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How to Use This Handbook
This handbook is designed to provide Jews of all
backgrounds with a framework to weave important
concepts about effective altruism (EA), regardless
of any prior knowledge or involvement in EA, into
your Rosh Hashana dinner table with family and
friends. It was created by members of EA for Jews,
a group of Jews who are excited about doing as
much good as we can by focusing on pressing
world issues and social causes. (  See the Cause
Areas section at the end of this guide for more
information.)  

Our Jewish traditions are grounded in principles of
justice (tzedek), charity (tzedakah), and working to
repair the world (tikkun olam). Jews have been
active in contemplating these values and putting
them into action in myriad different ways
throughout our long history. The start of the Jewish
new year provides us with a perfect opportunity to
take stock of our past actions and set out to do
better in the year ahead. 

That’s why in addition to the traditional seder
elements and (optional) blessings, we’ve included
some short readings and conversation prompts
that we hope you find meaningful and will lead to
thoughtful discussions about how each of us can
make a difference as we enter into the new year.

We’re so happy you’ve come across our handbook
and we also understand that you likely have
questions (as Jews often do!) about how to
approach the contents within. Here below are
some helpful introductions to get the ball rolling at
your Rosh Hashana seder.
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What if I am new to effective
altruism (EA)?

At its heart, effective altruism is about
answering one basic question: How can
we use our resources to help others
the most? 

We see suffering, injustice, and death
and are moved to do something about
it. But working out what that
“something” is, let alone actually doing
it, can be a difficult challenge.

Effective altruism is a research field that
uses high-quality evidence and careful
reasoning to work out how to help
others as much as possible. It is also a
community of people taking these
answers seriously, by focusing their
efforts on the most promising solutions
to the world’s most pressing problems.
Feel free to check out the Cause Areas
section at the end of this guide for
more information.
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What if I’m new to Rosh Hashana
seders?
In Hebrew, Rosh Hashana translates to
“Head of the Year,” which is why we use it
to refer to the Jewish new year. According
to the Torah, which is one of the most
essential historic texts in Judaism, Rosh
Hashana marks the anniversary of when
the world was created and the renewal of
the bond between the people of the world
and their creator. 

Rosh Hashana also kicks off what’s known
as the 10 Days of Awe (Yamim Noraim), a
period of reflection and introspection that
culminates in Yom Kippur, which roughly
translates to the “Day of Atonement” or
“Cleansing” and is considered to be the
holiest day of the year in the Jewish
calendar. 

In Hebrew, the word seder means “order,”
and while most people associate a seder
with the holiday of Passover, the Jewish
custom of eating foods that represent
specific concepts — in a specific order —
dates back to 500 CE..
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What if I’m a non-religious,
secular Jew?
No matter whether it’s been years since
you went to Hebrew school or you’ve
never even stepped foot in one, the High
Holidays are a great excuse to make
accountability and renewal a top priority
in our lives. We tried to make this
handbook straightforward so that you
can experience this Jewish tradition in a
new and meaningful way. Please feel
free to skip the religious parts if the idea
of prayer makes you uncomfortable.

What if I’m an observant Jew?
In the spirit of new experiences for the
new year, we invite you to incorporate
any of the following material into your
existing High Holiday traditions.
However, heads up that some of the
material in this handbook might not be
appropriate for some orthodox settings.
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We recommend that the host read
through this handbook beforehand
to get a feel for the material and
select and/or add elements that will
be appropriate and meaningful for
their guests. 

You might decide to read every
page out loud at your seder, or
maybe you’d prefer to skip around
to the readings and discussion
questions in the blue question
boxes           or maybe you’d like to
save all of these questions for the
end — it’s totally up to you! 

Similar to Passover seders, a round
seder plate is often prepared for
Rosh Hashana with symbolic foods
that serve as appetizers to a larger
meal following the seder activities.

Prepare
How to
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The host will need to gather or assign
attendees to bring the following items:

Round challah bread (ideally 2 loaves)

Candles

Wine or grape juice

Apples

Honey

Pomegranate (and napkins!)

Another fruit of choice

Bowl of water

Shofar (if you have one)

Optional items include: dates; pumpkin/gourd;
beets; carrots; leeks, scallions or chives; beans
(such as string beans); a fish (alternatives: candy
fish, fish crackers, etc.); a fish head (alternatives:
beer, for the foamy “beer head” at the top).

Once you’ve prepared the
above items, it’s time to
get the seder started with
the lighting of the
candles…
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Lighting
Candle

These candles that we light for Rosh
Hashana are literally the very first light
we bring with us into the new year. 

Blessing over the candles:
On Shabbat, we recite the words in parentheses as well.

