
The Sound of the Shofar 
 

ֹום ּו יֶ֥ א ַתֲעשׂ֑ ָֹ֣ ה ל אֶכת ֲעֹבָדָ֖ ֶלֶ֥ ל־מְּׁ ם כׇּ ֶיָ֣ה ָלֶכֶ֔ ֶדׁשׁ֙ ִיהְּׁ ָרא־ֹקֹ֨ קְּׁ ֶדׁש ִמִֽ ד ַלֹחֹ֗ ֶאָחָ֣ י בְּׁ ִביִעִ֜ ֶדׁש ַהשְּׁ  ּוַבֹחֹ֨
ם׃ ֶיֶ֥ה ָלֶכִֽ ה ִיהְּׁ רּוָעָ֖  תְּׁ

 
In the seventh month, on the first day of the month, you shall observe a sacred occasion: 
you shall not work at your occupations. It will be a Yom Teru’ah/Day of sounding the horn. 
(Numbers 29:1) 
 

The Ram & The Shofar 
 

ָנׂ֑יו   ַקרְּׁ ְך בְּׁ ַבָ֖ ז ַבּסְּׁ ר ֶנֱִֽאַחֶ֥ ִיל ַאַחַ֕ ִהֵּנה־ַאֶ֔ אׁ֙ וְּׁ יו ַוַּירְּׁ ם ֶאת־ֵעיָנֹ֗ ָרָהִ֜ א ַאבְּׁ ַוִּיָּׂשֹ֨  
 

Abraham lifted his eyes and he saw; there was a ram and its horns were caught in a thicket.  

(Genesis 22:13, from the Torah reading for second day of Rosh Hashanah) 

 
From the midrash:  Throughout the day, Abraham saw the ram become entangled in a 
tree, break loose, and go free; become entangled in a bush, break loose, and go free; then 
again become entangled in a thicket, break loose, and go free. The Holy One said, “Abraham, 
even so will your children be entangled in many kinds of sin and trapped with successive 
kingdoms – from Babylon to Media, from Media to Greece, from Greece to [Rome].” 
Abraham asked, “Master of the universe, will it be forever thus?” God replied, “In the end 
they will be redeemed [at the sound of] the horns of this ram.    (Sefer Aggadah) 

 
~ 

 

MISHNAH: AT FOUR SEASONS [DIVINE] JUDGMENT IS PASSED ON THE WORLD: AT 
PASSOVER IN RESPECT OF PRODUCE; AT SHAVUOT IN RESPECT OF FRUIT; AT ROSH 
HASHANAH ALL CREATURES PASS BEFORE GOD LIKE B’NEI MARON, AS IT SAYS, ‘HE THAT 
FASHIONS THE HEART OF THEM ALL, THAT CONSIDERS ALL THEIR DOINGS’ (Psalms 
33:15); AND ON SUKKOT JUDGMENT IS PASSED IN RESPECT OF RAIN. 
 
GEMARA:  Why did the Torah enjoin us to pour out water on Sukkot? The Blessed Holy One 
said, Pour out water before Me on Sukkot, so that your rains this year may be blessed. Also 
recite before Me on Rosh Hashanah [texts making mention of] Kingship (Malchuyot), 
Remembrance (Zichronot), and the Shofar.  Kingship so that you may proclaim Me king 
over you; remembrance so that your remembrance may rise favorably before Me; and 
through what? Through the shofar. 
 
R. Abbahu said: Why do we blow on a ram's horn? The Blessed Holy One said: Sound before 
Me a ram's horn so that I may remember on your behalf the binding of Isaac the son of 
Abraham, and account it to you as if you had bound yourselves before Me.   
 

(Talmud, Rosh Hashanah 16a) 

 
 



Shofar and the cries of mothers 
 
Abraham took his son Isaac, and led him up mountains, and down over hills, and took him 
up on one of the mountains, and built an altar, and arranged the wood, and the tools of 
sacrifice, and took the knife to slaughter him. And if an angel had not called him from the 
heavens he would already have been slaughtered. Know that it is so. When Isaac returned 
to his mother and she said to him, “Where have you been my son?”  He said to her: “My 
father took me and led me over mountains and down over hills...”  And she said:  “Woe to 
the son of a hapless woman. If not for the angel you would already be slaughtered!” He said 
to her: “Yes.”  At that moment she screamed six calls against six tekiot.  (Vayikra Rabah 20:2) 

