh Hashanah goodie bag to send home with each of your guests. These special touches are perfect examples of hiddur mitzvot, those efforts from the heart. [image: Image] This book, then, is a gift—to my family, to my friends, to you, and to my Creator. It is my humble way of saying thank you for the ability to create joy and beauty and the opportunity to share. [image: Image] Perhaps the perfect table setting won’t change the world, but if this book provides the reader with even a small measure of inspiration to unlock the talent needed to create special holiday beauty throughout the Jewish year, I will be most gratified. Because when the door is unlocked, we are all one step closer to hiddur mitzvah— and a life of beauty, both physical and spiritual.
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Pomegranates, the traditional first fruit of the New Year, are served to remind us to be as abundant in good deeds as they are in seeds.




ROSH HASHANAH


THE BLAST OF THE SHOFAR IS THE SIGNAL—the alarm—that the Days of Awe, the ten-day period from Rosh Hashanah to Yom Kippur, has begun. This is a time of serious introspection and soul-searching, because everything done during this time period can affect the outcome of the year to come. It is a time to heal hurts, offer apologies, mend misunderstandings, and right wrongs. It is also a time to increase acts of kindness and charity. If our efforts are undertaken with a sincere heart, then God will look on us favorably and inscribe us in the Book of Life for another year. This process, called teshuvah, which means “return,” allows us to return to our best true selves and to embark on the New Year with a clean slate. [image: Image] The Days of Awe begin with Rosh Hashanah, meaning literally the “head of the year,” on the first of Tishrei. It is the crown jewel of the Jewish calendar, marking the beginning of the Jewish New Year and the birthday of the world. [image: Image] Rosh Hashanah is a delicious time of families and friends coming together. Family meals. Crunchy apple slices dipped in honey, as wishes for a sweet New Year. Fat, fragrant round challahs, sometimes studded with sweet raisins, just begging to be pulled apart and passed around. Kosher markets struggle to fill the many orders for fresh briskets of beef, and granddaughters thumb through old recipes for tzimmes, the Ashkenazi sweet potato, prune, and carrot side dish. Pomegranates, the traditional first fruit, are served so that we may do as many good deeds as there are seeds within the fruit. [image: Image] The Jewish world is bright and joyous; even the fruits and vegetables served are vividly hued—oranges, carrots, the many varieties of apples. Whatever traditions you opt to embrace or decide to create, make sure your Rosh Hashanah is bright, light, and sweet.



NEW YEAR CARDS


This is one of the holidays during which Jewish people send greeting cards to friends and family. Card companies have gotten much more creative in recent years with their Rosh Hashanah cards, selling them singly or by the pack, but why not try your hand at making your family’s own? They’re much more personal, and recipients will treasure them more, knowing the effort and creativity that went into each card.

New Year’s cards may be sent before Rosh Hashanah up until the beginning of Sukkot, so you have a couple of weeks to get them into the mail. Ours are made from both blank cards from the stationery store and colored paper that can be cut to the desired size. Quality art supply stores also sell handmade papers, some with flower petals or fiber pieces pressed right in. They’re a beautiful canvas for handmade cards.

Photographs

(Bottom and opposite page, top left)

Since sending New Year’s greetings is a lovely way to stay in touch, you might consider a photo card. Cut a shape in the center of your card with an X-Acto blade for the photo to peek through, as we’ve shown here. Crop the photo in an interesting way to get close-ups of your subjects—you really don’t need to see the furniture in the room or your kids’ knees. The honey bottle was borrowed from the children, crowned with an apple hat, then snapped with an ordinary Instamatic camera. The photo was taken to the quick print center, color copied, cut out paper-doll-style, and mounted inside the border between the words of the greeting. Make up your own favorite shot—your children with their arms filled with apples would be charming, taken outdoors on a sunny fall day.

Papier-mâché Apple

(Opposite page, top right)

Just for fun, a tiny papier-mâché apple, available by the dozen in craft and seasonal shops, is tagged with your holiday message, popped into a tiny mailing tube, and sent as an unexpectedly charming Rosh Hashanah greeting.