ה ֲאדָֹני ֱאלֵֹהינוּ ֶמֶלְך ָהעֹוָלם  רוְּך ַאּתָ ּבָ
ָּנוּ  ִמְצֹוָתיו ְוִצו נוּ ּבְ ׁשָ ר ִקּדְ ֲאׁשֶ

ל] יֹום טֹוב ת ְוׁשֶ ּבָ ל [ׁשַ ְלַהְדִליק ֵנר ׁשֶ
 

Baruch atah Adonai Eloheinu melech
ha'olam asher kid'shanu b'mitzvotav

v'tzivanu l'hadlik ner shel (Shabbat v')
yom tov.

 
Blessed are You, Lord our God, Ruler of

the Universe, who has sanctified us
with commandments, 

and commanded us to light (Shabbat
and) holiday candles. 
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ה ה’ ֱאלֵֹהינוּ ֶמֶלְך ָהעֹוָלם רוְּך ַאּתָ ּבָ
ֶּה ַמן ַהז ְּ ְָּמנוּ ְוִהִגיָענוּ ַלז ֶהֱחיָנוּ ְוִקי ׁשֶ

Baruch atah Adonai Eloheinu melech
ha'olam shehechiyanu v'kiyimanu,

v'higiyanu laz'man hazeh.

Blessed are You, Adonai our God, Ruler of
the Universe, who has kept us alive and

sustained us and brought us to this
moment. 

Which important issues do you think
deserve to be highlighted more

in the new year?
(See the Cause Areas section at the end of this guide for some ideas)

 

What is an important “first” that you
accomplished last year?

Do you have one in mind  for the new year?

Next, the shehecheyanu is a blessing to
celebrate “firsts” and/or special occasions,
which is why it’s often recited while lighting
the Rosh Hashana candles as well.

Questions for discussion are included in each section in blue. 
Feel free to answer them now 

or save them for later during meal time.
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ה ְי‑יָ ֱא‑לֵֹהינוּ ֶמֶלְך ָהעֹוָלם ּבֹוֵרא רוְּך ַאּתָ ּבָ
ִרי ַהּגֶָפן ּפְ

 
Baruch atah Adonai Eloheinu melech

ha'olam, borei peri hagafen.
 

Blessed are You, Adonai our God,
Ruler of the Universe, who creates

the fruit of the vine.

Blessing over the wine:

Kiddush
As with other Jewish holidays, once
the candles are lit, it’s traditional to
recite the blessing over the wine —
the first sip we take in the new year. 

There is also an extended version of the
kiddush just for Rosh Hashana that is infused
with the concept of remembrance.  That's
because in the Torah, Rosh Hashana is
referred to as “Yom HaZikaron,” which means
the Day of Remembering. This kiddush
includes references to the blowing of the
shofar to mark the start of the new year.  
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(On Shabbat, we recite the words in parentheses as well.)
 

ַחר ר ּבָ ה ה' ֱאלֵֹהינוּ ֶמֶלְך ָהעֹוָלם, ֲאׁשֶ רוְּך ַאּתָ ּבָ
ּ נו ׁשָ ל ָלׁשֹון ְוִקּדְ ל ָעם ְורֹוְמָמנוּ ִמּכָ נוּ ִמּכָ ּבָ

ַאֲהָבה ֶאת יֹום ן ָלנוּ ה' ֱאלֵֹהינוּ ּבְ ּתֶ ִמְצֹוָתיו, ַוּתִ ּבְ
ֶּה, יֹום (ִזְכרֹון) רֹון ַהז ּכָ ִּ ֶּה ְוֶאת יֹום) ַהז ת ַהז ּבָ ַ (ַהׁשּ
ַאֲהָבה) ִמְקָרא קֶֹדׁש ֵזֶכר ִליִציַאת רוָּעה (ּבְ ּתְ
ל ּתָ ִמּכָ ׁשְ י ָבנוּ ָבַחְרּתָ ְואֹוָתנוּ ִקּדַ ִמְצָרִים, ּכִ

ים, וְּדָבְרָך ֱאֶמת ְוַקיָּם ָלַעד.  ָהַעּמִ
ׁש  ל ָהָאֶרץ ְמַקּדֵ ה ה', ֶמֶלְך ַעל ּכָ רוְּך ַאּתָ ּבָ

רֹון ּכָ ִּ ָרֵאל ְויֹום ַהז ת ְו) ִיׂשְ ּבָ ַ (ַהׁשּ
 

Baruch atah Adonai Eloheinu melech
ha'olam asher bakhar banu m'kol am,
v'romemanu m'kol lashon v'kidishanu

b'mitzvotav. Vatiten lanu Adonai
Eloheinu b'ahava et (Yom HaShabbat

ha'zeh v'et) Yom HaZikaron ha'zeh. Yom
(zichron) teruah (b'ahava) mikra kodesh,

zekher le'yitziat mitzrayim. Ki vanu
vakharta v'otanu kidashtah m'kol

ha'amim, u'devarkha emet v'kayam la'ad.
Barukh atah Adonai melekh al kol

ha'aretz, mekadesh (haShabbat v') Yisrael
v'Yom HaZikaron.
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What role do you think remembrance
plays in being altruistic?

