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The Shofar: The Difference between 
Hearing and Listening

Why is it that music has such a deep effect on 
us? Sometimes it seems as though music has a 
direct line to our souls. It affects our mood and 
our emotions. It can make us laugh or cry. It can
make us get up and dance, and it can make us 
stop and think. It can soothe us, uplift us, and 
stir us to the depths of our being.

Music is unique in that it can go where other 
external stimuli can't - it can access our 
innermost thoughts, where logic and speech are 
no longer able to reach. Alzheimer's sufferers, 
stroke victims, even coma patients often 
respond to music in ways they can't even 
respond to their loved ones.

This is especially true when it comes to the 
shofar. The notes of the shofar affect several 
parts of the brain in a profound manner. It 

startles us into alertness and increases activity 
throughout the brain, propelling us into a 
heightened state of consciousness that allows 
us to see things clearly and act resolutely.

Friends - the mitzvah of shofar on Rosh 
Hashanah requires active intentionality. It 
requires not just hearing the sound, but listening 
to it. Based on the Talmud, the Rambam rules 
that both the one who is blowing the shofar and 
the one who is listening to the shofar must have 
in mind that they are fulfilling a specific Torah 
obligation. But the Rambam goes a step further, 
emphasising the importance of attuning 
ourselves to its potent moral and spiritual 
message.

He writes: "Even though the blowing of the 
shofar on Rosh Hashanah is a decree of the 
scripture, there is a hint in it which is to say 
'awaken those who sleep from your slumber… 
search out your deeds and return in repentance 
and remember your Creator those who forget 
the truth in the emptiness of the time…'." (Laws 
of Repentance 3:4)

The shofar is a call to return to our best selves. 
It goes beyond the physical process of 
converting air vibrations into nerve impulses and
then ordering them in our brain. It's an enriching,
potentially life-changing intellectual, emotional 
and spiritual experience.

Sometimes, we cruise through life on autopilot, 
not thinking too much about what we say or do, 
not stretching ourselves to be better. The shofar 
is our Divine wake-up call. It can arrest our 
moral and spiritual slumber, jolt us into being 
present, jumpstart our lives. It can reawaken us 
to our priorities and purpose, and return us to a 
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path of personal and spiritual growth. The 
moments of hearing the shofar being sounded in
shul on Rosh Hashanah can become a truly 
deep spiritual experience for us, as we are 
literally hearing God calling out to us through the
sounds of the shofar to become better people, to
fulfil our potential.

The notes of the shofar are particularly specific. 
Essentially, the pattern is a straight sustained 
note (a tekiah), followed by a broken note (either
a shevarim or a teruah), followed by another 
straight note. What is the significance of these 
notes? What does this pattern mean?

Rabbi Samson Raphael Hirsch connects this 
sequence to the sounds of the chatzotzrot, the 
silver trumpets used to direct the movements of 
the Jewish people in the desert, where we 
journeyed for forty years after leaving Egypt. 
The straight blast, the tekiah, was sounded to 
call people to attention. The broken blast, the 
teruah, was an indication to the people to break 
camp - to dismantle their tents and pack their 
belongings and move on to the next place. This 
was followed by another straight blast, indicating
that the time had come to proceed on their 
journey.

In the context of the shofar, Rabbi Hirsch 
explains that the first unbroken note, the tekiah, 
is God calling us to attention - to accept His 
authority in our lives and prepare to receive His 
message. The broken notes, the shevarim-
teruah, represent breaking camp with our past 
selves, our entrenched bad habits. This requires
doing a deep, honest reassessment of our lives, 
in terms of the Torah's values and principles, to 
determine what needs to be reinforced and 
taken with us on our new journey, and what we 

need to leave behind. The final straight note, the
tekiah, is a call to move forward into the future 
with our new resolutions and a renewed sense 
of direction, aligned with God's will and our true, 
elevated purpose.

