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When is the last time you cried?  
Think back to it.  
This is an easy exercise for me since I cry all the time-- but for you it might not be.  
Was it recently? Was it yesterday? Was it years ago? Were you watching a movie? Reading the news? 

Tears of joy? Tears of sorrow? Frustration? Tears of truth-telling? Tears of empathy?  
Think back to it.  
 
In Great Expectations, Charles Dickens puts into the words of Pip, the main character and narrator, one of 

my favorite quotes about tears, just as he leaves his sister’s house and his apprenticeship and goes off to 

London to become a gentleman:  “Heaven knows we need never be ashamed of our tears, for they are rain 

upon the blinding dust of earth, overlying our hard hearts. I was better after I had cried, than before--more 

sorry, more aware of my own ingratitude, more gentle.” 
 
Rain upon the blinding dust of earth, overlying our hard hearts. Tears open our hearts. It’s not always that 

feelings give way to tears, says Dickens-- often it’s the other way around, tears alert us to feelings, soften 

us, make us more sorry, more gentle, more whatever it is that we were feeling before --but unable to 

access.  

 
(PART I.)  
 
In today’s Haftara we have the tears of Rachel, crying for her exiled children.  In yesterday’s Torah and 

Haftara readings, we encountered a whole lot of tears: the tears of Hagar, the tears of Ishmael, and the 

tears of Hannah.  
 
Hagar and Ishmael are expelled from the house of Abraham and Sarah and sent off into the desert. When 

they run out of water, Hagar separates herself from her son so as not to see him perish,  
ְבךְ  ֵּֽ ָּ֖ה ַות  ת־ֹקל  א אֶׁ ָּׂ֥ ד ַוִתש  גֶׁ ב ִמנֶֶּׁ֔ שֶׁ ֵּ֣  ַות 

And sitting afar from him, she raised her voice, and she cried. 
 
The narrative never tells us that Ishmael cries out, but we know that he does because Hashem hears him:   

ֹול ַהַנַער   ת־קֵּ֣ ע ֱאֹלקי֮ם אֶׁ  ַוִיְשַמֵּ֣
God heard the cry of the boy, and then Hashem revealed a well of water to Hagar and they were saved.  
 
Hagar cries tears of sadness--empathy for her son’s suffering, sadness for her own loss, Ishmael cries out 

in his own pain, suffering and mortality.  
 
In the Haftara, Hannah cries a different set of tears. She has not conceived a child, her husband’s other 

wife taunts her, and her loving husband doesn’t understand her pain. They go to the Mishkan at Shiloh--  
ה׃  ֵּֽ ה ִתְבכֶׁ ֹכָּׂ֥ ל ַעל־ה' ּוב  ָּׂ֥ ש ַוִתְתַפל  ָ֑פֶׁ ַרת נ  ֵּ֣ יא מ   ְוִהָ֖

In her wretchedness, she prayed to Hashem, weeping all the while.  

 
Hannah cries out in frustration, hurt, and loneliness.  
 



And with all of that diverse crying, today in children exiled, yesterday, in two stories of children given 

up-- Ishmael sent off, Samuel promised to God-- we look to today’s reading, of another child given up, 

with a burning question: where are the tears?  
 
(PART II. ) 

 
Where are the tears?  
 
A midrash in Bereishit Rabbah, from the Talmudic period, 56:8  reassures us: there were tears, the tears 

of a merciful father: tears א ל ַאב  נּותֹו שֶׁ ַרֲחמ   Exceptionally beautiful versions of this midrash appear in two .מ 

later collections, the Midrash Hagadol and the Yalkut Shimoni.  
 
The  fourteenth century Yemenite collection of Midrash-- the Midrash Hagadol-- records a tradition that 

when Abraham said to Isaac-- “God will see to the sheep for His burnt offering, my son”  
י  ָ֖ה ְבִנָ֑ ה ְלֹעל  ֶּׂ֛ ֹו ַהשֶׁ ה־לָּׂ֥  ֱאֹלקים ִיְראֶׁ

Isaac immediately put his head in his hands and cried out.  
 מיד הניח יצחק ידיו על ראשו ובכה 

And then Abraham cried too, and pulled at his hair 
 מיד בכה אברהם ותלש בשערו 

And then the midrash imagines Isaac comforting his father. Isaac says, father, don’t be so distraught-- 

  .do unto me the will of your Father in Heaven --עשה בי רצון אביך שבשמים

 
The  thirteenth century Ashkenazi collection of Midrashim, the Yalkut Shimoni, also reads tears into the 

story, but not until later. Not until Abraham has put Isaac on to the altar. The Yalkut describes the scene:  
 עיני אברהם בעיני יצחק, ועיני יצחק בשמי שמים 

Abraham’s eyes looked into Isaac’s, and Isaac’s eyes looked towards the heavens.  
 והיו דמעות מנשרות ונופלות מעיני אברהם 