 
What responsibility do “chosen people”

have to help non-Jews in need?
 

Blessed are You, Adonai our God, Ruler
of the universe, who chose us from
among all people, and exalted us above
all languages, and sanctified us with
the divine commandments. And You
gave us Adonai, our God, in love (this
Shabbat day, and) this Day of
Remembrance, a day for
(remembering the) sounding the
shofar (with love) a day of holy
assembly commemorating the exodus
from Egypt. You have chosen us and
sanctified us among all peoples; and
Your word is true and enduring
forever. Blessed are You Adonai, ruler
over all the earth, sanctifier (of
Shabbat and) of Israel and the Day of
Remembrance.
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Prior to eating, it’s customary to wash
one’s hands using a cup, pouring water
over each hand.

Blessing over the hand washing:

ּ נו ׁשָ ר ִקּדְ ה ָה׳ ֱאלֵֹהינוּ ֶמֶלְך ָהעֹוָלם ֲאׁשֶ רוְּך ַאּתָ ּבָ
ָּנוּ ַעל ְנִטיַלת יַָדִים ִמְצֹוָתיו ְוִצו ּבְ

 
Baruch ata Adonai, eloheinu melekh ha-

olam, asher kid’shanu b’mitzvotav
v’tzivvanu al n’tilat yadayim.

 
Blessed are You, Adonai our God,

Ruler of the Universe, who has
sanctified us with Your

commandments, and commanded us
concerning the washing of the hands.

 

Washing
Hand

Clean water is hard to come by for 2 billion people
around the world. That’s 1 in 3 people!

In addition, many parts of the world are
experiencing droughts. How can we make sure

not to take our clean water for granted?
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Unlike the traditional breaded loaves we
eat on Shabbat and other Jewish
holidays, the challah bread that we eat
for Rosh Hashana takes a circular form
to represent the cycle of time and the
roundness of the year. Some also
believe it represents the crown of our
creator or our people.

Blessing over the bread:
ה ה' ֱאלֵֹהינוּ ֶמֶלְך ָהעֹוָלם, ַהּמֹוִציא רוְּך ַאּתָ ּבָ

ֶלֶחם ִמן ָהָאֶרץ

Baruch atah Adonai, eloheinu melech
ha-olam, hamotzi lechem min ha-aretz.

Blessed are You, Adonai our God,
Ruler of the universe, who has

brought forth bread from the earth.

Challah

Is your charitable behavior more cyclical (like a
round challah) or punctual (like notches

on a braided challah)?
What are the pros/cons of each?
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Much like during the Passover seder, the
foods on the Rosh Hashana seder plate
represent symbols — or Simanim in Hebrew
— of specific concepts related to our hopes
for the new year. In the spirit of
remembrance, they also serve as a reminder
to take action as we take our first bites of the
different tastes this world has to offer.

Fruits

Dates

Pomegranate
Beans

Fruit
Beets

Ca
rr

ot
Pu

m
pk

in

Leeks Head

Fish

Apples in H
on

ey

Seder Plate



We begin with the blessing over the
fruit, with a special emphasis on new
fruits we have yet to try to represent 
the things we have yet to discover, 
learn and experience in the new year.

Blessing over the fruit:

ה ה' ֱאלֵֹהינוּ ֶמֶלְך ָהעֹוָלם  רוְּך ַאּתָ ּבָ
ִרי ָהֵעץ ּבֹוֵרא ּפְ

Baruch atah Adonai, eloheinu melekh
ha-olam, borei p’ri ha-eitz.

Blessed are You, Adonai our God,
Ruler of the universe, who creates

fruit from the tree.

Fruit

What is a pressing world issue
or social cause that you’d like to
learn more about in the new year

and why? 
(See the Cause Areas section at the end of this guide for some ideas)
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Tamar the Hebrew word for date, is
similar to the word tam, meaning to
finish or discontinue, which is why dates
appear on our plates to symbolize
peaceful and meaningful relationships.

ָפֶניָך ה’ ֱאלֵֹהינוּ וֵאלֵֹהי ֲאבֹוֵתינוּ, ְיִהי ָרצֹון ִמּלְ
ּ י ָרעָתֵנו ּמוּ אֹוְיֵבינוּ ְוׂשֹוְנֵאינוּ ְוָכל ְמַבְקׁשֵ ּתַ ִּ י ׁשֶ

 
Y’hi ratzon mi-l’fanekha Adonai eloheinu

veilohei avoteinu, sh’yitamu oy׳veinu
v’son ׳einu v’khol m’vakshei ra·ateinu.

