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“Hearing the Nuclear Cry”
Women all over the world will light candles and recite the blessing “lehadlik ner shel yom tov” at the onset of Rosh Hashanah.  This formulation is appropriate as Rosh Hashanah is a festival, comparable to the other three festivals, Pesach, Shavuos and Sukkos.  In case of a death, Rosh Hashanah, like these other festivals, overrides the requirements of mourning.  However, there is a distinction between Rosh Hashanah and the other festivals.  The other festivals have a pilgrimage to the Temple in Jerusalem as their central act of observance.  The Jew is commanded on these three occasions to see the divine, what we refer to as “reiyat panim.” In contrast, the fundamental principle of Rosh Hashanah is listening as manifested through the requirement to hear the shofar blow.  Why does Rosh Hashanah despite its quasi-festival status, have a dramatic shift in theme?      


Additionally, on the first day of Rosh Hashanah we read about G-d remembering our matriarch Sarah by enabling her to conceive after being barren for many years.  The Haftorah of the first day relates how Chana, a model of prayer, was also remembered and enabled to conceive.  Our tradition teaches that our matriarch Rachel conceived on Rosh Hashanah as well.  Why where these great women redeemed on Rosh Hashanah?  Is there an intrinsic link between their salvation and the theme of listening which is central to this day?


The Talmud in Bava Kama (75b) discusses the law of an assailant who makes his victim deaf.  The conclusion is that the victim must be compensated his total pre-injury value on the slave market and not just the value of the ear.  The Gaon of Vilna explains this ruling as being illustrative of the importance of the hearing apparatus.  Hearing, or the ability to listen, is connected to the deepest spiritual places within a person.  Tapping into the inner core of oneself can catapult the sophisticated listener into acquiring knowledge of the depths of his fellow man.  This vast potential to listen, understand and care is what makes each of us G-d like and by extension of infinite worth.  If a person's window into the soul of another is destroyed, the entire value of the person must be compensated for, as the ability to hear and discern is definitional to our being human.  



There is an excellent book written by psychologist Michael Nichols entitled The Lost Art of Listening.  In the introduction Nichols posits that “nothing hurts more than the sense that people close to us aren't really listening to what we have to say.  We never outgrow the need to communicate what it feels like to live in our separate, private worlds of experience.  That's why a sympathetic ear is such a powerful force in human relationships and why the failure to be heard and understood is so painful.”  These words echo the thought of the Gaon of Vilna in that they communicate and capture the essence of listening as a tool to reveal the depths of another.  Attentive or focused listening is the process of gleaning the inner world of another and transmitting it into the inner recesses of oneself.


With this backdrop about the power of listening, we can now better grasp it's centrality to Rosh Hashanah.  Rosh Hashanah celebrates and commemorates the creation of man.  As the shofar blower sounds the shofar, he is emulating G-d who breathed a breath of life “vayipach biapav nishmat chayim”, into the very first man.  On Rosh Hashanah, G-d judges us to determine if we are deserving of being metaphorically ”re-created” and granted another year of life.  By using our power of listening in hearing the shofar, we are demonstrating that we understand this judgment process and we yearn to hear.  Our attentiveness to the call of the shofar proclaims to G-d that if re-created we will connect to our fellow human beings and do our utmost to hear their cries.  Not just to hear their cries, but to penetrate their souls.  With our lives hanging in the balance on Rosh Hashanah, it's not adequate just to see (as we do in the context of other festivals), we must also hear and enable the sounds to penetrate and reverberate within us.


This insight may shed light on the readings from the Torah and Prophets on the first day of Rosh Hashanah.  Sarah, Rachel and Chana are invoked, because the episodes surrounding their trials and tribulations involve hearing and feeling the pain of others.  The Torah juxtaposes G-d s remembering Sarah with the story of Avimelech.  Avimelech captures Sarah and G-d punishes him through the painful blockage of his orifices.  Avraham prays on behalf of Avimelech.  His prayers expose him to the mockery of scoffers.  They claim that Avimelech impregnated Sarah rather than Avraham.  Despite the repercussions, Avraham hears the anguish of Avimelech and prays on his behalf.  In the merit of his selfless act, Hashem redeems Avraham as well, enabling him to father a child.

G-d remembers Rachel, because she heard the pain of her sister Leah and gave her the signs that she had established with Yaakov. Chazal teach that Leah was destined to marry Esav and Rachel was destined for Yaakov.  By divulging the signs, Rachel jeopardized her claim to Yaakov and became destined for Esav.  She heard the cries of her sister and decided to endanger her own spiritual destiny to spare her sister the embarrassment of being rejected by Yaakov.   Chana also, despite great personal suffering, hears a greater calling and offers the son that she so desperately yearns for as an offering to Hashem.


  In all three episodes, the trait of selflessness led to a Rosh Hashanah redemption.  This is no coincidence.  Redemption occurs on Rosh Hashanah, a day of listening, for those selfless individuals who hear the cries and pain of others and understand that they were created to reach beyond themselves.


These insights also shed light on another Rosh Hashanah anomaly.  The days of the holiday are intensive days of prayer, invoking themes of “malchuyos, zichronos and shofros.”  We then go home in the evenings and eat various foods that symbolize requests for a fruitful year.  Why is this necessary?  Were our intensive prayers in the daytime somehow inadequate?   It is explained that during the day we pray for the collective, the well-being of the entire world.  At night, when things are dark, we go home and hint to G-d about our own needs as well, but our first priority is other people.


The root of “teruah”, one of the shofar cries is “reut” friendship.  Today, Rosh Hashanah 5770, as we listen to the shofar we must think of our brethern in the Holy Land who are in mortal danger.  In conjunction with the shofar cries, let us also hear the subtle cries of tyranny and the echoes of Adolf Hitler “yemach shemo vizichro.”  There is an undeniable threat that currently lingers over the Jewish people in the land of Israel.                                                                                  

President Ahmadinijad of Iran isn't afraid to declare his intentions for the entire world to hear.  We must not dismiss him as a crazed lunatic, but rather take him at his word.  A nuclear Iran is an intolerable reality.  Hashem listens to our shofar and is “maazin teruah,” he discerns if we have authentic concern for our brethren.  Does our coziness in America prevent us from hearing and feeling what lurks for our brethren in the Israel??  If we demonstrate that we understand that life is about caring for others, G-d promises that He will then re-create us, his people, on the day of Rosh Hashanah.  
Now is a time for action, a time for solidarity.  A time to protest vehemently against a potential catastrophe for our people, whose magnitude we can't even begin to fathom.   This coming Tuesday, September 22, 2009, we must all be present at the United Nations General Assembly to protest against a nuclear Iran.  Let us emulate the lessons of our matriarchs redeemed on Rosh Hashanah, and through our hearing and listening to the potential and actual pain of our brethren, may we merit a year of health, safety and security for all Jews in the Holy Land and wherever else they may dwell.      