Like our ancestors, we are on a journey in life. 
And that journey requires a map, a compass. 
Our Creator has put us on this earth for a 
particular purpose, and in order to ensure we 
fulfil it, we need His direction. In the same way 
the Jewish people in the desert needed to be 
alerted when to break camp and go forward, we 
too need that wake-up call to break from the 
harmful things we are doing, to find new, 
positive, productive things to do, and to journey 
forward in a new direction. The map and the 
compass of our lives is the Torah, but 
sometimes we forget that, and we need a 
reminder. The shofar is that reminder. It calls us 
to take note, to step away from the turbulence of
day-to-day life and to hear the crystal clear call 
of God, the blast of the shofar that pierces our 
souls. It stops us in our tracks, and calls on us to
disengage from all the things that we become 
attached to, all the extraneous things that are 
not part of the map of our lives. And it calls us to
move forward, into the future, with determination
and with conviction.

These three steps of the shofar - stopping, 
assessing, and moving forward - mirror the 
process of repentance itself, which the Rambam
defines as regret for the wrongdoing of the past, 
disengagement with this wrongdoing in the 
present, and a resolve not to engage in this 
wrongdoing in the future.

It's interesting that in the blessing recited before 
the sounding of the shofar, we refer to lishmoa 
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kol shofar - "hearing the voice of the shofar". 
The shofar isn't just a sound, it's a voice. It's a 
voice with an explicit message, something 
directly intelligible. We are called on to hear that 
message, not just in the sense of hearing the 
notes, but to listen intently and receive it. 
Listening is foundational in Judaism. The 
mission statement of the Jewish people is 
Shema Yisrael - "Listen O' Israel." We recite the 
Shema every day before we go to bed and when
we wake up. We begin and end each day with 
listening.

This Rosh Hashanah, we will hear the sound of 
the shofar 100 times each day in shul. It is the 
sound that can awaken us. It is the sound that 
stirs us to look deep inside ourselves and make 
changes. It is the sound that opens the door and
beckons us to a new, glorious future - to who we
were meant to be. And all we need to do is 
listen.

Positive Transitions

Life is always changing. Each person we meet, 
each place we go, and each thing we do, is an 
opportunity to experience, learn from, and just 
plain enjoy.

But most situations don't last forever. We may 
find ourselves experiencing some transitions in 

life. Some changes will be easier, some may be 
more difficult. The Jewish people had to face a 
big change when Moses, their great teacher and
leader, gathered them together to tell them he 
would be leaving this world very soon. He 
wanted to share his wisdom with them one last 
time. Although the people felt sad and anxious 
that he was leaving, Moses tried to encourage 
them and to help them to realize that their time 
together had been valuable and what they had 
gained from the opportunity would remain with 
them. We can learn from this how to deal 
positively with life's transitions and know that 
even if something good comes to an end, the 
good that we found in it will remain with us 
forever.

In our story two friends learn to accept a 
transition in their lives.

"ALL'S WELL THAT ENDS WELL"

Anyone who saw Richie and Dan would have
assumed that they were brothers. They 
practically dressed the same, they liked to play 
the same games, and they were nearly always 
together. Who would have guessed that just 
three weeks ago they hadn't even known each 
other?

Their two families had met each other during 
their summer vacation at the Sunny-Side 
bungalow vacation colony. And while both 
families really hit it off, nothing came close to the
wonderful friendship that had developed 
between the two boys.

The weeks went on and soon it was time for 
the summer to end. The boys' families, along 
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with the rest of the colony, were busily packing 
up their belongings for their trips back home.

"Richie!" his dad called out from behind their 
back porch, "Can you please help me take apart 
the bar-b-que?"

There was no answer. Soon the family 
realized that Richie was nowhere in sight. They 
went out to the main grounds to look for him and
were surprised to find Dan's family searching for 
their son. After a tense hour of searching and 
almost calling the police, they discovered that 
both boys had been hiding together in the 
equipment shack behind the pool.

Their parents were relieved to find the boys, 
but they were also dismayed when they realized 
why the boys had been hiding.

"We don't want to go home!" said Richie.

"Please don't make us leave," pleaded Dan.