 
May it be Your will, Adonai, our God and  

God of our ancestors, that
there come an end to our enemies,

haters and those who wish evil upon us.
 

Dates

How do we translate desires for world
peace into real, effective actions?
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The pomegranate’s 613 (ish) seeds
represent the number of mitzvot (good
deeds or commandments) mentioned in
the Torah.

י ֲאבֹוֵתינו ינוּ ֶוֱאלקֵֹ ָפֶניָך, ה' ֱאלקֵֹ ְיִהי ָרצֹון ִמּלְ
ִרימֹון. ְהיֶה ְמֵלִאים ִמְצוֹות ּכְ ּנִ ׁשֶ

Y’hi ratzon mil’fanecha Adonai
Eloheinu, She-ni-he-yeh m’le’im

mitzvot ka-rimon.

May it be Your will, Adonai our God,
that we be as full of good deeds as the

pomegranate is full of seeds.

Pomegranate

Is it more important to you to do numerous
good deeds or a few targeted good deeds?

 
What is an easy act of kindness you can do

that has a large impact?
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Rubia, the Hebrew word for bean or
legume, is similar to the word yirbu,
meaning to grow or by plentiful. We
include them on our seder plate in
hopes for a bountiful and prosperous
year ahead.

Beans

ָפֶניָך ה’ ֱאלֵֹהינוּ וֵאלֵֹהי ֲאבֹוֵתינוּ, ְיִהי ָרצֹון ִמּלְ
ּ ֵבנו ְרּבוּ ָזִכיֹּוֵתינוּ וְּתַלּבְ ִּ י ׁשֶ

Y ׳hi ratzon mi-lfanekha Adonai
eloheinu veilohei avoteinu, she-yirbbu

zakhi·yoteinu utlabb’veinu.

May it be Your will, Adonai our God,
that our merits shall increase and

that You hearten us.

 
What are the best ways to share our abundance 

(beyond just food) with those in need?
What are some pressing world issues and social
causes that you are passionate about and why?

 

(See the Cause Areas section at the end of this guide for some ideas)
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Karti, the Hebrew word for leeks or
scallions, is similar to the word yikartu,
meaning to cut down or cut off. Their
presence on the seder plate symbolizes
our desire to rid evil from our lives.

ָפֶניָך ה’ ֱאלֵֹהינוּ וֵאלֵֹהי ֲאבֹוֵתינוּ, ְיִהי ָרצֹון ִמּלְ
ּ י ָרָעֵתנו ְרתוּ אֹוְיֵבינוּ ְוׂשֹוְנֵאינוּ ְוָכל ְמַבְקׁשֵ ּכָ ִּ י ׁשֶ

Y ׳hi ratzon mi-lfanekha Adonai
eloheinu veilohei avoteinu, she-

yikkartu o·y ׳veinu v’son’einu v’khol
m’vakshei ra·ateinu.

May it be Your will Adonai, our God
and God of our ancestors, that our

enemies, haters, and those who wish
evil upon us shall be cut down.

Leeks /
Scallions

What do you think are the biggest threats
to our humanity right now?

 
How can our community — especially our Jewish
community — help us approach these threats?
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Selek, the Hebrew word for beets, is
similar to the word silek, meaning to
retreat or withdraw — in this case for
us to be freed from our enemies  — so
we can recite the same prayer that we
used for leeks or scallions.

ָפֶניָך ה’ ֱאלֵֹהינוּ וֵאלֵֹהי ֲאבֹוֵתינוּ, ְיִהי ָרצֹון ִמּלְ
ּ י ָרָעֵתנו קוּ אֹוְיֵבינוּ ְוׂשֹוְנֵאינוּ ְוָכל ְמַבְקׁשֵ ּלְ ְסּתַ ִּ י ׁשֶ

Y ׳hi ratzon mi-lfanekha Adonai
eloheinu veilohei avoteinu,

sheyisttall’ku o·y ׳veinu v’son’einu
v’khol m’vakshei ra·ateinu.

May it be Your will, Adonai our God
and God of our ancestors that our

enemies, haters, and those who wish
evil upon us shall be cut down.

Beets

What are some freedoms we enjoy
that we often take for granted?

 
Is freedom a necessary clause to living

a meaningful or impactful life?
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K’ra, the Aramaic word for gourd, also
means “to announce” in Hebrew. It also
sounds like the word kara, which means
to tear. The presence of a gourd or
pumpkin on our seder plate represents
the desire that our bad actions be torn
up and our good actions be proclaimed. 

