
Yamim Noraim

24

Hear the Voice and Answer the Call!

molly morris

One Of the hallmarks of Rosh Hashanah is hearing the shofar. Certainly, for children it 
is a highlight. But for adults as well, the sound of the shofar stirs us. Hearing shofar is a 
singularly Jewish experience that resonates with our Jewish identity.

The shofar has been used to herald new beginnings and national turning points through-
out our history, beginning with its importance in the Akeidat Yitzchak story, when a ram’s 
horn stood in for the most significant offering described in Tanach. At Har Sinai, the preter-
naturally loud shofar blast marked the beginning of our nationhood when we received the 
10 commandments. Throughout Tanach it was used to announce the new moon and the 
jubilee year, to signify the start of battle, celebrate military victory and to anoint kings. 
In the context of repentance, the shofar as the voice of Hashem is reiterated in a pivotal 
moment in Sefer Yoel Perek 2, when Hashem is calling for the nation’s repentance. Here, 
the words “Blow the shofar in Zion” (Ibid, 2:1 and 2:15), bookend the words “Hashem gave 
His voice (kolo) to His army (Ibid, 2:11).”

In modern times the shofar was blown when we reclaimed the Kotel in the Six Day War 
of 1967, greeted the returning Entebbe hostages in 1976 and marks the installation of new 
Israeli presidents. We continue to leverage the power of the shofar to stir us to repentance 
on Rosh Hashanah and Yom Kippur as we pray for inscription in the book of life.

What makes the shofar so significant to Jews? Why is it so emotionally provocative that 
merely hearing it can lead us to repentance? As a musical instrument it does not have the 
harmonious sounds of a violin concerto. There are no lyrics that emanate from a shofar 
like beautiful poetry. And yet, while a passer-by might hear a cacophonous noise coming 
from a synagogue, as Jews that singular sound of a shofar blast makes us stand still and 
silent, speaks to our inner core and deepens our prayer.

In the Talmud (Rosh Hashanah 16a) Rabbi Abbahu alludes to the shofar as representative 
of a conversation between Abraham and G-d. He asks, “Why do we blow a ram’s horn?,” 
and answers that it is because Hashem said, “Sound before me a ram’s horn so that I will 
remember, on your behalf, the binding of Yitzchak the son of Avraham, and to account it 

MOLLY MORRIS developed a special interest in biblical leadership while undertaking a Masters degree in 
Leadership and Community Engagement in 2018, She is a regular contributing author to the 929 English 
program and an active member of the BAYT. You can read more of Molly’s writing at mollymorris.ca.

http://mollymorris.ca/


Hakhmei Lev

25

to you as if you had bound yourselves for Me.” Surely, we do not need to remind Hashem 
of what he did for Avraham, but how extraordinary it is that Hashem wants us to continue 
that conversation.

The notion of shofar as the voice of Hashem in conversation with b’nei Yisrael is reiter-
ated at Har Sinai when “the voice of the shofar sounded louder and louder, Moshe spoke, 
and Hashem answered him by a voice (Shemot 19:19).” The word for “voice” used in this 
passage is “kol,” and it is used again In Exodus 20:15 with the description that all the people 
heard “kol hashofar – the voice of the shofar” and asked Moshe, “You speak to us, but let not 
Hashem speak to us,” because the sound of His voice was overwhelming. And finally, in 
Exodus 20:19, Hashem says to Moses, “I spoke to you from the heavens.”

In the blessing over the shofar, we are not commanded to blow it, but to hear the voice 
– lishmo’a kol, to internalize it, and let it resonate in our souls. Perhaps the reason that the 
shofar stirs us is embedded in our collective memory of conversations between Hashem 
and the Jewish people. In the first conversation at Har haMoriah, Hashem made a covenant 
with Avraham, and at Har Sinai the conversation heralded our nationhood.

Our conversation with Hashem is meant to continue but talk alone is not sufficient. Within 
hours of re-experiencing the power of the shofar we begin to translate our conversation with 
G-d into action as we symbolically cast away our sins through tashlich. Like the shofar, the 
custom of tashlich on Rosh Hashanah afternoon also hearkens back to the Akeidat Yitzchak, 
based on a Midrash that recalls Satan’s bid to sabotage Avraham and Yitzchak’s endeavour 
to serve G-d by placing a river in their path. Undeterred, Avraham and Yitzchak entered the 
water up to their necks and then cried out to Hashem to save them and support their efforts.

In addition to the connection with the Akeidah, the tashlich prayer includes a passage 
from Tehillim 33 in which Dovid haMelech advocates for a “shir chadash – a new song”. A 
little further on, in Tehillim 40:4, Dovid haMelech expands on the idea of a shir chadash 
with the words, “He put a new song into my mouth, a hymn to Hashem. May many see it 
and stand in awe, and trust in the Lord.” And again, in Tehillim 96:1, “Sing to the Lord a new 
song, sing to the Lord all the earth” on which Rashi comments that any reference to a new 
song is talking about the future, when Hashem comes to judge the world. 1 The language of 
shir chadash is not unique to Tehillim. In Sefer Yishayahu, the prophet speaks of the many 
miracles performed by Hashem and follows with a promise of an age of new miracles and 
the directive to “Sing to Hashem a new song.” (Yishayahu 42:10).

The Radak teaches that we “must continue to compose new songs of praise at all times.” 2 
Many of our sages comment that shir chadash calls on us to realize that new miracles are 
taking place all the time. It’s not enough to just remember the miracles that have occurred 
in our personal or national past, we need to recognize the ongoing miracles in the world. 
We need to anticipate the miracles yet to come and compose songs of praise for those as 
well. Rabbi Levi Yitzchak of Berditchev explained in the 18th century, “At each stage of our 

1. Sefaria.org. n.d. Rashi on Psalms 96:1. [online] Available at: www.sefaria.org/Rashi_on_Psalms.96.1.
2. Scherman, N. and Zlotowitz, M., 2017. The Writings: Psalms. ArtScroll Mesorah Publications Ltd., p.127.
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religious development, as our sense of Hashem’s wonder deepens, we sing differently to 
Him – we sing a new song.” 3

Rosh Hashanah marks a new month in a new year on the date that Hashem created 
humankind. At that moment of creation, we were as close to the image of G-d as we would 
ever be, and Rosh Hashanah affords an opportunity for a reset to that condition. As we 
approach these Yomim Noraim we do not need to keep making the same mistakes. We do 
not need to hold on to the same set of regrets and make the same promises to ourselves and 
to Hashem year after year. We do not have to keep singing the same old song. We can hear 
the voice of Hashem and reignite the conversation. We can answer His call to repentance 
with a new song, in anticipation of our rebirth and of the miracles to come.

3. Tow, N., 2021. Singing the Song of the Sea… again – Washington Jewish Week. [online] Washington Jewish Week. 
Available at: www.washingtonjewishweek.com/singing-the-song-of-the-sea-again.
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