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To understand another person, 
we are not (yet) able to perform 

a Vulcan Mind Meld…like Mr. Spock
[Star Trek]



Nor do we have innate 
empathic ability… 
like Deanna Troi
[Star Trek: The Next 
Generation]



What is empathy –

and how does it differ from sympathy?



“Both of the words deal with the relationship a person has to the 
feelings and experiences of another person …. Both sympathy and 
empathy have roots in the Greek term páthos meaning ‘suffering, 
feeling.’”

The greatest difference between the two terms is your relationship 
with the object of your empathy or sympathy. 



Sympathy is a more external force — a conveyance of pity or 
compassion for someone you feel sorry for, but whose 
circumstances you might not fully understand. 

Empathy refers to “the capacity or ability to imagine oneself 
in the situation of another, experiencing the emotions, ideas, 
or opinions of that person.” That is to say, empathy refers to 
the act of putting yourself in someone else’s shoes. In this 
way, empathy can apply to a wider range of people — not 
just those who have experienced misfortune lately, but 
anyone whom you want to approach or understand.



Ex. 13:17-17:16 includes "The Song of the Sea" - basically an 
ancient epic poem that details the glory of God's victory over 

Pharaoh and his army.

Judges 4:4-5:31 recounts Deborah's military victory. 

Rabbinic insights on both of these texts bring out the 
humanity of all - Jews and non-Jews... 

How can we learn from this today?



LET’S BEGIN WITH 
THE EXODUS 

FROM EGYPT…



Ex. 14:19-28, 15:1

The angel of God, who had been going ahead of the Israelite 
army, now moved and followed behind them; and the pillar 
of cloud shifted from in front of them and took up a place 
behind them, 

and it came between the army of the Egyptians and the army 
of Israel. Thus, there was the cloud with the darkness, and it 
cast a spell upon the night, so that the one could not come 
near the other all through the night. 



Then Moses held out his arm over the sea and the LORD 
drove back the sea with a strong east wind all that night, and 
turned the sea into dry ground. The waters were split, 

and the Israelites went into the sea on dry ground, the waters 
forming a wall for them on their right and on their left. 

The Egyptians came in pursuit after them into the sea, all of 
Pharaoh’s horses, chariots, and horsemen. 



At the morning watch, the LORD looked down upon the 
Egyptian army from a pillar of fire and cloud, and threw the 
Egyptian army into panic. 

He locked the wheels of their chariots so that they moved 
forward with difficulty. And the Egyptians said, “Let us flee from 
the Israelites, for the LORD is fighting for them against Egypt.” 

Then the LORD said to Moses, “Hold out your arm over the sea, 
that the waters may come back upon the Egyptians and upon 
their chariots and upon their horsemen.” 



Moses held out his arm over the sea, and at daybreak the 
sea returned to its normal state, and the Egyptians fled at 
its approach. But the LORD hurled the Egyptians into the 
sea. 
The waters turned back and covered the chariots and the 
horsemen—Pharaoh’s entire army that followed them 
into the sea; not one of them remained.
Then Moses and the Israelites sang this song to the LORD. 

They said: I will sing to the LORD, for He has triumphed 
gloriously; Horse and driver He has hurled into the sea. 

[Ex. 15:1]



Shirat HaYam

Song of the Sea

Ex. 15:1-19



Rabbi Yoḥanan said: What is the meaning of that which is 
written: “And the one could not come near the other all the 
night” (Exodus 14:20)? 

The ministering angels wanted to sing their song, for the angels 
would sing songs to each other, as it states: “And they called 
out to each other and said” (Isaiah 6:3), but the Holy One, 
Blessed be He, said: The work of My hands, the Egyptians, are 
drowning at sea, and you wish to say songs? This indicates that 
God does not rejoice over the downfall of the wicked.  [BT 
Megillah 10b]

They are My children, too…



We find a similar idea in the Book of Proverbs: “If your 
enemy falls, do not exult; if he trips, let your heart not 
rejoice” (Proverbs 24:10).

This is a good lesson for us. 

We should not rejoice when any human being is fallen. 
The Hebrews were redeemed, but the Egyptians were 

drowning. The joy cannot be complete.



We find an example of this principle in a tradition
during our Passover seder…

When we recall the story of Passover, we shouldn’t
forget that the Jews were saved but several
Egyptians died.

