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On Wednesday evening at our Community Wide Memorial Day commemoration here at The 

Jewish Center, many of us had the privilege of hearing from retired US army Major General 

Sydney Shachnow. His story was nothing short of extraordinary. As a small child whose family 

was swept up by the Holocaust, he told us about the town where he grew up. In 1941 there were 

160,000 people living in the Lithuanian city of Kovno. 40,000 of them were Jews. Fewer than 

2,000 survived the horrors of the Kovno ghetto. He was among them. 

 

He found his way to America, joined the army, served in Special Forces, and eventually rose to 

the rank of Major General. In 1989 his assignment took him – of all places – to Berlin. The 

house he lived in there once belonged to Nazi General Fritz Reinhardt and his offices were 

housed in the one-time headquarters of Hermann Goering.  

 

In addition to hearing from General Shachnow, prior to the program, Rabbi Fridman and I had 

the opportunity to meet and speak with more than forty active duty marines. They had just spent 

the day aboard the USS Wasp traveling from North Carolina to New York for Fleet Week. I’ll 

return to them in the moment.  

 

But before I do, in honor of Shavuos, I want to think a little bit about our relationship to the 

Torah. So permit me, if you will, to go back to two beginnings – an individual beginning and a 

communal one. 

 

The Talmud (Niddah 30b) surmises that in those prenatal months in its mother’s womb, the fetus 

isn’t just developing physically, but spiritually as well. In fact, the gemara says, during this time 

the baby is taught the entire Torah.  

בא מלאך וסטרו על פיו, ומשכחו כל התורה כולה -וכיון שבא לאויר העולם   

But then, as soon as he leaves the birth canal and enters this human world, an angel comes along 

and strikes him on his mouth, causing him to forget all that which he had learned.  

 

What’s the meaning of this exercise in futility? This passage isn’t written for children. It’s 

written for us. What’s the message the Gemara is trying to communicate? After all, if the child 

has no capacity to retain the Torah he learns, why teach it to him in the first place? 

 

The second beginning is the scene of revelation. 

 

We know that the experience of Matan Torah is accompanied by the sound of a horn being 

blown. There’s some ambiguity about who’s blowing it and when. But the Torah wants us to 

know about this key component. And that horn is variously referred to in the Torah’s description 

as either a shofar or a yovel. 
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The obvious question is why? Is this auditory addition just for effect or is there something deeper 

going on?  

 

Allow me to share with you a comment by Rabbi Samson Raphael Hirsch that I believe will set 

us on our way toward solving these riddles. 

 

Rav Hirsch notes that the word yovel or the root y-b-l always has the same underlying 

connotation. It’s always a reference to a kind of homecoming. 

• The yovel, the jubilee year, is the year in which all the slaves go home.  

• It’s in the yovel year that heritage properties revert to their original owners. 

• Yaval means the produce of the field – which is then brought home. 

• And if you apply this definition to the tumbling walls of Jericho, you’ll never think of the 

story the same way again: The Jews circled the city seven times blowing the יובלים – the 

trumpets. But what’s the magic of the horns? It’s not a military campaign. The walls 

come down by force of miracle – so who needs all this trumpeting? But Rav Hirsch 

writes that they’re signal horns – to signal to the walls – as it were – that they should 

return the city to its rightful owners – the people to whom the land was promised so many 

years earlier. 

 

With this in mind, something quite profound is happening at Har Sinai. The horn is blaring to 

signify that our relationship to the Torah is not a new one. It’s rather a homecoming. For we are 

in fact returning to something fundamentally known and familiar to us. 

 

One could even say that revelation is a kind of spiritual déjà vu.  

 

Every time we learn Torah, it’s at once entirely new and at the same time endowed with the 

feeling of something we’ve always known.  

 

That’s what the Gemara means when it says that each of us has learned the Torah once before 

and subsequently been made to forget it. So every time we come to the Torah anew, we also feel 

as if we are coming home. 

 

What struck me about Wednesday evening was not just General’s Shachnow’s story, but the 

juxtaposition of such a man to the 43 active duty marines who joined us for the event. Most of 

them were barely 20 years old. The majority of them had never been to New York. None of them 

had ever been to a synagogue. And only one of them told me that he could remember meeting a 

Jew. 

 

There’s something powerful about thinking of these two perspectives side by side: 

 

The general who has born witness to the fullest circle of life right up alongside the wide-eyed 

private first class for whom every experience is a first. 

 

It’s such a magnificent metaphor with which to think of our relationship to the Torah. From one 

perspective, we’re veterans. So much of the Torah is known to us; we’ve learned it and we’ve 

lived it. Whenever we come back to it, it’s with the comfort and familiarity of home. 
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And yet at the same time we are but novices – foundering under the weight of our own 

awkwardness and inexperience. For every time we engage with the texts of our tradition, we 

inevitably discover a new facet, a new angle, a new dimension. Suddenly a whole expanse of 

possibilities opens and we too are wide-eyed and excited.  

 

It’s something akin to what the French philosopher Paul Ricouer once described as a second 

naïveté. Even adults with lifetimes of experience have the capacity – not to put the genie back in 

the bottle – but to approach the Torah with the wonder and the innocence of a child.  

 

And I would venture to suggest that this has never been truer than in our generation. For I can 

say with certainty that even the most learned among us would freely confess that there are tomes 

upon tomes of Torah learning with which they have never engaged. And in 2012, there’s 

virtually nothing you can’t access on I-pod or your I-pad in two seconds flat.   

 

It’s amazing how much respect we pay to the closed book. We all rise when the ark is opened. 

We kiss the Torah as it processes around the bimah. We gasp if ever הגבהה is a little shaky, lest 

our sacred scroll should fall.  

 

But the true measure of our relationship to the Torah is the respect we pay to the text we’ve 

cracked open to study.  

 

So on this Yom Tov on which we too declare the words of our ancestors and say נעשה ונשמע, let 

us rededicate ourselves anew – not merely to the idea of Torah – but to our commitment to 

engaging its words afresh every day. As soon as we do, we’ll be on our way home.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


