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Rosh Hashanah 5777 

Rabbi Mario Karpuj 

 

On August 29, 1952, John Cage, one of last century’s most creative music composers, invited a select group 
of people to a piano recital in Woodstock, NY.  

That’s the same Woodstock most of us, I presume, would only discover years later after the famous music 
festival of 1969.  

As you can imagine, guests were very excited to have been invited to such a special event particularly 
because they knew that the renowned experimental composer was presenting the world premiere of his latest 
creation.  

American pianist David Tudor walked onto the stage of the Maverick Concert Hall, sat down at the piano, and 
began performing. 

Even though is Rosh Hashanah and some may think is not really appropriate, I’d love to play for you a portion 
of John Cage’s composition. 

(33” of complete silence) 

You’ve just heard 33”, or the first movement of Cage’s iconic 4’33”. After 2 more movements lasting 2’40” and 
1’20” in which he produced not a single sound, David Tudor stood, bowed to the crowd and left the stage. 

Let’s say for the record, that not everyone was particularly impressed with the piece. According to reports, a 
local artist in the audience reacted by shouting: “Good people of Woodstock, let’s drive these people out of 
town!” 

Believe it or not, 4’33” became a hit.  

Many soloists and groups have presented their version of it. From Frank Zappa to a famous 2004 BBC 
Symphonic Orchestra concert that was broadcasted live on, as you have certainly guessed, BBC radio and TV 
stations. 

It has been called the “silent piece,” but if John Cage was here, he will protest vehemently such description. 
The problem, he will argue, is that people don’t know how to listen. 

“There’s no such thing as silence,” Cage said, recalling the première. “You could hear the wind stirring outside 
during the first movement. During the second, raindrops began pattering the roof, and during the third people 
themselves made all kinds of interesting sounds with their chairs as they stood up and walked out.” 

And here lies the reason so many have performed Cages piece in different settings. Each performance is 
different, full of random sounds produced by the environment in which it is staged.  

I’ve listened to the recording of the BBC broadcast I mentioned before in which the presenter reflected on the 
fact that John Cage, who had passed on by then, would be very pleased to know the concert was being 
broadcasted live since the experience of each listener at home would be extremely different from the people 
seating in the sold out theatre with the full band on stage, instruments in hand, seriously looking at the 
conductor.  

I even found even an app for my phone that allows me to record my own version of 4’33” and to listen to 
recordings people have created around the world. 

Every one of them is ironically very similar and very different to each other. They are very similar in the sense 
they all last 4’33”, and they lack the usual sounds we expect to listen when we play a musical composition.  

Each one is different because of the environment in which they were recorded. The one produced in an island 
by the beach sounds radically different from the one done at John Cage’s apartment in New York City’s 6th 
avenue. 

But in order to appreciate the different experiences even in performances that are not as diametrically opposed 
as the ones I’ve just mentioned, we need to learn, as John Cage argued, to listen. 

In the medieval compilation of aggadot called Yalkut Shim’oni (be’aalotecha) we find the following story: 

Two debaters were standing before Adrianus Caesar. 
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One of them argued for the superiority of speech, and the other for the superiority of silence. 

The first said: Master, there is nothing better than speech. Were it not for speech, how would kings be 
crowned, and the dead be treated graciously, and brides praised? 

Adrianus said to the one who advocated silence: What is your argument for silence? 

He began to speak, when his colleague arose and struck him on the mouth. 

Caesar said to him: Why did you strike him? 

He said: Master, I used speech to argue for speech, but he is using my technique to argue for his position. 

Yalkut Shim’oni reads this story as a victory for speech over silence. The story is introduced by Rabban 
Shimon ben Gamliel’s statement in the first chapter of the Pirke Avot, the ethics of the fathers, that “All my life I 
have been raised among the Sages, and I have found nothing better for the body than silence,” but followed 
with the assertion that a variety of verses demonstrate that only restraint from harmful speech is praiseworthy. 

Perhaps Rabban Shimon ben Gamliel meant this as well. Regardless, he fell into his own trap; to convey the 
value of silence, he is compelled to speak, and therefore he must concede that at least sometimes speech is 
preferable to silence. 

The irony that silence can only be spread through speech appears conclusive. 

But there is a second irony as well. The first debater in our story did not win the dispute through language, but 
through force; by hitting his opponent. 

He does not make a better argument, but rather silences his opponent.  

It is fascinating, and to be frank really scary, the way history repeats itself.  

Most of us won’t physically assault someone that disagrees with us, we use instead, other methods. Some 
more sophisticated, and some less so. 

When we are in front of a TV we either use our remote controls to mute any voices that disagree with our 
visions or even better just change the channel not to acknowledge their existence at all. 

