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Synesthesia 

Here we are again. 

It can be exhausting to jump into Shabbat and then Yom Tov so soon after the intensity of  the yamim 
ha’nora’im but for all of  that exhaustion, I believe that there is something very significant about the transition 
we are meant to undertake at this time.  

The most important brother and sister in Jewish history since Moshe and Miriam were undoubtably 
Professor Yeshayahu Leibowitz and Nechama Leibowitz. Nechama Leibowitz was one of  the most influential 
scholars of  parshanut, or Torah commentary, of  the 20th century and she trained generations of  educators to 
read the Torah carefully and to appreciate the genius of  both classic and modern Torah scholars and their 
efforts to understand the truth and significance of  the Torah. 

Yeshayahu Leibowitz was trained as a chemist but became famous as a philosopher and public intellectual. He 
had a radio show for a period of  several years in which he would speak about the weekly Torah portion in 
light of  Jewish philosophy as Leibowitz understood it and in light of  current events and his own idiosyncratic 
political positions. As with many gadflies, he was controversial during his lifetime but has been vindicated in 
many ways in the years since his death. 

And they each had something to say about the time of  year that we find ourselves. Nechama Leibowitz 
shared a story that in her childhood she would exert herself  to behave and to be helpful between Rosh 
Hashanah and Yom Kippur. Her father, upon being presented with a glass of  water which he had not asked 
for from his daughter who was very eager to demonstrate her good behavior responded that although it is 
indeed important to behave well between Rosh Hashanah and Yom Kippur, it is more important to behave 
between Yom Kippur and Rosh Hashannah. 

Yeshayahu Leibowitz, as an adult, noted the very significant moment right after the conclusion of  Yom 
Kippur. We have yelled out seven times “Hashem Hu Ha’Elokim” we can feel the forgiveness, sense the 
atonement, that the Torah promises is granted on that day. And then, without pause, we begin Maariv by 
saying “v’Hu Rachum Yichaper Avon” - we call upon the merciful God as one who grants atonement for sin! 

What sin could we have possibly committed between the end of  Yom Kippur and the beginning of  Maariv? 
Yeshayahu Leibowitz argued that this juxtaposition teaches that a life of  mitzvot is a life of  constant struggle 
to serve God and to improve oneself. We can never rest on our laurels. The task never ends. Hopefully we are 
better people than we were two weeks ago or a month ago. But the task never ends. We hope that we are 
better but we know that we have continuing struggles. 

It is therefore, so nice, so very nice, to have Shabbat and Sukkot so soon after Yom Kippur. 

Our Torah portion this week, Ha’azinu, is a song of  beautiful Biblical poetry and a song of  warning. It is also 
a song that is meant to be memorized. 

Although it seems like a month or two, it was only last week when we heard: 

 וְעַּתָ֗ה ּכִתְבּ֤ו לָכֶם֙ אֶת־הַּׁשִיָר֣ה הַּזֹ֔את וְלַּמְָדּ֥ה אֶת־ּבְנֵי־יִׂשְָראֵ֖ל ׂשִימָּ֣ה ּבְפִיהֶ֑ם לְמַ֨עַן ּתִהְיֶה־ּלִ֜י הַּׁשִיָר֥ה הַּזֹ֛את
 לְעֵ֖ד ּבִבְנֵ֥י יִׂשְָראֵֽל׃
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“Write for yourselves this song/poem and teach it to the Children of  Israel and place it in their mouths…” 

We are supposed to ingest the song and have it become a meta-narrative that we use to explain our lives. 
There are stories that become meta-narratives for our lives and we then take experiences and understand 
them and interpret them in light of  those larger stories. A meta-narrative can be something like, “all for one 
and one for all” or “in this family we offer one another unconditional life and forgiveness” or “I can 
accomplish any goal that I set for myself  if  I work hard.” Or…a meta-narrative can be “my colleagues 
undermine me because they are jealous of  my good looks and success” or “my spouse tells embarrassing 
stories about me to friends because he or she doesn’t respect me” or “my parents do not believe in my 
potential.” 

The story of  Ha’azinu, “the success of  the Jewish people depends on our loyalty to God and that we will 
stray from God but will eventually return” is meant to become a meta-narrative of  the Jewish people. 
Something we ingest and use to interpret the world. And, it sounds like we are supposed to memorize the 
song too. 

