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In the Merit of our Mothers

laya witty

The AmidAh, or “Shemoneh Esrei,” is the centrepiece of our prayers. Every Amidah that 
we say throughout the year opens with the bracha known as “Avos” – Fathers. We begin our 
petitions before the Almighty by calling on the merit of our forefathers, Avraham, Yitzchak 
and Yaakov. Rosh Hashanah is no different. Each Amidah begins with this same bracha, 
but as we delve deeper into the prayers specific to Rosh Hashanah, it is our “foremothers” 
who seem to be on the centre stage.

The Days of Awe, the High Holy Days, is the time when we stand before G-d to take stock 
of ourselves and the year that has passed, to pray for G-d’s mercy for the upcoming year. In 
our traditions, when a person is in need of Divine Mercy, for healing or rescue from peril, we 
pray for them using their own name and the name of their mother, to arouse G-d’s compas-
sion and mercy towards them. On Rosh Hashanah, many of the Torah readings and prayers 
call on the merits of our Matriarchs – or mothers. We plead in their names as we face the 
Yom HaDin, the Day of Judgment. A mother’s love is absolute, unconditional, unchanging. A 
mother will stand by her child regardless of his wrongdoing and will always hope he will 
find a way back. In this spirit, we appeal to G-d in the names of our Matriarchs, to allow His 
mercy to overcome His judgment, and to favour us for the coming year.

It can feel like a lonely moment, when we are standing before the eternal Judge, plead-
ing for ourselves, our families and our people. In truth, we do not have to ever feel alone, 
because we have our mothers to accompany us throughout our prayers.

Sarah
The first of our Matriarchs to be mentioned on Rosh Hashanah is Sarah. The Torah reading 
for the first day of Rosh Hashanah opens with, “And the L-rd remembered Sarah….” (Bereishis 
21:1–34). This reading introduces one of the themes that we address in Musaf, the theme 
of Zichronos – remembering. G-d fulfilled His promise to Sarah and gave her a son. In this 
same spirit we ask for G-d to remember us, and all of His promises to us, and to bring us 
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blessings and redemption. Yitzchak’s miraculous birth is only one of many miracles that 
G-d has provided for us as a nation. He continues to do miracles and to fulfill His promises 
for us every day. That this miracle is the opening of the reading for the Rosh Hashanah 
may be to help us remember that nothing is too hard for G-d. He will never forget us and 
never abandon us. Even a woman who is childless at the age of 90, may yet embrace a son, 
if that is His plan.

But there is another woman in this Torah reading, and she too is an example of G-d’s 
mercy that we want to invoke. Hagar is cast out of Avraham’s tent, and when she runs out 
of water, she puts Yishmael, her son, under a bush, and leaves him, because she cannot bear 
to see him die. She believes that since her bottle is empty and spent, there is no more water. 
Hashem hears the voice of Yishmael and shows her that there is a well of water (Bereishis 
21:19). Too often, we feel that when our own resources are spent, there is nothing further 
we can do, we have nowhere to turn. There may be a well of water, but we cannot see it. It 
is very important to pray that G-d “open our eyes,” as He did for Hagar, and let us see the 
wells of water which are all around us: our families, our community, our people, and our 
Torah. These are all sources of life and strength that He provides for us. We need only to be 
able to open our eyes and see them.

Chana
The Haftarah of the first day of Rosh Hashanah is focused on another one of our mothers, 
Chana. Chana was the mother of the prophet Shmuel, but possibly more important on Rosh 
Hashanah, she is the mother of Jewish prayer. The way we pray, whispering from our hearts 
into the Divine ear, comes from Chana. The structure of our prayer, beginning our prayers 
with the praise of G-d, then submissions of our requests, and then acknowledgement of G-d’s 
greatness and goodness, comes from Chana (Shmuel 1:13). It is from Chana that we learn 
that every person has the right and the obligation to bring a personal petition, to address 
G-d directly, and that He will always hear us. On Rosh Hashanah, it is in her merit that we 
can all stand and bring our needs, wants, hopes, and fears to the attention of G-d. Just as 
Chana was answered with her son Shmuel, we can all hope to have our prayers answered.