And tears fell from Abraham’s eyes 
 עד שהייתה קומתו משוטטת בדמעות 

Until his entire height was floating in tears. The Midrash imagines Abraham sobbing and sobbing--   פער

 and they --מלאכי שלום מר יבכיון --so much so that the angels on high cried too ,פיו בבכיה וגעה געיה גדולה

intervened. They said to God, “Who will praise you at the sea? Who will inherit the land that you 

promised to Abraham?” and immediately it was heard, “Do not raise your hand against the boy” -   ַאל־

ַער ל־ַהַנֶּ֔ ְָֽדךָ֙ אֶׁ ֵּֽ ח י    .ִתְשַלַ֤

 
Just like in the story of Hagar and Ishmael, God heard the cries, God heard the tears, and spared the child-

-Isaac. Ishmael was saved by his mother’s tear-filled eyes opening to a miraculous well, Isaac was saved 

by his father’s tear-filled eyes opening to a miraculous ram, but the miracles were brought about by tears 

and cries. 
 
These midrashim cannot imagine the Akedah without tears. They cannot imagine an Akedah with, what 

Dickens would call, a hard heart, unsoftened by the rain of tears. They look at the Torah’s words and say: 

the tears are implied. The story of the Akedah is sparse and brief, we are called to read between the lines 

for a full narrative. There cannot be a story of a father called to sacrifice his son, and neither son nor 

father cry. When children suffer, there must be tears. And not just the tears of children. Adult tears.  
 
The tears are implied. 

 
(PART III.)  
 



We live in times of numbness. Our world is full of suffering, so much so that we can’t read the news 

without seeing pictures of it, so much so that many people have even stopped reading the news just to 

avoid it all-- and it’s terrifying and it’s tiring, and with overexposure comes numbness, exhaustion, a 

hardening of heart, a lack of emotional response because it’s too much. But children are suffering, in our 

own communities at the hands of abusers embedded in day schools, at our borders, and around America 

and the world. Adults are suffering, in our community due to loss, loneliness and poor health, around the 

country from opiods, poverty and gang violence, and around the world, with concentration camps in 

China, war in Yemen, racial violence in Myanmar, and the list keeps going.  
 
On Rosh Hashana, our job is to open our hearts back up. Our job is to cry and in our crying investigate all 

of those emotions that have been locked away under the barren earth keeping our hearts closed in 

numbness and overexposure.  
 
The midrash cannot imagine a world in which a Jew could see the suffering of a child and not cry. We 

believe, and these stories teach us, that cries are efficacious. They are the kind of prayer most likely to 

make change, not just within ourselves and our human relationships, but on high.  

 
(PART IV. ) 
 
Our God listens to tears. In a time when it feels like nothing can make change, like our prayers are hardly 

ever answered, like everything is stuck--  The Talmud in Bava Metzia records a statement in the name of 

Rabbi Elazar:  
 ר אלעזר מיום שנחרב בית המקדש ננעלו שערי תפלה "א

Since the day the Temple was destroyed the gates of prayer were locked -- our prayers are not necessarily 

answered these days.  
But, continues Rabbi Elazar, there is hope because:  

 פ ששערי תפלה ננעלו שערי דמעות לא ננעלו " ואע
Yet, despite the fact that the gates of prayer were locked with the destruction of the Temple, the gates of 

tears were not locked. 
One who cries before God may rest assured that his prayers will be answered. Next week we will latch on 

to this idea in our Neilah prayers, when we turn to God as  
 שומע קול בכיות 

The one who hears the sound of cries. And we ask God to receive our tears, hold on to them, use them to 

turn judgment in our favor.  
 
(PART V. ) 

 
Today is  ום תרועהי  a day of Teruah-- the call of the Shofar that emulates sobbing and wailing. I want to 

challenge you: think back to when you last cried. Tap into that moment, and make today the day when 

you cry next. Rabbi Yitzhak Hutner, the great 20th century American Rosh Yeshiva, used to say, "A 

machzor without tear stains is like a Pesach haggadah with no wine marks - you can tell that it hasn't 

really been used."  

 
Make today the day when you next cry. Cry with the shofar. Take inspiration from children and wail with 

the shofar. Call out in wordless, primordial, all-expressive sound. You don’t need to know what you are 

crying for, the crying itself will help. It will soften, awaken tenderness, and bring to the fore feelings that 

have been stowed away out of numbness, overexposure and exhaustion.  
 
And then, as the tears soften our hearts and open them, let us investigate: what am I crying for? What do I 

want God to hear in my cries? Whose pain am I lifting up? What suffering in my home, my community, 



my country, my world am I hoping to see alleviated in the coming year? The Talmud and our liturgy and 

the Torah itself promise us that God will hear our cries. Our most efficacious prayers, from our open, 

softened hearts, our deepest, most caring, most feeling selves, will be heard, if only we can find them - 

fight the numbness, fight our hardened hearts, and bring them out.   

 
The midrash reads tears into the Akeda because, on certain occasions, the tears are implied. There simply 

must be tears. Rosh Hashana is one of those occasions.  
 
May our cries be heard by The One Who Hears Cries, and may the coming year be full of blessing for us 

all. Shana Tova.  
 

 
 