Memorization is considered somewhat passe. When I studied medieval Jewish History with Professor Hayim 
Soloveitchik he once remarked, on his expectations that we memorize names and dates, “if  you don’t know 
names and dates, what do you know?” It was a somewhat funny thing to hear him say because it was so 
counter-cultural. We live in an age of  post-memorization. What teacher would brag about how much “rote 
memorization” they require of  their students? The phrase itself  “rote memorization” implies that it is 
meaningless. 

But, Jewish educator Miraim Krupka, whom Sara met at a Jewish education conference several months ago, 
has shared the important insight that even knowing where and how to look up information requires some 
knowledge that one has internalized. Using google well is a skill. Researching Judaism online is a skill. If  you 
look up a Jewish topic online seven of  the first ten hits are likely from Chabad and the rest are from My 
Jewish Learning and not one of  them could be the sort of  source that you need.  

Krupa  asks her students, “who has more fun at a concert - the person who knows all the words or the 
person who doesn’t?” Memorization is about internalizing something so that it goes from our heads and deep 
into our bodies.  

“Place song in their mouths, ׂשִימָּ֣ה ּבְפִיהֶ֑ם, the Torah says. It must be internal.  

This is a parashah and this is a season of  synesthesia.  

Synesthesia is the experience of  senses switching - hearing colors, smelling sounds etc. The most famous 
example in the Torah of  synesthesia is the way that we “saw the sounds” when the Torah was given to us at 
Sinai “ro’im et ha’kolot.”Synesthesia is a known neurological phenomenon as well as something found in 
literature.  

At the beginning of  our parasha we find: 

 יַעֲֹר֤ף ּכַּמָטָר֙ לְִקחִ֔י ּתִּזַ֥ל ּכַּטַ֖ל אִמְָרתִ֑י ּכִׂשְעִיִר֣ם עֲלֵי־ֶדׁ֔שֶא וְכְִרבִיבִ֖ים עֲלֵי־עֵֽׂשֶב׃

“May my discourse come down as the rain, My speech distill as the dew, Like showers on young growth, Like 
droplets on the grass.” 

How can words be nourishing and liquid? How can they drip? Because they are embraced and internalized 
and memorized in our bodies.  
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This is why layning can be such a powerful form of  limmud haTorah. As you know, I don’t layn very often 
but there are a handful of  passages that I have layered and whenever they come up in the Torah - wow - I 
know them so very deeply and so well. The words are seared into the muscle-memory of  my throat and 
voice.  

Over Simhat Torah we are all going to have a chance to read from the Torah. Children will have a chance to 
read Torah verses for our Children’s Simhat Torah celebration and begin to internalize verses in a deep way. We 
will convene our annual women’s Simhat Torah reading so that women too in the shul can have the experience 
of  laying and internalizing pesukim into the muscle memory of  their voices and mouths.  

And even those men who are only going to be listening on Simhat Torah during our “aliyah factory” will have 
a chance to hear those opening verses of  “V’Zot HaTorah” again and again and again and again until it 
echoes in our ears. 

We will recite Hallel and Hoshanot for all the days of  Sukkkot.  
If  you don’t normally sing - sing along during Hallel. The Methodist Church on North Broadway has a sign 
saying “if  people say you have a nice voice, join our church choir.” Well, if  nobody has ever said you have a 
nice voice, you can still use the voice that God gave to you to serve God by singing Hallel.  

If  you don’t normally dance, use your body to shake the lulav and etrog in all directions and to march with 
the lulav and etrog around the shul for hoshanot. On Simhat Torah we can all dance with the Torah and use all 
of  our bodies in the service of  God. 

And the mitzvah of  living in the sukkah, at its most basic, is a mitzvah that allows for us to serve God just by 
being present in Sukkah. Eating, sleeping, sititing, talking, studying. These become part of  the mitzvah. We 
are meant to live to be, to experience our lives as being under the shadow of  God’s protection. 

There are three mitzvot that one can be surrounded by on all sides as we perform the mitzvah. Sukkah, living 
in Eretz Yisrael, and immersing in a mikvah. 

If  you can think of  a convincing connection between all three mitzvot…you can share it with the 
congregation from this pulpit on Monday morning. 

Shabbat Shalom! 


