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If I close my eyes I can see you in your seats: Aimee and Dan and Ruth and Julie 
& Irving to my right.  Neil and Sue right in front of me – Sue gives me a big 
smile when it’s time to start.  Andrea and Mark, who always stay until the very 
end, 1/3 of the way back on my left.  Next year, God willing, we’ll meet in 
person.  And on that great day, I think we should give ourselves a little extra 
time for some long overdue hellos.   
  

The one biblical commandment for Rosh Hashana is hearing the shofar blasts.  

The rabbis of the Talmud, of course, want to know how exactly we fulfill this 

command.  For example (and this might not be the first question that occurs to 

you), what if someone blows the shofar into a pit or a cistern so that we hear 

the echo of the blast?  Does that count?  Well, as we learn in the 

Mishnah(3:7): One who blows into a pit or a cistern or a jug, if one heard the sound of 

the shofar, one has fulfilled the obligation, but if one hears the echo one has not fulfilled 

the obligation.   The Mishnah rules that in order to fulfill our obligation we must 

be sure that we heard the sound of the shofar and not the echo of the sound 

of the shofar.  

In other words, “The sound of the echo is not the same as the sound of the 

shofar.”  And yet…. 

 I want to tell you the story of a particular shofar, the shofar of Auschwitz.  

Ostensibly, there was no shofar in Auschwitz.  Possession of a religious artifact 



in the camps was punishable by death.  But Chaskel Tydor knew there was a 

shofar in Auschwitz. His daughter, Professor Judith Tydor Baumel Schwartz 

shared her remembrances of her father’s story: “My modest five foot two 

father,” she said, “was a giant of a man because through his role as work 

dispatcher, he saved hundreds of lives in Auschwitz.”  There was one Rosh 

Hashana in particular that she heard about.   Tydor assigned a corps of 

observant Jewish prisoners to a detail far removed from the center of the 

camp, where the shofar could be blown without undue attention.  Tydor 

himself did not hear the shofar blasts that Rosh Hashanah.  No one who 

survived heard it directly.  But the echoes of the blasts, just knowing that other 

Jews had heard the shofar in all the halachik detail, lifted Tydor and all the 

others who did not hear the blasts of the shofar, but were told of it and were 

comforted 

Tydor only saw the shofar four months later, in late January 1945.  With the 

Soviet army fast approaching, the Nazis emptied the death camp in a forced 

march of 56 thousand prisoners for 35 miles, where the surviving prisoners 

were put on trains for other camps. An emaciated prisoner whom Tydor did 

not know handed him an object wrapped in a rag and said to him, “Take it….I 

won’t survive, but maybe you will.  Take it and show them we had a shofar in 



Auschwitz.”  Tydor survived the march and found himself in Buchenwald, 

where he hid the shofar with his tin cup and spoon.  He still held it when he 

was liberated by the US Army on April 11, 1945. 

Chaskel Tydor forged a new life.  Six months later he was on a ship to 

Palestine.  Seventy-five years ago today, (this very day) on Rosh Hashana, 

5706, 1945, the Promised Land came into his view.  In sight of the Carmel 

Mountain range, Chaskel Tydor blew the shofar to usher in a new year, and a 

new life for his fellow passengers, many like him, survivors of Auschwitz.  The 

shofar of Auschwitz has remained in possession of the Tydor family ever since. 

  

Echoes of that blast on Rosh Hashana 1945 reach backward in time and 

forward.  They reverberated in Poland in cry of defiance – we survived.  They 

rang throughout the land of Israel in declaration of hope and signal of return.  

We hear them even today. 

I actually was honored to hear this very shofar.  David and I heard it on Jan 27 

of this year, the 75th anniversary of liberation of Auschwitz, at a ceremony at 

New York’s Museum of Jewish Heritage.  Truthfully, the shofar of Auschwitz is 

small.  The sound it produced was tinny and a little tenuous.  But I tell you the 



echo of it, these many months later is full-bodied and vibrant still, the most 

memorable of all shofarot I have heard.  I know what the Mishna teaches, but  

I have a newfound respect for the echo.  It sustains me more than I expected it 

might. 

I always find it disappointing when Rosh Hashana falls on Shabbat and we do 

not blow the shofar.   This year it is doubly painful. I don’t recall a year in 

which I was so hungry to hear the shofar.  I have been longing for something to 

give voice to the brokenness I feel all around: From the human cost of COVID’s 

rampage, from the shuttered businesses and the schoolchildren parked in 

front of a computer screen.  In the peaceful protests and the concomitant 

looting, in the bad behavior on all sides of the political spectrum: brokenness.    

I am starving for t’kiah g’dolah, that triumphant declaration that we have 

made it through another year, that we stand ready for what the new year 

brings. Some of us may hear the blasts of a shofar in person tomorrow.  For 

many of us though it will be mediated through zoom, and feel more like an 

echo than the actual blasts.  Some of us will not hear the shofar at all this Rosh 

Hashana. 



What do we do when we cannot hear the shofar in person?  When we cannot fulfill 

our obligation exactly as commanded?  What do we do when not quite good 

enough is all we have?   

We have been here before, exiled from our sanctuary, and our community, 

displaced and unable to fulfill our obligations in the ways we are used to  

In the prophet Ezekiel’s time the Babylonians conquered Jerusalem, destroyed the 

Temple and exiled the Jewish population.  Rabbi Jonathan Sacks writes, It is hard to 

understand the depth of the crisis into which the destruction of the First Temple plunged the Jewish 

people. With the Babylonian conquest, Jews lost not only their land and sovereignty. In losing the 

Temple they lost the only way we knew of prayer, of communal gathering, of serving G.  