[image: Image]

Writing with Paint Pens

(Opposite page, bottom right)

Gold and silver metallic pens are truly magic. They can transform an ordinary sheet of paper into an elegant, personalized card that’s too pretty to throw away. Just draw or write your message across the front in metallic ink—dark papers work well for contrast. Here, we’ve repeated L’Shanah Tovah on one card and drawn a simple autumn leaf pattern on another. For a personal message over your design, write it on contrasting paper and spray-mount or glue-stick into place.

[image: Image]

Clip Art

(Above and opposite page, bottom left)

The illustrations in old books and clip art books make wonderful card ideas, and they’re easier to reproduce than you think. Just photocopy the illustration to the size you’d like, add type from a personal computer (or hand letter it yourself), and photocopy onto colored paper. If you’re not sure how to get it through the copier straight, ask your local print shop to help.

[image: Image]



OPEN HOUSE BUFFET


Our Rosh Hashanah open house buffet is short on prep time,long on pleasure. The spirit of the Jewish New Year permeates your home. The talk is relaxed and unhurried. The food is abundant yet simple. And a menu like this allows you to enjoy this special time with the people you love, not careening back and forth from the kitchen to the dining room. Here, we’ve created ideas for an easily elegant buffet table, headlining food that needn’t be eaten at a sit-down meal, foods prepared days ahead, using a vibrant tumble of vegetables from the summer’s rich harvest.

We’ve loaded our table with garden treasures: a heady eggplant dip, a mélange of crudités, and traditional challah-turned-bruschetta. The cognac-laced chopped liver is a dense, surprisingly delicious treat, and tiny apple honey tartlets blend the season’s celebrity fruit with the symbolic sweetness of homey. Consider jugs of cold local cider, and keep a crock of long cinnamon sticks nearby.

Some extra perks for you: Except for the tartlets, the food on our buffet needn’t be heated, totally eliminating panic time. This intentional—Rosh Hashanah services at different synagogues end at different times, which means that your guests don’t arrive en masse. Each element of this light luncheon falls into the finger food category—enough to satisfy, never to overfill, since many of your guests will be going on to traditional multicourse family dinners later in the day.

The setting is up to you, but we’ve chosen earthy autumn colors. As a center-piece, you might want to use pomegranates—a seasonal “first fruit”—in an attractive glass bowl. These dry beautifully and look great in the house all year long. If your buffet is set up in a room with a fireplace, try this for the mantle—scoop out a large oblong gourd or overgrown zucchini, tuck in some florists’ foam, and insert bittersweet.

If you live near a body of fresh running water that contains fish,take a walk after the meal to experience tashlich. This is the ceremony of reciting prayers and throwing bread crumbs into the water as a symbolic casting away of our transgressions so we might make a fresh start for the New Year. This ceremony teaches us that, just as a fish’s eyes are always open, so is God always watching over us and waiting for us to resolve that we will not repeat our sins. Then, like the water, our sins will also move on.

Tashlich is a beautiful tradition, and one that children especially love. Adults find something very cleansing about the ceremony, which binds us to nature reminds us that we are all part of the Creator’s world.
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HERBED CHALLAH BRUSCHETTA

SERVES 8-10

1 large challah

1 cup extra-virgin olive oil

2 tablespoons Italian seasoning

2 teaspoons kosher salt

1 teaspoon cracked black pepper

1. Preheat oven to 400°F.

2. Cut challah into ½-inch slices and cut each slice diagonally into 4 pieces.

3. Mix oil, seasoning, salt, and pepper in a small bowl. Place challah on a baking sheet and brush the pieces with the oil mixture. Bake for 5-8 minutes or until golden. Turn pieces over and brush remaining side. Bake for an additional 3-4 minutes or until golden. Remove from oven and cool. Repeat with remaining pieces.

SUGGESTIONS

• Any type of challah will work. We prefer a pullman style because you get even pieces.

• This can be made ahead of time and kept in an airtight container or Ziploc bag.

• Any type of dried seasoning will work, such as sage, thyme, rosemary, or chives.

COGNAC CHOPPED LIVER

MAKES 2 CUPS

1 pound chicken livers

Kosher salt

3 tablespoons olive oil

¾ cup minced shallots

1 teaspoon minced garlic

¼ cup plus 1 tablespoon cognac

2 hard-boiled eggs

2 tablespoons chopped parsley

2 tablespoons chopped chives

Salt and pepper to taste

1. Preheat broiler to high.

2. Chicken livers need to be kashered—salt livers on all sides. Place on a broiler pan, on a screen-type rack so that blood can drip off.

