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 Here’s a riddle:  What primitive musical instrument is it NOT a 

mitzvah to blow on Rosh HaShanah?  Answer?  A shofar.  It’s a mitzvah to 

hear the blowing of the shofar; not to blow it.  (Thank God for that:  

otherwise, almost all of us would have another sin to atone for on Yom 

Kippur.) Think of it:  the blessing that the shofar blower recites is not, 

“Blessed are You, O Lord our God, who has commanded us to blow the 

shofar,” but “…who has commanded us to hear [or, to listen to] the blowing 

of the shofar.”  On Rosh HaShanah, we aren’t so much urged to express 

ourselves a particular way as we are called upon to pay attention and listen. 

 Would that we would take this lesson to heart!  

If you listen closely to the way we Jews talk in our Jewish 

communities, it becomes clear that there’s a conspicuous area where we 

have a lot to say, but where we don’t seem to listen to one another, and that 

is when we’re talking about Israel. Jewish educators, communal 

professionals, and rabbis from all over the country, from every 

denomination, agree:  Israel is a third rail.  And if the current is turned on, 

sparks fly.  (What am I saying?  The current is always on.) 
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 Why is that?  Why is it so hard to be attentive, to listen, and to remain 

civil when we talk about Israel?   

Well, sometimes, it’s easy. As we will on Yom Kippur, each year we 

urge people to purchase bonds, and to support our Israel Kesher Committee 

and the Masorti Movement in Israel.  And people respond – and I hope they 

will continue to respond – generously. Many of us have family in Israel.  

Many of us travel there.  Yesterday, Fredie mentioned our congregational 

trip to Israel in February.  Already about a dozen people have signed up, and 

I encourage more of you to consider joining us.  I’m glad to say that there is 

a deep reservoir of support for Israel within our congregation, as there is 

within most American congregations.  We can and do share our love for 

Israel freely. 

But then there are topics we don’t talk very much about, such as, say, 

Israeli policies toward her neighbors, toward the Palestinians or toward 

Israeli Arabs.  Such topics generate strong opinions; and experience teaches 

us that when we start to talk about them, the atmosphere heats up.  Rather 

than generating calm, respectful exchanges of ideas, these discussions tend 

to lead to disrespect, anger, and scorn.  

Why is that?  Why do we get so upset?  And why, when we do, do we 

treat those with whom we disagree with such disrespect? 
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Several prominent Jewish thinkers have recently begun describing 

Jewish supporters of Israel in a new and interesting way.  They divide them 

– us, that is -- into two groups.  Interestingly, not the categories of “left” and 

“right” that we would expect, but into the categories of “Guardians” and 

“Prophets.”  

Guardians see Israel as beleaguered, and they see themselves as 

responsible for doing whatever they can to protect her.  In their ears, they 

hear Hillel’s famous question, “Im ein ani li, mi li?” -- “If I am not for 

myself, who will be for me?”  They hear the cry of the Haggadah, 

“she’b’chol dor va-dor,”—“… that in every generation,”—“ omdim aleinu 

l’chaloteinu,”—“they rise up against us and seek to destroy us.”  And this 

generation – they assert -- is no exception.  

This is eminently reasonable. Do we need any proof of the threats 

Israel faces?  All you need to do is to listen to what Ahmadinejad says.  (By 

the way, we’ll have another chance very soon; he’s due to address the UN 

General Assembly on Yom Kippur.)   All you have to do is to take note of 

the Iranian proxies and the other Islamist fanatics who are poised on Israel’s 

borders, whether along the Lebanese border or in the Gaza Strip or in the 

Sinai desert —or soon, possibly, in Syria—to realize that there is a strong 
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basis for the Guardians’ conviction that the price of Israel’s liberty is 

“eternal vigilance” [attributed to Wendell Phillips].  

Isaiah once said, “I have posted guardians on your walls, O Jerusalem; 

they will never be silent, day or night.” (Isaiah 62:6)  Today’s Guardians see 

themselves as posted on the walls of Jerusalem, and they are committed to 

not remaining silent. 

Then there are the Prophets, those who hear the voice of the second 

of Hillel’s questions, namely, “V’im ani l’atzmi, mah ani?”—“And if I am 

only for myself, what am I?”  They are concerned about justice for everyone 

in or impacted by Israeli society, including Palestinians, the Bedouin, and 

the economic and political refugees who have found their way to Israel.  

They point to the dialing back of women’s rights in Israel and the unfair way 

that the ultra-Orthodox are indulged -- and they say:  “This isn’t what Israel 

should be.  This should change.” 

 And they know what they’re talking about.  Ever since Isaiah taught 

us that, “tsiyon b’mishpat tipadeh,” – “Zion will be redeemed through 

justice,” (Isaiah 1:27) pursuing justice has been central to the Zionist dream. 

Israel’s Declaration of Independence states that the State will “be based on 

the foundations of liberty, justice and peace as envisioned by the prophets of 
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Israel [and] will uphold the full social and political equality of all of its 

citizens, without regard to race, creed or sex.”  