ָפֶניָך ה’ ֱאלֵֹהינוּ וֵאלֵֹהי ֲאבֹוֵתינוּ, ְיִהי ָרצֹון ִמּלְ
ּ ְראוּ ְלָפֶניָך ָזִכיֹּוֵתינו יֵננוּ, ְוִיּקָ ַזר ּדִ ְקַרע רֹוַע ּגְ ּתִ ׁשֶ

 
Y ׳hi ratzon mi-lfanekha Adonai eloheinu

veilohei avoteinu, she-tikra ro·ah g’zar
dineinu, v’yikkaru l’fanekcha

zakhi·yoteinu.
 

May it be Your will Adonai, our God and  
God of our ancestors, that the evil of

our verdicts be ripped up, and that our
merits be announced before you.

 

Pumpkin /
Gourd

What is one bad action or habit from your past
that you’d like to tear up?

 
What is one good action from your past, present

or future that you’d like to announce?
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Gezer, the Hebrew word for carrot, is
similar to the word ligzor, meaning to
dictate. Mehren, the Yiddish word for
carrots also means “increase.” The
presence of a carrot on our seder plate
can represent the wish for us to be
judged favorably.

י ֲאבֹוֵתינוּ, ינוּ ֶוֱאלקֵֹ ָפֶניָך, ה' ֱאלקֵֹ י ָרצֹון ִמּלְ יְהִ
ֵזרֹות טֹובֹות ְגזרֹ ָעֵלינוּ ּגְ ּתִ ׁשֶ

 
Y ׳hi ratzon mi-lfanekha Adonai eloheinu

veilohei avoteinu, shetigzor aleinu
g’zairot tovot.

 
May it be Your will, Adonai our God, and
God of our ancestors, to decree upon us
good decrees and favorable judgment.

 

Carrots

How important is the role of judgment when
it comes to how you lead your everyday life?

 
What’s the relationship between judgment

and altruism?
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Given the propensity of fish to multiply,
fish (or a fish substitute) is commonly
served on Rosh Hashana.

י ֲאבֹוֵתינוּ, ינוּ ֶוֱאלקֵֹ ָפֶניָך, ה' ֱאלקֵֹ ְיִהי ָרצֹון ִמּלְ
ָדִגים. ה ּכְ ְפֶרה ְוִנְרּבֶ ּנִ ׁשֶ

 
Y׳hi ratzon mi-lfanekha Adonai eloheinu

veilohei avoteinu, she-nifreh v’nirbeh
k’dagim.

 
May it be Your will, Adonai our God, and
God of our ancestors, that we be fertile

and multiply like fish.
 

Fish

What has served as “bait” to
push you to act more altruistically?

 
What do you think it would take for an idea
like effective altruism to multiply like fish? 
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Just as the “rosh” in “Rosh Hashana”
refers to “head” as in “head of the year,”
the presence of a head (in whatever
form you choose, such as the foamy
"head" of a glass of beer) represents our
desire to lead like a head rather than to
follow like a tail.

ָפֶניָך ה’ ֱאלֵֹהינוּ וֵאלֵֹהי ֲאבֹוֵתינוּ, ְיִהי ָרצֹון ִמּלְ
ְהיֶה ְלראֹׁש ְולֹא ְלָזָנב ּנִ ׁשֶ

 
Y׳hi ratzon mi-lfanekha Adonai eloheinu

veilohei avoteinu, she-niyh’yeh l’rosh v’lo
l’zanav.

 
May it be Your will Adonai, our God
and  God of our ancestors, that we

be a head and not a tail.
 

Head

When is it better to lead a movement than
 follow an existing one?

Is there room to do both? 
 

What leadership skills would you
like to hone this year?
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Much like our round challah loaves, the
roundness of the apple is a symbol of
time’s circular nature. It’s customary to
dip the apple in honey for a sweet new
year ahead. 

ֵהי ֲאבֹוֵתינוּ, ֵֹ ָפֶניָך ה’ ֱאלֵֹהינוּ וֵאל ְיִהי ָרצֹון ִמּלְ
ָנה טֹוָבה וְּמתוָּקה ׁש ָעֵלינוּ ׁשָ ַחּדֵ ּתְ ׁשֶ

 
Y ׳hi ratzon mi-lfanekha Adonai

eloheinu velohei avoteinu, shet’ addeish
aleinu shanah tovah u-m’tukah.

 
May it be Your will Adonai, our God,

and God of our ancestors, to renew for
us a sweet new year.

 
 

Apples in
Honey

It can often feel overwhelming to contemplate
the bitterness in the world around us.

How do you keep a positive outlook that things
will be sweeter in the future?
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u'Metuka!
Shana Tova

Please move on to your festive
meal and feel free to consult any of

the following short readings and
discussion questions 

for your table conversation.

WISHING YOU A SWEET
AND HAPPY NEW YEAR!