3. Broil chicken livers for 4-5 minutes or until blood has exuded. Wash salt away.

4. Heat 2 tablespoons of oil in a large sauté pan. Sauté shallots for 6-8 minutes or until golden. Add garlic and cook for 30 seconds. Add chicken livers and ¼ cup cognac. Let simmer for 12-15 minutes over medium-high heat, until liquid has evaporated and livers are cooked through.

5. Transfer mixture to a food processor fitted with a steel blade. Process liver mixture, eggs, and remaining oil until smooth. Remove mixture to a bowl and fold in parsley and chives. Splash with 1 tablespoon cognac. Season with salt and pepper to taste. Refrigerate for 1 hour.

6. Serve with herbed challah bruschetta.

MEDITERRANEAN EGGPLANT SPREAD

SERVES 6-8

1 large eggplant

4 cloves roasted garlic

1 tablespoon lemon juice

2 tablespoons olive oil

2 tablespoons pitted, chopped Kalamata olives

2 tablespoons chopped sun-dried tomatoes, packed in oil

¼ cup chopped fresh parsley

Salt and pepper to taste

Matzo crackers

1. Preheat grill or broiler. Place whole eggplant on grill or under broiler, turning often, until all sides are charred. Cool eggplant, peel skin, and remove pulp.

2. In a food processor fitted with a steel blade, process eggplant, garlic, lemon juice, and olive oil until smooth. Fold in olives, sun-dried tomatoes, and parsley. Season with salt and pepper. Cover and chill for 30 minutes.

3. Serve with matzo crackers.
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HARVEST TOMATO COMPOTE

SERVES 8-10

This can be made in advance and frozen. Omit the herbs when cooking and add just before serving.

2 tablespoons olive oil

1½ cups diced red onions

2 cloves garlic, minced

3 pounds ripe tomatoes, peeled, seeded, and diced

⅓ cup shredded basil

⅓ cup chopped parsley

2 tablespoons chopped oregano

2 tablespoons capers

2 tablespoons balsamic vinegar

Salt and pepper to taste

1. Heat a large sauté pan with oil, add onions, and cook for 2-3 minutes. Add garlic and tomatoes and cook for 15-18 minutes or until most of the liquid has evaporated.

2. Stir in herbs and capers; cook until heated through.

3. Splash with vinegar and season with salt and pepper.

SUGGESTIONS

• Serve with toasted challah.

• Substitute half yellow tomatoes if in season.

ROASTED BEET RELISH

SERVES 8-10

5 large beets (approximately 3 pounds), tops removed and scrubbed

¼ cup vegetable oil

Salt and pepper to taste

2 large navel oranges

1 teaspoon chopped orange zest

½ cup sliced scallions

1 tablespoon chopped fresh tarragon

2 tablespoons raspberry vinegar

1½ teaspoons Dijon mustard

⅓ cup olive oil

2 tablespoons chopped parsley

1. Preheat oven to 400°F. Line a baking dish with aluminum foil.

2. Toss beets in vegetable oil. Season with salt and pepper and place in baking dish. Roast in preheated oven for 1 hour 15 minutes or until beets are fork tender. Remove and cool.

3. Peel beets and cut into small dice. Place in a large mixing bowl. Remove the skin and membrane of the oranges, cut into sections, and dice. Add oranges, orange zest, scallions, and tarragon to beets. Toss to combine.

4. In a small bowl, whisk together vinegar and mustard. Slowly whisk in olive oil, fold in parsley, and season with salt and pepper. Pour over beet mixture and toss to coat. Cover and chill for 1 hour or overnight if desired.

SUGGESTIONS

• Serve with pita or toasted challah.

• Beet will stain your hands badly, so wear rubber gloves.
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APPLE AND HONEY TARTLETS

MAKES 36 TARTLETS

This can be made ahead and frozen.

8 tablespoons margarine

4 Granny Smith apples, peeled, cored, and diced

1 teaspoon ground cinnamon

½ cup honey

½ cup chopped walnuts

¼ cup currants

12 sheets phyllo dough, defrosted

1. Preheat oven to 375°F.

2. Heat a large pan with 2 tablespoons margarine. Sauté apples over medium-high heat for 4-5 minutes or until slightly golden and soft. Add cinnamon and honey and continue cooking for 1-2 minutes. Remove from heat and stir in walnuts and currants. Cool mixture slightly.