~ 
Abaye expounded: The disagreement regarding how to sound the teru’ah revolves around 
the following: The Biblical verse in Numbers 29 instructs ‘It should be a day of sounding the 
teru’ah,” and the Aramaic translation for ‘teru’ah’ is  ‘yevavah.’  Now regarding the mother 
of Sisera, the Bible remarks that when she heard of her son’s death, “the mother of Sisera 
stood at the window ‘vativav’ [related to the word yevavah].”  One opinion is that the 
meaning is that she sighed and sighed, and therefore the teru’ah should sound like 
shevarim—a  gasping sound; and one opinion is that she cried and cried and therefore the 
sound of the teru’ah should be constantly broken like uncontrollable crying. (Talmud, Rosh 
Hashanah 33b) 

~ 
 

Throughout the years and in most of the Diaspora, there have existed doubts regarding the 
nature of the teru’ah mentioned in the Torah. Is it the wail of wailing women? Or is it a sigh, 
such as that which a person sighs again and again when his heart is greatly troubled? Or is it 
the two together, the sigh and the sob which usually follows it, for this is the nature of one 
deeply worried, first they sigh and then they wail? Therefore we execute all three. 

 (Rambam, Laws of Shofar 3:2) 

 
The Shofar and Us 

 
It is written, “Raise your voice like a shofar” (Isaiah 58:1). I heard the following in the name 
of Rabbi Dov Baer, the Maggid of Mezrich:  You must consider yourself as if you were 
nothing…Even though you do mitzvot and good deeds, you are not the one who is actually 
doing this. You are only acting through the power of the Holy One, through the intelligence 
and lovingkindness and goodness that has been bestowed upon you…And also when you 
pray, you should realize that that the Universe of Speech is speaking through you, and 
when you think, that your thoughts are from the Universe of Thought. You are like a shofar. 
A shofar does not contain any sound, it only sounds when someone blows through it.  And 
so it is written, “Raise your voice like a shofar.”   (Rabbi Avraham Chaim of Zlatchov, 18th c.) 
 

~ 
 

The sound of the shofar penetrates our defenses and demands an awakening. It calls us to 
reveal to ourselves, to each other, and to God that which we long ago buried. It urges us to 
give voice to those parts of ourselves that we have silenced. While we live our lives by 
routines — routines are helpful when we’re trying to get things done — the shofar breaks 



through our everyday patterns and calls us to think anew about who we are and where we 
are going. It can bring to the foreground questions about ourselves that we have avoided, 
that we have silenced, for too long. It can break open the well of our passion and courage, 
free us from drab convention, and send us to our true work. 
 
The shofar calls us to our shared responsibility for Justice. 
 
We blow the shofar at the time of the New Moon. The Moon in our tradition represents 
Shechina, the Divine Presence that is always present but sometimes hidden in shadow. The 
sound of the shofar calls Shechina out from her hiding place and welcomes her back into 
our awareness. She is coaxed from her hiding place by small acts of kindness, and by the 
sound of our honest prayer. 
 
And what does it mean to call Shechina out from her hiding place? It means that each of us 
is called into our wholeness and power as we reclaim lost pieces of ourselves, the pieces 
that broke off at times of disappointment or trauma. We are given our work in the words of 
Deuteronomy, “Justice, justice thou shalt pursue.” (Why say justice twice?)  Perhaps the 
first call to Justice is the one that calls us to look out at the world — the inequality, cruelty, 
danger and prejudice… And be moved to speak out and act. 
 
And perhaps the second call to Justice beckons us to the Inner Landscape where we can 
look at the parts of the Self that have been silenced or ignored; we can look into our hearts 
and see where we have judged ourselves cruelly, where we have lost touch with our true 
feelings or dismissed our own precious dreams, where we carry resentment and bitterness. 
 
May the blast of the shofar shatter the rigid walls that imprison our true joy. 
May the wail of the shofar open our hearts and send us with compassion to profound 
forgiveness. 
May the call of the shofar inspire each of us to respond with our unique love as we rise to 
the challenge that is set before us this year.  (Rabbi Shefa Gold, “The Call of The Shofar,” 2008) 

 
Questions for reflection: 
 

➢ What does connecting the hearing of the shofar call to the binding of Isaac – and the 
replacement of the ram at the last moment – conjure up for you? 

 
➢ What happens if we experience the calls of the shofar as wails of bereaved mothers? 

 

➢ In the teaching of R. Avraham Chaim of Zlatchov, we can understand ourselves to be 
like a shofar, when/if we allow ourselves to be instruments of the Divine.  How do 
you understand this?   
 

➢ Rabbi Shefa Gold invites us to hear in the shofar a kind of awakening, a call to justice 
and to inner healing.  What do you hear when you listen to the shofar? 