When we find ourselves in a situation in which we can’t mute other people’s voice we restore to any 
combination of yelling, calling names and discrediting the source producing the different view. 

We have created a culture that believes strongly that the politically correct behavior is not to talk about politics 
in work environments, social settings or family reunions. 

Why? The reason can be summarized by something I read on an article on the subject: "It touches on people's 
world views, how they believe the world and country should run" 

Really? How can we justify from a Jewish perspective, not talking about the ways in which we should be better 
playing our roles as God’s partners to make of Her world a better one?  

Have we been given our Bnai Mitzvah the wrong message, or at least an incomplete picture of the world of 
adulthood we were welcoming them into?  

Should we start telling them: We hope you will share with us in the responsibility of making of this, our world, a 
better place. By the way, good luck trying to do it without being able to talk about it because we have lost our 
capacity to speak or listen to all those who think differently… 

Let me go back to the debaters in front of Adrianus. The argument for the superiority of speech was rooted in 
the need of speech to crown Kings, eulogize our dead and celebrate our brides. 

In other words, we need speech for the political process, i.e. in the process of making decisions that apply to 
all members of each group. We also need speech to eulogize our dead, i.e. to talk about our past and learn 
from it. And finally, we need speech to praise our brides, i.e. to dream about our future.  

When we support cultural norms that prevent us from expressing our thoughts about what’s best for our world 
in the present, we endanger our capacity to talk and learn about our past, we lose our ability to dream about a 
better future.  

And if we cannot dream about a better future we become cynics, pessimists longing for an imagined time in the 
past in which things were better. 
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Last week we lost the last of Israel’s founding fathers, Shimon Peres, Z”L. On Friday, leaders and dignitaries 
from 70 countries came to Jerusalem to attend the funeral of this extraordinary man who never won a popular 
election. Not a particularly uplifting feeling for a politician, if you ask me… 

When asked how he managed to move on and stay a relevant voice in the Israel he helped creating, he’d say: 
Optimists and pessimists die the same way. They just live differently. I prefer to live as an optimist. 

The night Shimon Peres died, I stayed up late watching Israeli TV as they interviewed one after another, 
people who had known him throughout the years. 

Two of those interviews impressed me the most. The one with Peres’ close friend and Israel's most famous 
living author, Amos Oz and the one with Minister of education Naftali Bennet. 

Amos Oz is one of the fathers of the two state solution idea, writing about it as early as 1967. In 1978 became 
one of the founders of Shalom Achshav (Peace Now).  

It was during that decade that he met Shimon Peres who in those years was called Mr. Security, a big 
proponent of building in the territories Israel has ended controlling after the 67 war. 

"When I met Peres in the early seventies, he was a banal hawk in my eyes – supporting settlers, a settler 
lover, a security man; the more land the better; the more power the better," Amos Oz said on that interview. 

"He changed before my eyes ... into an enthusiastic and stubborn believer in Israeli-Palestinian peace and 
Israeli-Arab peace." 

Naftali Bennet, left the traditional right wing Llikud to create a party to the right of his former party, The Jewish 
Home, largely seen as the party representing the interest of settlers in Judea and Samaria. 

“Shimon Peres was my Education Minister, the man with whom I consulted, from which I learned, despite the 
generation gap between us, and perhaps because of them.” He said before recalling the letters he used to get 
in the mail from Peres with articles the ninth President of Israel thought he should be reading. 

Two icons of the modern state of Israel. Standing on very opposite sides of the political spectrum, sharing the 
lesson they both learned from one of the wiser human beings in our generation. 

And this is the way I translate the lesson: It is impossible to attain real progress in our lives without engaging in 
the humbling process of learning to listen and be open to be persuaded, without the courage to speak up when 
we need to do so, not to silence other voices with our yelling or resorting to de-legitimize other’s ideas by name 
calling, but to engage in meaningful conversations that could eventually help us find common ground. 

When the only voice we can listen is ours, or the voice of those who agree with us, we have a problem. 

When we lose the skill to pay attention to our environment and the sound of silence is just silence, we have a 
problem. 

And those problems result in our inability to grow, to become God’s partners, to dream of a better future. 

When awarded the Presidential Medal of Freedom by President Obama, Shimon Peres ended his remarks with 
a call that sounds more relevant than ever. He said: 

“Looking back on the life of Israel, our dreams proved not to be too big but too small, because Israel achieved 
much more than I could have ever imagined... I ask only one thing of the United States of America, this mighty 
nation of dreamers: Don’t dream small. You are great. So dream big.” 

I pray this year will bring us the blessing of dreaming big about the world we can build together. For ourselves, 
for our nation, for Medinat Israel and for the entire world. 

 