Their parents understood that the new best 
friends didn't want to break up. But they patiently
explained to them that there was no choice.

Sadly Richie and Dan came out from their 
hiding place and walked back together toward 
the bungalows, trailing behind their families. As 
they made their way down the quiet, tree-lined 
path to the bungalow, Richie, through teary eyes
murmured to Dan, "I wish we never came here!"

His friend turned to him with a sympathetic 
look.

Richie continued, "Why did we bother making
friends here just to have to go home?"

Dan nodded and said, "You know, it has 
been a great summer, and it's really hard to see 
it end. But I'm glad I came, anyway."

Richie, who was playing with a twig he had 
found, looked up. "Why?" he asked.

"Even though we only got to be friends for a 
little while, if I hadn't come we wouldn't have 
gotten to be friends at all," Dan said. "You 
wouldn't have taught me how to throw a curve-
ball, and I never would have realized that there 
was anyone else in the world who liked peanut-
butter pizza!"

The boys laughed. As they walked on they 
talked about all the great times they'd had. They 
planned to write to each other and to ask their 
families to come back next summer, even 
though they realized that it might not happen.

"I guess I'm also glad I came," admitted 
Richie as the boys neared the end of the trail. "A
friend like you was worth making for any amount
of time."

Ages 3-5

Q. How did Richie feel when he found out that 
they had to go home?
A. He was sad to have to go away from his 
friend and wished he had never come.

Q. How about after he spoke with Dan?
A. The boys realized that they had gotten a lot 
out of the summer and, even though it was sad 
to leave, it had been a good experience.

Ages 6-9
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Q. Was it worth it for the boys to have made 
friends for such a short amount of time?
A. While it was hard to part, and the boys 
wished that they could stay together longer, it 
was still worth it. Life is something that changes,
often beyond our control. But this isn't a reason 
to avoid experiencing what life sends us. Good 
things -- like Richie's and Dan's time together -- 
was a worthwhile positive experience for them, 
even if didn't last such a long time.

Q. Is it okay to feel sad when good things come 
to an end?
A. It's very normal. We wish that good things 
could last forever. But it's also important to 
remember that the memories and lessons of 
those times will always stay with us, and that 
God puts each person or experience in our life 
for just the right amount of time and for our best 
good.

Q. What changes have occurred in your life, and
how do you feel about them?

Ages 10 and Up

Q. What is so hard about facing changes, and 
what can we do to make transitions easier?
A. People like a sense of security, to feel that 
things are the same as always. Facing changes,
even if the changes themselves aren't 
unpleasant, shakes us out of our familiar routine 
and can cause us to feel less secure. One way 
to deal with these feelings is to develop and 
emphasize the parts of ourselves that will 
always be with us, such as our values, the 
spiritual side of ourselves, and our closeness to 
God, Who never changes. When we do this, we 
have a steady, unchanging basis to our lives 

that give us the power to deal securely with 
whatever changes do come our way.

Q. Do you believe that people have within them 
the ability to handle any change that life may 
bring them? Why or why not?
A. Of the many changes and transitions a 
person will encounter in life, many will be 
pleasant, others less so. The one thing that 
these transitions have in common is that they 
are all specifically sent to us by God as a 
chance to learn and grow spiritually. Our sages 
teach us that God will never send us a situation 
that is beyond our ability to handle. This makes 
sense when we realize that any challenges were
sent specifically to us for a specific purpose. We 
definitely have the tools within us to handle 
whatever comes our way. It's only up to us to 
make use of these tools.

Q. What changes have occurred in your life, and
how do you feel about them?

The Apology Factor

(a continuation of last week's theme...)

A few years ago I learned a valuable lesson 
about apologies. I was sitting in a classroom and
it was a few minutes past the time that the class 
was scheduled to begin. We were waiting for the
teacher to arrive, and when one of my fellow 
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students walked in, I gave him a warm and 
hearty welcome: "Hello, Alan!"

After the class was over, Alan came up to me 
and said: "I was so mad at you that I wanted to 
punch you!"