Born in Australia to Jewish immigrants from
Vienna who escaped the Holocaust, Peter
Singer is a well-known philosopher both within
and outside of the effective altruism
community. He has worked on over 50 books,
including The Life You Can Save, which is also
the title of the organization he founded to
improve the lives of people living in extreme
poverty. 

“The Hebrew word for charity’ tzedakah,
simply means ‘justice’ and as this suggests,
for Jews, giving to the poor is no optional
extra but an essential part of living a just
life.”

“In the Talmud (a record of discussions of
Jewish law and ethics by ancient rabbis) it is
said that charity is equal in importance to all
the other commandments combined, and
that Jews should give at least 10% of their
income as tzedakah.”

Below are a selection of his quotes
that relate to many of the themes
that often come up during the High
Holidays.

Peter Singer

Short Readings
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“If it is so easy to help people in real
need through no fault of their own, and
yet we fail to do so, aren’t we doing
something wrong? At a minimum, I hope
[to] persuade you that there is
something deeply askew with our
widely accepted views about what it
is to live a good life.”

“I’m hoping that you will look at the
larger picture and think about what it
takes to live ethically in a world in
which 18 million people are dying
unnecessarily each year. That’s a
higher annual death rate than in World
War II. In the past 20 years alone, it adds
up to more deaths than were caused by
all the civil and international wars and
government repression of the entire
twentieth century, the century of Hitler
and Stalin. How much would we give to
prevent those horrors? Yet how little are
we doing to prevent today's even larger
toll and all the misery that it involves? I
believe that if you read this book to the
end, and look honestly and carefully at
our situation, assessing both the facts
and the ethical arguments, you will agree
that we must act.”

― Peter Singer, The Life You Can Save: Acting Now
to End World Poverty
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“Our best hope for the future is not to
get people to think of all humanity as
family—that’s impossible. It lies, instead,
in an appreciation of the fact that, even if
we don’t empathize with distant
strangers, their lives have the same
value as the lives of those we love.”

“If we want to encourage people to do
the most good, we should not focus
on whether what they are doing
involves a sacrifice, in the sense that
it makes them less happy. We should
instead focus on whether what makes
them happy involves increasing the
well-being of others. If we wish, we can
redefine the terms egoism and altruism
in this way, so that they refer to whether
people’s interests include a strong
concern for others — it if does, then let’s
call them altruists, whether or not acting
on this concern for others involves a gain
or loss for the 'altruist.'”

― Peter Singer, The Most Good You Can Do: How Effective
Altruism Is Changing Ideas About Living Ethically

31



Born to Jewish-American father and a
Korean Buddhist mother, Rabbi
Buchdahl became a cantor in 1996
and was ordained as a rabbi in 2001
by the Hebrew Union College-Jewish
Institute of Religion in New York. She
joined the New York-based reformed
community, Central Synagogue, first
as a cantor in 2006 and then she
became Senior Rabbi in 2014.

Rabbi Angela Buchdahl

"If you have come here tonight on Rosh
Hashana and feel that there is nothing to
examine, no wound in your life to heal, no
relationship to repair, then I hope you will
listen especially closely to the shofar.

The purpose of the Shofar blast is to
shake us up, and to disturb our status
quo. The shofar call, 'shevarim,' literally
means 'broken.' And if you do not feel
any cracks emerge from that sonic
signal, you might ask yourself if you’ve
truly fulfilled your obligation to hear it.”
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“For the shofar blast should be a wake
up call that reminds us to dig a little
deeper, to bear into what is hard, to stop
living life on the surface of it all. To
return to our fractured relationships. To
lean into the grief that you’re feeling for
someone you lost. To examine the
imperfections that we constantly criticize
and then to get curious. Perhaps this
pain — this flaw, this broken heart — has
a purpose…

That brokenness is all around us. And
inside each one of us. Unearth its
meaning, confront its terrible beauty,
and we may realize that true divinity is in
that broken shard that cut us in the first
place. God has given us a sacred task
and opportunity: to make our own
tikkun. But in the coming year,
instead of trying to make our broken
parts whole, may you find in them
what is most holy."
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Originally hailing from Glasgow, William
MacAskill is a philosopher and ethicist who co-
founded the effective altruism movement, the
Centre for Effective Altruism, as well as 80,000
Hours, a non-profit for effective careers advice,
and Giving What We Can, a global community of
givers who have pledge to donate 10% of
lifetime income to the most effective charities.
He is currently an Associate Professor in
Philosophy and Research Fellow at the Global
Priorities Institute, University of Oxford. 

William MacAskill

“If you earn more than $52,000 per year,
then, speaking globally, you are the 1%
percent. If you earn at least $28,000—that’s
the typical income for working individuals in
the United States — you’re in the richest
5%of the world’s population. Even someone
living below the US poverty line, earning
just $11,000 per year, is still richer than 85%
of people in the world. Because we’re used
to judging ourselves in comparison with our
peers, it’s easy to underestimate just how
well off those of us in rich countries are.”