3. Melt remaining margarine. On a clean work surface, place down one sheet of phyllo. Brush liberally with margarine and repeat with 3 more sheets, brushing the top sheet. Cut phyllo into 12 even pieces. Place margarine side of each square down in a minimuffin tin.

4. Fill each square with a heaping teaspoon of filling. Gather the sides of the squares in the center (as if you were making a beggar’s purse) and push down to seal. Repeat with remaining phyllo and filling.

5. Bake for 15-18 minutes or until golden. Serve warm.

SUGGESTIONS

• When working with phyllo, keep unused dough well covered so as not to dry out.

• Always defrost phyllo overnight in the refrigerator.

• We usually buy 2 boxes of phyllo when making a recipe because sometimes you get a box where the dough is stuck together.

• If you freeze tartlets, reheat them on a baking sheet in a 400°F oven for 10-12 minutes or until warm.

NANA’S BASIC MANDEL BREAD

MAKES A LOT

Because of the large quantity, this freezes beautifully!

7 large eggs

1⅔ cups sugar

1½ cups vegetable oil

2 tablespoons orange juice

Juice of 1 lemon

8 cups all-purpose flour

2 tablespoons plus 1 teaspoon baking powder

8 ounces chopped walnuts

TOPPING

¾ cup sugar

1 tablespoon ground cinnamon

1. Preheat oven to 350°F.

2. In a large bowl combine eggs, sugar, oil, and juices. In a separate bowl mix together flour, baking powder, and walnuts. Fold dry ingredients into wet and mix until combined.

3. Shape into 5 even logs and place on an ungreased jellyroll pan. Bake for 35-40 minutes or until golden.

4. In a small bowl mix sugar and cinnamon. Cut logs into ½-inch slices and dip in cinnamon-sugar. Place standing up on a baking sheet and bake for 10-15 minutes. Turn oven off and let stand for a few hours.

[image: Image]

Rosh Hashanah treats to end the perfect buffet. Delicate-looking Apple and Honey Tartlets and a basket of Nana’s basic mandel bread.
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Opposite page: The sweetest party of the New Year, starring a golden rainbow of honeys to taste and compare. Shop your local gourmet store for honey straws for the children, and find as many different honeys as you can for tasting.



HONEY TASTING


A new twist for Rosh Hashanah: the honey tasting. Set up a separate table at your open house buffet just for honey tasting. We had some fun with the table covering—using a permanent-ink pad from the craft store to rubber stamp plain, inexpensive fabric (unbleached muslin is perfect) with a whimsical bee stamp. Beautiful jars of flavored honeys share the table with honey straws for the children, baskets of challah chunks (plain and raisin), and bowls of apples. Use a variety of apples for color and taste—green Granny Smiths, red Macs, yellow Delicious, blushing Fujis. Remember to keep accompaniments simple and of a fairly neutral flavor—to serve as palate cleansers between one honey and the next. Serve with big mugs of dark-roast coffee.

[image: Image]
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Above: A sweet reminder of a decidedly different party. Fill clear favor bags with dainty lady apples, honey spoons, a small jar of honey, and perhaps some sesame seed candy. Tie bags with raffia or ribbon and heap into a big basket or pottery bowl by the front door. A wonderful L’Shanah Tovah.

The tastes of honey are heady, complex, and varied.

Gourmet shops, natural-food stores, and farmer’s markets in recent years have begun to offer dozens of honeys that vary in flavor and texture from sunny and light to dark, dense, and rich, some even with hues of red and green. The differences in taste, texture, and color depend on the kind of nectar the bees have been collecting, and there are as many subtle flavors of honey as there are plant nectar sources. (A little nature trivia with which to dazzle your guests: Did you know that a bee must tap the nectar of two million flowers to produce one pound of honey?) Finally, stump your kosher-conversant friends with the fact that honey is the only-kosher food that comes from a nonkosher animal. The reason for this? The bee is concentrating flower nectar into honey for the hive—honey is not a product of the bee’s body.
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