Led in chains from our homeland, the exiles sang, al naharot bavel, By the waters 

of Babylon we sat, sat and wept as we remembered Zion.  For amusement, our 

tormentors asked us for song:?איך נשיר את שיר ה׳ על אדמת נכר  How can we sing 

the songs of the Lord in a strange land?   

In this terrible exile, Ezekiel teaches us to create a mikdash me’at, a small 

sanctuary.  All we had known was the beit hamikdash, the glorious Temple built 

by King Solomon. A magnificent structure where all Israel would gather in 

worship.   With its destruction we were told to build a little mikdash, a small 

sanctuary.   



This is the basis for our local synagogues today. Something smaller, lesser, a 

creation of our own hands, within our own towns. Not the Temple, but sacred 

nonetheless.  If you read the book of Ezekiel you will see that he loves the 

Temple, the first Mikdash.  He served in it as a priest. He glories in the details of 

Temple architecture and ritual.  He has vivid visions of the return to the Temple.  

He believes that day will come.  But in the meantime, he counsels the people, 

let’s not give up on the hope for holiness, wherever we can find it, in smaller 

measure perhaps, just the echo maybe, but let us hold onto any expression of 

holiness we have.   

Rabbi Sacks again: “The central sanctuary had been destroyed, but a small echo, a 

miniature, remained. We tend to forget how profound the concept of a synagogue was. The 

synagogue became Jerusalem in exile, the home of the Jewish heart.” 

It is time to reimagine the mikdash me’at, a locus of holiness yet again.  We have 

each found our own strategies to create a mikdash me’at, to hear the echo of the 

shofar.  For me, it entails leaning on others.  Sometimes I am discouraged and I 

need to be reminded that holiness and connection are still possible.  Zoom seder, 

an unexpected email from an old friend, neighbors meeting on the street and 

grinning at each other from behind our masks.  These are all small sanctuaries of 

holiness and connection.   



 

We have to work harder in a mikdash me’at.  We have to invest our homes with 

more learning, more kindness, more ritual. 

 

 Are services on zoom as spiritually satisfying as singing and praying together? As 

seeing and hearing one another?  As those few moments in the hallways for a 

quick hug and chance to hear about each other’s families?  Not even close.  So we 

have to look up and down the faces in little boxes and remember the life stories 

behind those images.  Remember how much we care about each other.  Think of 

all those friendly faces you usually see at shul on the holidays.  I’m not talking 

about your closest friends – you’ve been in touch with them through these 

months.  What if you call or email or text 2 or 3 people who are not your closest 

friends, but the people who make up your holiday experience.  What if between 

now and YK you called a couple of the sort of friendly background faces and said – 

I look forward to seeing you – maybe next year, but in the meantime, I wish you 

and your family health and peace. 

 

We are broken, exiled, but what do we still have? A mikdash me’at, a small locus 

of holiness that captures some of our former joy.  We have the echo.   



What do we do when we cannot hear the shofar in person, in its proper time.  

What do we do when not quite good enough is all we have? 

We listen for the echo.  We reach back in our memories, in our parents’ 

memories.  We relive we hear the echo. We tell the story. {Whose lives and 

memories bring the sound of the shofar to life for you?  I invite you to take a 

minute to recall those people who shaped your Rosh Hashana memories.}  

 

When the great Rabbi Israel Baal Shem-Tov saw misfortune threatening the 

Jewish people, it was his custom to go into a certain part of the forest to 

meditate.  There he would light a fire, say a special prayer, and a miracle would be 

accomplished and the misfortune averted. Later, when crisis struck during the 

time of his disciple, the celebrated Magid of Mezritch, he would go to the same 

spot in the forest and say, “Master of the Universe! I do not know how to light the 

special fire, but I am still able to say the prayer.”  And again, the miracle would be 

accomplished.  Still later, Rabbi Moshe-Leib of Sasov, in order to save his people 

would go into the forest and say, “I do not know how to light the fire, I do not 

know the words to the prayer, but I know the place and this must be sufficient.”  

It was sufficient and the miracle was accomplished.  Then it fell to Rabbi Israel of 

Rizhyn to overcome misfortune.  Sitting in his armchair, head in his hands, he 



spoke to G.  “I am unable to light the fire and I do not know the prayer.  I cannot 

even find the place in the forest.  All I can do is tell the story.  This must be 

enough.”  And it was enough.  

It does us no good to long for what we will not find.  We do better to take comfort 

in what is available to us right now.  This year, the echo is enough. Even the echo 

of the sound of the shofar can awaken us.  The echo of the shofar can give 

expression to the brokenness of our hearts.  The echo of the shofar is enough to 

lift us in triumph. 

And when we consider the power of the echo, we have to ask ourselves, What 

echoes are we now leaving that will be heard in the future? When we look back 

on these days of virus and unrest, how will we remember this time?  Will our 

actions in these days leave echoes of despair and disengagement?  Or will our 

acts leave echoes of kindness, of faithfulness, of hope?   What stories will we tell 

about ourselves during this time and what stories will be told about us? Let us 

leave echoes of a time of resilience, when we did not lose sight of holiness and 

community. A time in which we found new ways to connect, to learn, to be kind 

to our families and to strangers. 

One final observation about the sound of the shofar.  In each set of blasts, the 

first blast, t’kiah is whole.  Then shevarim (badah badah badah) and teruah (bah 



bah bah bah bah bah bah bah bah) are broken, increasingly broken.  But we 

always end with t’kiah, a return to wholeness. We may be feeling broken, we may 

feel exiled from our sanctuary and our community and the conventions we hold 

dear.  But we will not be here forever. We will be made whole.  We will return to 

the unbroken blast of t’kiah g’dolah. 

 

 