"What are you talking about?" I asked.

Alan explained. When he walked in and I said a 
loud "hello," he thought I was trying to draw 
everyone's attention to the fact that he was late.

Of course, that wasn't my intention at all, and the
only reason that my "hello" bothered Alan was 
because he was feeling self-conscious about his
own lateness!

But then I realized: It doesn't matter whether I'm 
right or wrong, and whether my insult was 
intentional or not. The fact remains that I hurt 
someone's feelings. And for that I must 
apologize.

The Mechanics of Apology

Next time somebody harms you and then comes
to apologize, notice how he does it. There are 
two approaches people use ― what I call the 
"sincere apology," and the "selfish apology."

The sincere approach is short and sweet, and 
sounds something like this:

"I'm sorry I hurt you. I'll be careful to 
see that it doesn't happen again."

Clean, direct, no excuses. If you'd been hurt, 
wouldn't you feel better after receiving such an 
apology?

Next is the "selfish apology." It goes something 
like this:

"I apologize. But I didn't do it on 
purpose. I had a hard day and I didn't 
realize what I was doing. And why are
you so sensitive about this, anyway!?"

This person has verbalized an "apology," but it is
hollow because they have no regret. They really 
feel "it's not my fault and I didn't do anything 
wrong."

The type of apology not only fails to appease the
person who was hurt, it actually makes things 
worse. Why? Because this "apology" is in effect 
saying:

"The fact that my actions were hurtful to you is 
not really my problem. And since I don't regret 
my actions, I will not make an effort to change 
them. Therefore if a similar circumstance occurs 
in the future, I would do the same thing and hurt 
you again!"

What came under the guise of an "apology" 
actually turns into a great insult.

Positive Effects of Apology

Apologizing can be a difficult, humbling 
experience. We may feel vulnerable, low and 
bad.

But it doesn't have to be this way...

Imagine your jacket got stained. Of course you 
have to take it to the cleaners. But do you feel 
depressed when your clothes are stained? Of 
course not! You know that a stain is not a 
permanent part of the fabric.

Judaism says it's the same thing when we make 
a mistake. Our soul is the garment that gets 
stained. And we have to clean it. But making a 
mistake doesn't mean I'm inherently a bad 
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person! In fact, the Talmud (Yevamot 79) says 
that a sense of shame is essential to the nature 
of a Jew.

A distinction needs to be made between 
"unhealthy" and "healthy" guilt. Unhealthy guilt is
where you feel like a bad person. Healthy guilt is
where you maintain the sense that you're a good
person, while acknowledging that you used bad 
judgment and made a mistake.

Think back to a time you apologized. How do 
you feel afterwards? Cleansed! Getting it out is 
an expansive, cathartic, liberating release. We 
cleanse the stain and recapture that lost purity. 
We rectify the past and move forward.

Feeling in the Air

This week's Parsha begins: "You are all 
standing here today before God" (Deut. 29:9). 
Allegorically, this is referring to Rosh Hashana, 
the day when every Jew stands before the 
Almighty and takes a long, hard look at who they
really are.

This is the time of year to make a commitment to
correct our mistakes. God is "close" at this time, 
and as the verse in this week's parsha says: 
"God will remove the barriers from your hearts" 
(Deut. 30:6).

There's a feeling in the air. Let's use it!

Lessons in Leadership

Great leaders do not lead in a vacuum. They are
part of a train of transmission. They are 
beholden to a people or to a cause that came 
before them and that will outlast them. 
Therefore, ensuring a smooth transition for one’s
successor is one of the most important tasks 
that a leader can undertake. Following Moses’ 
request for a successor, God commands him to 
call Joshua and bring him to the entrance of the 
Tent of Meeting so that he can instruct him as 
leader (Deut. 31:14). Why is Joshua selected as 
Moses’ successor? Which qualities of leadership
has he displayed?