But when Guardians talk, Prophets tune out; and when Prophets talk, 

Guardians don’t listen.  Each side can’t imagine how the other could 

possibly have come to its views.  And – perhaps because the stakes are so 

high -- each side sees the other’s position not just as wrong, but as 

threatening the future of the state of Israel.    

  The rhetoric we hear today reflects this deep divide.  One person’s 

insistence that Israel must be free to defend itself is dismissed as heartless 

and ethnocentric. Another person’s principled stance for dignity and equality 

becomes caricatured and ridiculed as naïve at best, self-hating at worst.  In 

fact, each group tends to stop talking to or listening to the other, living 

instead in a kind of an echo chamber, where one can only hear the 

reinforcing reverberations of one’s own views. 

This polarization is dangerous.  It threatens the State of Israel and it 

threatens the entire Jewish people.     

In the Talmud, we are told that the First Temple was destroyed 

because of three sins:  idolatry, immorality and bloodshed.  But we’re told 

that during the days of the Second Temple, the Jews were engaged in the 
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study of Torah, performing mitzvot and engaging in acts of benevolence.  

Why then, the Talmud asks, was the Second Temple destroyed?  

The answer given is, sin’at hinam:  baseless hostility.  Groundless and 

baseless hatred and hostility of one Jew for another.  (Yoma 9b)1.  Note that 

the Talmud doesn’t say that it was disagreement that destroyed the Second 

Temple; rather, it was baseless, gratuitous hostility.   

 As I’m sure we all know, disagreement is highly respected within the 

Jewish tradition.  The Talmud is filled with rabbis disagreeing with each 

other.  

Rabbi Donniel Hartman of the Hartman Institute, where I study when 

I’m in Israel, has pointed out that disagreement is entirely compatible with 

love and loyalty.  “You do a great disservice to Israel,” he writes, “to assume 

that love equals agreement.  If you always agree with someone, you’re 

probably not in a real relationship with them.” 

 When it comes to Israel, he said, you probably can’t be a lover of 

Israel and not disagree.  Remember, he says:  “Whenever you say anything 

about a particular policy or action by Israel, whether criticism or support, 

you are disagreeing with half of Israeli society!” 

  But there’s a line -- a red line -- that none of us should cross, and 

that’s the line between disagreement and speaking contemptuously of one 
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another.  It’s the line between righteousness and self-righteousness.  (By the 

way, I looked up the dictionary definition of self-righteousness.  Here it is: 

“being sure of the moral superiority of personal beliefs and actions, usually 

to an irritating degree.”  I’d like to meet the author of that definition.  It 

sounds like he or she has met a self-righteous individual or two.)  In 

attributing the destruction of the Second Temple to sin’at hinam, gratuitous 

hostility, the Talmud makes clear just how wrong it is to insult or demean or 

vilify our opponents – and how enormous can be the consequences. (See 

story of Rabbi Yochanan and Resh Lakish, Bava Metzia 84a; etc.)  

If it’s so clear how destructive sin’at hinam is, what makes it so 

difficult to eradicate?  Rabbi Moshe Feinstein puts it this way.  When two 

sides are engaging in sin’at hinam, each tends to think that their own dislike 

of the other is fully justified.  “No one repents,” Rabbi Feinstein said, from 

sin’at hinam, i.e., their own baseless hostility, “because no one thinks that 

their “sin’ah,” their “hostility,” is “hinam,” is “baseless!” 

When we assume that only those who agree with us love Israel, we 

push everyone else away.  Take the issue of Israeli settlements, for instance.  

As my friend and colleague, Rabbi Daniel Pressman has written, “If I say to 

someone who supports a settlement freeze, ‘You don’t really love Israel, 

you’re a self-hating Jew,’ or if I say to someone who opposes a settlement 
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freeze, ‘You don’t really love Israel, you’re an enemy of peace,’ what have I 

accomplished?  I’ve closed off discussion of a complicated and fraught 

issue, and I’ve essentially banished that person from the discussion.” 

 “But what if I say, ‘We both love Israel.  Let’s try to understand 

where we differ, even if we don’t end up resolving the issue.  And then, let’s 

talk about other issues facing Israel.  Maybe we can find common ground.’  

Then, there’s hope that together we can support and strengthen Israel.”   

Israel faces enormous problems, enormous challenges, both external 

and internal.  None of these can be addressed by our vilifying one another, 

by our expressing contempt for one another.  Such acrimony only weakens 

Israel and the Jewish people.  

 We need to realize the obvious, which is that our love of Israel has the 

power to bring us together.  Of course Guardians want Israel to be decent, 

humane, and just – as well as a place where Jews can feel free to live and 

flourish.  And of course Prophets understand that Israelis have the right to be 

safe and secure.   

 These are typologies, after all.  No one – not any of us, and not any of 

those with whom we disagree -- is entirely a Guardian or exclusively a 

Prophet. So we should be able to listen to one another and work together. 

 If we can’t, then we’re in real trouble.   
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For there’s a third group of Jews, besides the Guardians and the 

Prophets, and that is the group, the ever growing group, that is at best 

apathetic, and at worst, hostile, toward Israel.   