He wrote the book Doing Good Better:
Effective Altruism and a Radical New Way
to Make a Difference, published in 2015,
and his next book, What We Owe the
Future, was published in 2022.
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“According to the most rigorous
estimates, the cost to save a life in the
developing world is about $3,400. This is
a small enough amount that most of us
in affluent countries could donate that
amount every year while maintaining
about the same quality of life. Rather
than just saving one life, we could save a
life every working year of our lives.
Donating to charity is not nearly as
glamorous as kicking down the door
of a burning building, but the benefits
are just as great. Through the simple
act of donating to the most effective
charities, we have the power to save
dozens of lives.” 

“We very often fail to think as carefully
about helping others as we could,
mistakenly believing that applying data
and rationality to a charitable endeavor
robs the act of virtue. And that means
we pass up opportunities to make a
tremendous difference.”

— William MacAskill, Doing Good Better: How Effective
Altruism Can Help You Make a Difference
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Rabbi Sharon Brous is the founding Rabbi at Ikar, a Los
Angeles-based progressive, egalitarian Jewish community
with a mission “to reanimate Jewish life through soulful
religious and spiritual practice that is rooted in a deep
commitment to social justice.” In 2013, she blessed
President Obama and Vice President Biden at the
Inaugural National Prayer Service. She serves on the
International Council of the New Israel Fund and rabbinic
advisory council to American Jewish World Service, among
others.

Rabbi Sharon Brous

“First, my favorite tzedakah story.
Newlyweds in their 20s were struggling,
literally, to keep the lights on. One day,
the husband came home from work,
glowing. ‘Honey,’ he said, ‘I have
wonderful news! I got a $1000 bonus.
Which tzedakah should we give our
$100?’ ‘Are you out of your mind?’ the
wife responded. ‘We are in no position to
give tzedakah! One day, yes, but now we
need every penny.’ ‘Let’s try that again,
OK?’ he said. ‘Honey, I have wonderful
news! I got a $900 bonus!’ Decades later,
this couple became philanthropic
leaders, paving the way for a thriving
Jewish communal landscape."
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“Just three verses after the promise in
Deuteronomy that there will be no poor
(15:4), we learn that when there are poor,
we have a direct, distinct, and
uncompromising obligation to support
them (15:7). We are taught, as Jews,
always to dream of and aspire to the full
realization of human dignity. And at the
same time, we are called to live in and
work to transform the here and now. We
are taught that we manifest holiness
through concrete action, and we are
taught to give not only as an
expression of love, but also as an act of
sacred, shared responsibility.”

— Rabbi Sharon Brous, essay accompanying the 2013
release of Connected to Give

“I know our aspirations are high on the
High Holy Days. That’s why we put
spiritual pledge cards in your hands now
— when you feel like leading with your best
selves. But as the year progresses, when
you’re tired and despairing and you feel
like none of this will make a bit of
difference anyway, I beg you to remember
that real people are already suffering from
this ecological disaster, a human tragedy of
our own making.”
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“In a Midrash written nearly 1000 years
before the Industrial Revolution, the
Rabbis teach: 'God led Adam around all
the trees of the Garden of Eden. And God
said to Adam: "Look at My works — see
how magnificent and wonderful they
are! Know this: Everything I created, I
created for you. But be mindful that
you not spoil and destroy My world, for
if you spoil it — אין מי שיתקן אחריך —
there will be no one after you to repair
it."'" (Midrash Kohelet Rabbah 7:13) 

'“I am a scientist,' writes Kate Marvel, 'so I
believe in miracles. I live on one.' What we
need above all, she argues, is courage. Let
us find the courage to treat our planet
like the miracle it is. It matters how we
respond to this crisis. It matters that we
vote and who we vote for. It matters how
and what we eat. It matters how we shop
and what we buy. Even while we can’t do
everything, there is no scientific or moral
calculation that justifies doing nothing. דבר
.the matter depends on us —  זה תלוי בנו
Shanah tovah.”

— Rabbi Sharon Brous, The Climate Crisis is Here:
What We Do Matters, Rosh Hashana I, 5780, Ikar
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Apples in
Honey

What current events or issues do you think
will make a dent in our long-term future —

and which ones will just be a blip on the radar? 
 

What’s the relationship between
faith and altruism?

How do you think it plays into everyday life? 
 

What’s the relationship between
atonement and altruism?

When does altruism seem to serve
as atonement?

 
How much can a good deed count as a mitzvah

if it’s not as effective and impactful
as it could be?