Our first encounter with Joshua occurs when the
nation of Amalek, the eternal arch-nemesis of 
the Jewish people, launch a surprise attack 
against the Israelites in the desert (Ex. 17:8-16). 
When the Israelites most desperately need a 
military leader, Moses turns to Joshua. Joshua 
has never previously fought in a war, much less 
led troops into battle. He most likely has never 
even seen armed conflict or studied military 
strategy, yet he accepts the mission and fulfils it 
with spectacular efficiency. Displaying absolute 
dedication, this impromptu army general neither 
falters nor hesitates, but simply does what is 
necessary in the service of God and his people. 
Three thousand years later, Zionist pioneer 
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Joseph Trumpeldor channelled this same spirit 
when he famously declared:

You need a wheel? Here I am. A nail, 
a screw, a block? Here take me. You 
need a man to till the soil? I’m ready. 
A soldier? I am here. Policeman, 
doctor, lawyer, artist, teacher, water 
carrier? Here I am. I have no form… I 
am a servant of Zion. Ready to do 
everything, not bound to do anything. 
I have only one aim – creation.

(Note from Joseph Trumpeldor to 
Ze’ev Jabotinsky, 1917).

Perhaps the most significant episode of 
Joshua’s pre-leadership career comes when he 
is selected as one of the twelve spies to go and 
scout out the Holy Land, and to bring a report 
back to Moses and the Jewish people (Num. 13,
14). Ten scouts return and sow seeds of fear 
and discouragement within the hearts of the 
nation by attesting to the seeming impossibility 
of conquering the land. The people are 
demoralised and become rebellious. Even 
Moses is rendered helpless. But in a stunning 
act of defiant leadership, Joshua exhorts the 
people not to surrender to panic and cowardice. 
Together with Caleb, the only other faithful spy, 
he reminds the people: ‘You should not fear the 
people of the land, for they are our prey… God 
is with us, do not fear them!’ (14:9). Placing 
principles above popularity and peer pressure, 
Joshua epitomises the notion of ‘in a place 
where there is no person, strive to be someone’ 
(Mishna, Tractate Avot 2:6). 

Joshua’s eligibility for the role of Moses’ 
successor is further concretised by his display of
another leadership quality. Throughout history, 

and until today, if a person wishes to become a 
rabbi, it is not enough that he learns all the texts 
and masters all the theoretical knowledge. He 
must place himself at the service of a well-
established rabbi, to shadow his activities, 
observe his character traits and appreciate his 
decision-making processes. This way, the 
would-be rabbi learns values that cannot simply 
be learned from a text. This ethos of shimmush, 
‘service’ in preparation for leadership, is 
necessitated by the fundamental belief in the 
importance of spiritual role models, and the 
notion that Torah must be passed down through 
living human beings from generation to 
generation, from leader to leader. This practice 
instils a sense of humility in the would-be leader.
He comes to appreciate the awesome 
responsibility that lies ahead of him, of walking 
in the footsteps of giants.

Joshua develops such a close connection with 
Moses that the Torah goes into an unusual level 
of detail describing his activities while Moses is 
in the Tent of Meeting. Joshua is portrayed as 
being steadfastly loyal to his master, ‘and his 
assistant, Joshua son of Nun, never departed 
from inside the tent’ (Ex. 33:11). Joshua spends 
his entire life emulating Moses, his master, 
attempting to live up to the towering standards 
set by our greatest prophet.

We find in the text a litany of hints as to why 
Joshua is chosen as the successor. The Torah 
is in effect laying out for us a road map for 
successful Jewish leadership, more relevant 
today than ever before: Display absolute 
commitment to the mission. Be ready to jump in 
at any time and to take on any of the necessary 
tasks, as the cause is always more important 
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than your own. Be prepared to take a stand 
against the majority, as ethics are more 
important than esteem. Invest time and effort in 
learning from great masters, for in observing 
their practice you will learn lessons of life and 
leadership that are more valuable than anything 
learned from a text. With these messages, 
Joshua takes the first steps of his leadership 
odyssey. Ultimately, he leads the Jewish people 
into the place where Moses himself did not merit
to go – the Land of Israel.
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