Rivka
Our Matriarch Rivka is mentioned at the very end of the Torah reading for the second day 
of Rosh Hashanah. Avraham receives the news of his brother’s family, including that Nahor 
has a son, Bethuel, and he has a daughter, Rivka (Bereishis 22:23). For Avraham, that Rivka 
has been born means that there is an appropriate wife for Yitzchak. This means that the 
Jewish nation can continue, will continue, and must continue. This touches on another 
theme of Rosh Hashanah. Yitzchak is associated with the shofar, the horn of the ram that 
took his place on the altar at the Akeida. The sound of the shofar is a siren, a clarion call. It 
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is a call to action. Rivka was a woman who acted on her own initiative. She saw her sons 
for who they were, and took it upon herself to send Yaakov to receive his father’s blessing. 
When Yaakov tries to object, she takes any potential curse on herself. And after Yaakov 
received the bracha which Yitzchak intended for Eisav, she sent her son Yaakov away, 
knowing she might never see him again. Rivka had the clarity of vision and the strength 
of purpose to act, even at great cost to herself. When we hear her name, at the very end 
of the Torah reading on the second day or Rosh Hashanah, perhaps it is to remind us that 
Jewish continuity takes courage and strength. We can ask G-d to remember the merit of 
Rivka, and of all of the mothers who have sacrificed themselves for the continuity of Torah 
and of the Jewish people.

Rachel
The sacrifices of our mothers is a theme that continues in the Haftarah. “A voice is heard 
on high, lamentation, bitter weeping, Rachel is weeping for her children, she refuses to be 
comforted for her children for they are gone…” (Yirmiyahu 31:14). Rachel’s descendants, 
the tribes of Menashe, Ephraim, and even Benjamin, had been taken into exile in Bavel. 
According to the Midrash, as quoted by Rashi on this verse, each of the Patriarchs pleads for 
mercy, but is refused. Finally, Rachel invokes her own sacrifice in a plea for Divine mercy. 
Rachel defends the Jewish people when G-d wants to destroy the entire nation for the sin 
of idolatry. She says:

I had my rival brought into my house, I allowed my sister to take my place at my wedding canopy, 
and even gave her the signs so that she would not be embarrassed. So it is with You, that Your 
children have brought Your “rival” into Your house. Be silent, as I was.

G-d responds:

You have advocated well, there is reward for your work, and they shall come back from the land 
of the enemy.

This Haftarah ends with a beautiful description of Ephraim, one of Rachel’s tribes, a tribe 
exiled for its sins, as an infant dandled on His knee. G-d describes how He yearns for us, 
and wants to have us back, “Rachem arachamenhu” – I will have mercy on him, as a Parent 
has mercy on a child.

Esther
Perhaps a surprising inclusion in the list of the great Jewish women whose merit we call 
upon on Rosh Hashanah is Esther. Esther of the Purim story, the Jewish woman who went 
alone to approach King Achashverosh to plead for her people. Before she goes to present 
herself to Achashverosh, she asks Mordechai to have all of the Jewish people of Shushan 
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fast and pray on her behalf for three days. She says, “U’vechain Avo el HaMelech” – With this, 
I will approach the King (Esther 4:17). Throughout the Yamim Noraim, the Days of Awe, we 
recite an extended version of the third blessing of the Amidah. There are three additional 
paragraphs, each of which begins with the word “U’vechain.” As Esther approached a mortal 
king with the word “U’vechain,” we approach the Divine Ruler with this word. “U’vechain” 
is repeated three times as an echo of Esther’s three days of fasting and preparation for the 
moment when she took her life in her own hands, to advocate for the nation of Israel. This 
theme of G-d as the Divine King, who sits in judgement of all of His creations, is the third 
theme of the Musaf service, Malchuyos. As Esther merited the favour of the King, so may G-d 
show us favour and hear our pleas.

Rosh Hashanah, as the Day of Judgment, is a day that inspires awe and trembling. How 
can we say that we deserve another year, a good year? We all pray for Divine Mercy on 
ourselves, our families and our nation. As we pray and plead for ourselves and our nation 
on Rosh Hashanah, let us make sure to take advantage of the inclusion of our mothers in 
our prayers, and plead in their merit for a good and successful year.
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