 
 
 

Additional
Conversation
Prompts
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Apples in
Honey

The Jewish tradition puts a lot of emphasis on
people taking responsibility ror humanly matters.

For example, the Torah tells us to forgive each
other before we can ask for divine forgiveness.
What are some other examples from your life,

Jewish or not,  that demonstrate this principle?
How are you putting it into action?

 
 

What goals would you like to revisit or renew
when it comes to your career impact, your

volunteering and your charitable giving?
 
 

For those involved in effective altruism (EA),
please feel free to share about your journey  

 and any relevant stories of impact.
How might you change your actions

 in this new year?
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How do I balance my neighbors’ physical and spiritual
needs?
Should I focus on addressing the direct needs of
people today or on the “root causes” of their
problems?
Should I donate near where I live, or abroad?
To my Jewish community or outside of it?
Besides donations, how can I leverage my career  to
help others?

The more time we spend contemplating questions like
many of the ones raised during this Rosh Hashana
Seder, the more questions inevitably present
themselves:

The effective altruism community seeks to use reason
and evidence to answer the above questions. EA for
Jews is a loose-knit community made up of many
people with many different views and opinions. (Sound
familiar?) But what unites those dedicated to effective
altruism, across the religious and philosophical
spectrum, is a commitment to using evidence-based
approaches to help our global neighbors as much as
possible with what we’ve been given.  

Many people find
that the Cause Areas

on the next page provide
a helpful framework for

prioritizing which causes
can do the most good.

About
EA for Jews



NEGLECTEDNESS
How many others are already working
on the problem?

SCALE
How many lives are affected?

TRACTABILITY
How much will extra resources help
solve the problem?

Cause Areas
There are so many problems in the world.
How do we figure out which ones to focus on?

If you choose a cause where it’s not possible to help very
many people (or animals), or where there just aren’t any
good ways to solve the relevant problems, you will
significantly limit the amount of impact you can have.

Researchers in the effective altruism community have
found that working on a cause is likely to deliver high
impact when the following three factors are maximized:

Notice that these criteria are different than those people
often look at when evaluating charities. Overhead has
long been seen as a very important metric for
comparing different charities. Effective altruists suggest
looking at things differently: an efficient use of resources
is only a bare minimum requirement, it does not show
how much impact the charity has in the world. Some
charities can be 100 times more impactful than others,
so that even if they pay staff a little more, or have above
average marketing budgets, they still do a lot more good
with the resources they have.
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On the basis of this reasoning, there are
several cause areas that appear particularly
likely to be high-impact. These choices are not
immutable. They simply represent best
guesses about where we can have the most
impact, given the evidence currently available. 

GLOBAL HEALTH AND DEVELOPMENT

Though we have made much progress in
fighting poverty in the last few decades,
unfortunately, preventable diseases
associated with extreme poverty, such as
malaria and parasitic worms, kill millions of
people every year. Poor nutrition in
developing countries can lead to cognitive
impairment, birth defects and growth
stunting. The importance of helping the
poor is also a central tenet in Judaism and
appears prominently in the Torah
(Deuteronomy 15: 4-11).

ANIMAL WELFARE

With the rise of factory farms, tens of
billions of animals are kept in profoundly
inhumane conditions and killed in inhumane
ways – many never make it to slaughter but
die due to disease and neglect. Many
effective altruists believe reducing the
suffering of animals should be a priority; it’s
also a theme that appears in the Torah and
the Talmud. Since the problem involves
huge numbers of animals, progress on this
issue could avert a very large amount of
suffering. 
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LONGTERMISM AND EXISTENTIAL RISK

Jews are more familiar that most with
thinking about catastrophe and our future –
as the overused joke goes, all Jewish
holidays (namely Hanukkah, Purim and
Passover) are based on the same premise:
“they tried to kill us, they failed, let’s eat.”
Climate change and nuclear war are well-
known risks that could manifest into truly
massive calamities that threaten our
survival. Yet the risks from emerging
technologies, such as advanced artificial
intelligence and designed pathogens, may
be even more worrisome as they have the
potential to radically shape the course of
progress over the centuries to come.

MANY OTHER CAUSES

There are many other potentially promising
causes that, while not currently the primary
focuses of the EA community, are plausible
candidates for having a big impact. That’s
why there are many other cause areas,
including global priorities research, that
many people in the EA community, actively
work on. It’s also worth keeping in mind that
even if a person is motivated to choose a
good cause rather than the best cause, their
impact can still be much larger than it might
have been.

       Click here for more information
       on Cause Areas 
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We at EA for Jews would love
to hear from you!

 
Tell us what you liked or didn’t like about this

Rosh Hashana seder handbook
and/or drop us a line with your questions.

 
 
 

Find us at www.eaforjews.org
Email us at Shalom@eaforjews.org 

 

Contact Us
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