The death of any human being, in spite of their
convictions, thoughts, and ideologies, cannot be a
reason for rejoicing.



And now we turn to the Book of 
Judges – and the story of 

Deborah’s military victory… 
and the sounding of the shofar 

at Rosh HaShanah…

Deborah and Barak

Marc Chagall

1956



Can there be a more peculiar intruder into the Rosh 
Hashanah service for the Jewish New Year than the 
mother of Sisera, the Canaanite general who fought 
against Deborah and Barak, and who is the reference 

point for so many of our shofar practices?



There are three distinct calls of the shofar:

tekiya –
shevarim - - -

teruah --- --- ---



The Rabbis of the Talmud (Rosh Hashana 33b) were in doubt as to 
the precise nature of the teruah sound (--- --- ---), because the Torah 
does not define it. But the Targum* interprets “teruah” as a yevava, 
and the Gemara elaborates that it is written in the reference to the 
mother of Sisera that she “wailed,” Vateyabeiv. One opinion held 
that she groaned (like the shevarim - - - ) and the other held she 

wailed (like our teruah). 

So… we do both. 

*Jewish Aramaic targum ("translation") of the Torah, accepted as an authoritative 

translated text of the Five Books of Moses and thought to have been written in the 
early 2nd-century CE.



There is more. 

Tosafot [12th century Talmudic 
commentators – grandsons of 
Rashi] quote the Aruch, Rav 

Yechiel of Rome, a contemporary 
of Rashi, that we blow 100 sounds 
of the shofar to correspond to the 

100 cries of Sisera’s mother. 
Avraham Loewenthal

Sfat, Israel



Again, Sisera’s mother!

Who exactly are we 

talking about?



Sisera was the general of Canaan, who 
tormented the Jews and conquered 

others, who dedicated his life to killing 
and marauding, who, when he attacked 

Israel in this instance with overwhelming 
force – nine hundred iron chariots – was 

met by a smaller army led by Deborah 
and Barak, and was routed. He fled the 
battlefield into the arms of Yael, who in 
short order fed him, bed him – and then 

killed him.Jael and Sisera

Painting by Artemisia Gentileschi, 1620



And Deborah sang about his mother (Judges 
5:28-30) – “The mother of Sisera sat by the 

window, gazing through the lattices, sobbing, 
‘Why does his chariot tarry in coming? Why are 

the wheels of his chariot late?’” And the 
princesses tried to comfort her: “They must be 

dividing the spoils, seizing the maidens for 
themselves.” But Sisera’s mother knew better, 

and so “she wailed.”



Like Sisera’s mother, we sit by the window, looking out at 
the world, and everything is familiar and recurring –

until it is not. 



“The mother of Sisera sat by the window, gazing through the 
lattices…” As she sat there, she started to sob, then to wail, then 
to mourn. Her certainty – about herself, about her son, about his 
and her destiny – became less of a reality.  As she uttered the 
words – “Why does his chariot tarry in coming? Why is he late 
today?” – she already knew the bitter truth: her world had 
suddenly changed. 

The shofar draws its inspiration from the anguish of 
Sisera’s mother, reminding us to take nothing for 

granted…



The wails of Sisera’s mother are the quality of the sounds of the shofar

that penetrate our souls, 

and her one hundred sobs are the quantity that we require 

to soften our hearts. 



Is there a dichotomy here?

Do we rejoice in victory over the wicked?

Do we mourn the loss of life?

We have to live with this dichotomy. If we are not 

happy that evil has been punished, then we do 

not care enough, but if we are not sad at the loss 

of life, then our humanity is weakened, “As I live, 

says God, I do not wish for the death of the 

wicked, but for the wicked to repent of their way, 

so that they may live” (Ezekiel 33:11).



Thus, we are taught in another midrash 

(Pirkei d’Rabbi Eliezer, based on Exodus 

14:28), that in the splitting of the sea, 

Pharaoh did not die but fled and 

eventually became the king of Nineveh. 

When the prophet Jonah showed up, 

Pharaoh immediately led a national 

repentance movement. 

Thus Pharaoh becomes the paradigm of 

change that we read about and learn 

from every Yom Kippur.



So, what are we to make of all of this?



We must stand for a moment in another’s shoes…

Seek to understand                                                

before you seek to be understood.



With wishes for a Chag Sameyach…
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