The other day, someone told me that his daughter -- I’ll call her Jill -- 

a young woman just out of college, was looking to move into an apartment 

with several other young Jewish women.  While they were interviewing her, 

they learned that she had spent a summer in Israel.  “That’s a problem for 

us,” one of them said.  Apparently, it had to do with Israel’s human rights 

record, and what it said about Jill that she had spent a summer there.  That 

summer in Israel had all but disqualified her!  Those young Jewish women 

and their friends -- that’s the group that we all have to be concerned about, 

because Israel needs every friend it can get, and if this third group has 

written off Israel, then they are not part of the conversation, they’re not 

involved in Israel’s destiny and future as we are, whether we’re Guardians or 

Prophets. 

 Overcoming the mutual distrust and the mutual disrespect begins with 

listening.  Listening carefully, and listening well.   

 I began by speaking about the mitzvah of listening to the shofar.  The 

rabbis take very seriously the mitzvah of listening to the shofar.  Massekhet 

Rosh Hashanah, the tractate of the Talmud called, Rosh HaShanah, discusses 



 10 

this in detail.  This tractate teaches us that our obligation is to hear the pure 

sound of the shofar, without any interference, any distraction, any distortion. 

That’s why a shofar can’t have a gold mouthpiece or be coated with gold.  

You would hear the reverberations of the gold as much as that of the horn 

itself.  Someone can’t stand in a cave and blow shofar for people standing 

outside of the cave.  If he or she did, the people outside the cave would hear 

the echoes as much as they would hear the horn itself.  That’s why our 

shofar blowers don’t blow into the microphones. You are supposed to hear 

the sound coming right out of the horn.  

In the same way, when we talk with one another about issues that 

divide us, not only do we have to try to speak directly and clearly with one 

another, but we really have to listen closely to one another. We mustn’t 

allow impediments to get in the way.  

 Here’s one more halacha regarding the shofar. In the same section of 

the Talmud that discusses what can detract from the purity of the sound of 

the shofar, the Talmud (Rosh HaShanah 27b) asks: What if, somehow, a 

shofar could be fit into another shofar, and someone were to blow the inner 

shofar on Rosh Hashanah?  If that’s the shofar you’re listening to on Rosh 

HaShanah, have you fulfilled your obligation? 
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 The answer is, yes—so long as the presence of the outer shofar does 

not distort the sound of the inner one.  That is, if you can hear the pure sound 

of the inner shofar, you have fulfilled your obligation.2 

 The lesson is clear:  we can’t allow the outer labels we put on 

people—or the labels they put on themselves--to distort what they are trying 

to say and to distract us from hearing them.  God hears the inner voice and 

so must we. We must hear one another’s inner voice and listen closely. 

 Our obligation is clear. It’s to be respectful of one another, even as we 

disagree. It’s to hear one another, listen to one another, and learn from one 

another.  

If we can do all that, then, God willing, if we listen closely, we can 

hope and pray that we will hear the shofar of freedom and justice, the shofar 

of liberation and redemption, blown for us, for all of Israel, and for all 

humankind. 

 Shanah Tovah! 

                                                
יומא דף ט ע"ב 1  

 מפני שלשה דברים שהיו בו: עבודה זרה, וגלוי עריות, ושפיכות דמים. עבודה זרה דכתיב מקדש ראשון מפני מה חרב?
(ישעיהו כח) כי קצר המצע מהשתרע מאי קצר המצע מהשתרע? אמר רבי יונתן: קצר מצע זה מהשתרר עליו שני רעים כאחד. 

רבי שמואל בר נחמני: כי מטי רבי יונתן להאי קרא בכי, אמר: מאן דכתיב ביה (תהלים  (ישעיהו כח) והמסכה צרה כהתכנס, אמר
(ישעיהו ג) ויאמר ה' יען כי גבהו בנות ציון ותלכנה נטויות גרון  גלוי עריות, דכתיב לג) כנס כנד מי הים, נעשית לו מסכה צרה!

בנות ציון שהיו מהלכות ארוכה בצד קצרה, ותלכנה נטויות גרון ומשקרות עינים הלוך וטפוף תלכנה וברגליהן תעכסנה. יען כי גבהו 
שהיו מהלכות בקומה זקופה, ומשקרות עינים דהוו מליין כוחלא עיניהן, הלוך וטפוף תלכנה שהיו מהלכות עקב בצד גודל, וברגליהן 

ישראל בועטות ומתיזות עליהן,  תעכסנה אמר רבי יצחק: שהיו מביאות מור ואפרסמון ומניחות במנעליהן, וכשמגיעות אצל בחורי
(מלכים ב כא) וגם דם נקי שפך מנשה [הרבה מאד] עד אשר מלא את  שפיכות דמים דכתיבומכניסין בהן יצר הרע כארס בכעוס. 

. אבל מקדש שני, שהיו עוסקין בתורה ובמצות וגמילות חסדים מפני מה חרב? מפני שהיתה בו שנאת חנם. ירושלים פה לפה
שנאת חנם כנגד שלש עבירות: עבודה זרה, גלוי עריות, ושפיכות דמים. ללמדך ששקולה  

הניח שופר בתוך שופר, אם קול פנימי שמע יצא, ואם קול חיצון שמע לא יצא. 2  


