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A woman interested in knowing her future decides to pay a visit to her local fortune teller. The 

scene is just as she’d imagined – a dark and hazy room and a woman sitting behind a small table 

in a state of deep thought.  

 

The woman takes a seat and the fortune teller peers into her crystal ball. After a few moments, 

she looks up and says with a very startled expression, “Forgive me, but there's no easy way to 

say this, so I won’t mince words. Within the next twelve months, you husband is going to die a 

violent and terrible death.”   

 

Visibly shaken, the woman stares at the fortune teller's lined face, then at the single flickering 

candle. She takes a few deep breaths to compose herself. Finally, she looks up and says, “Well 

then tell me just one more thing: Will I be found guilty?" 

 

If you consider for a moment the characters we think about and read about over these two days 

of Rosh Hashana, you’ll notice a recurring theme. There’s a pattern of people crying.  

 

It begins with Hagar. When it’s clear to her that her son cannot survive, she casts him off, she 

distances herself, ותשא את קולה ותבך – she raises her voice and she weeps.  

 

Next comes Rachel. We know of course that Sarah, Rachel and Chana are answered on Rosh 

Hashana, but in describing Rachel, the Haftarah provides us an image not of her Tefillah, but of 

her tears.   
  לא פרק ירמיהו

 ָּבֶניָה ַעל ְמַבָּכה ָרֵחל ַתְמרּוִרים ְּבִכי ְנִהי ִנְׁשָמע ְּבָרָמה קֹול ְיקָֹוק 	ַמר ּכֹה) יד(

 : ֵאיֶנּנּו ִּכי ָּבֶניָה ַעל ְלִהָּנֵחם ֵמֲאָנה

Prophetically, Yirmiahu describes a vision of Rachel weeping over the exile of the Jewish 

people. In this portrait, our matriarch is cast as the inconsolable mourner. 

 

And finally, there is a third woman who cries. The Torah tells us that this first day of the seventh 

month will be a Yom Teruah. In trying to understand the full meaning of this word, the Gemara 

famously cites the story of אם סיסרא. Under the leadership of Devora and Barak, the Jewish 

people had defeated the Canaanite army and Sisera, their general, was killed in battle. But his 

mother didn’t know the fate of her son.  

 ַוְּתיֵַּבב ֵאם ִסיְסָרא
And so she sobbed.  

Yom Teruah, the gemara says, means a day of יבבה – a day of sobbing – in the same spirit as 

Sisera’s mother. 

 

Hagar, Rachel and Sisera’s mother – all crying – all woven into the fabric of the life and liturgy 

of Rosh Hashana. 
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Obviously we understand that there’s something moving about the tears of heartfelt prayer. In 

fact, Chazal tell us that tears can accomplish what normal prayer cannot (Brachot 32b). 

ואף על פי ששערי תפלה ננעלו שערי דמעה לא . . . אמר רבי אלעזר: מיום שחרב בית המקדש ננעלו שערי תפלה
 .ננעלו

Since the destruction of the Temple, the gates of Tefillah have been sealed – they’re much more 

difficult to penetrate than they once were. The gates of tears, however, are never locked.  

 

The trouble is… the crying of the women we just described doesn’t occur within the context of 

prayer. What, then, is the message of all this emphasis on tears? 

 

What I’d like to suggest is that these three women actually teach two indispensable Rosh 

Hashana lessons.  

 

Allow me to begin with the most puzzling of the three: What’s the connection between the 

mother of a Canaanite general and the holiday of Rosh Hashana? It’s quite commendable to 

recognize the humanity of our enemies and appreciate that our military victories are necessarily 

accompanied by someone else’s pain. But I think there’s a message here that relates even more 

directly and more immediately to the drama playing itself out today. 

 

If you look closely at the story, you’ll notice that Sisera’s mother doesn’t cry out of grief. While 

it’s true objectively that her son has perished in battle, the text turns to her before she knows this.  

 

  שופטים פרק ה 
   ַּפֲעֵמי ַמְרְּכבֹוָתיו:(כח) ְּבַעד ַהַחּלֹון נְִׁשְקָפה ַוְּתיֵַּבב ֵאם ִסיְסָרא ְּבַעד ָהֶאְׁשנָב ַמּדּוַע ּבֵֹׁשׁש ִרְכּבֹו ָלבֹוא ַמּדּוַע ֶאֱחרּו

Through the window peered Sisera's mother, behind the lattice she sobbed: "Why is his chariot 

so long in coming? Why so late the clatter of his wheels?" (Shoftim 5:28) 

 

The tears she sheds are not the tears of mourning, but the tears of anxiety. She cries because the 

fate of her son is unknown.  

 

And this is precisely the feeling each of us should sense on this Day of Judgment.  

 

For those of us who are in shul often on Shabbos and Yom Tov, the familiarity and comfort of 

our surroundings belie just how different today is from any other day of the year. It’s for this 

reason that we change the paroches; we change the melodies; and we blow the shofar.  כי הוא נורא
  .because today we face the dread of knowing that everything hangs in the balance – ואיום

 

The books of life and death are open in front of us.  

 

This then is the first message of Rosh Hashana’s wailing women: אם סיסרא reminds us to notice 

both the preciousness and precariousness of the weeks and months ahead. 

 

But beyond orienting us to the weightiness of the day, these women convey a second even more 

poignant message: Ultimately it’s the lesson of Rachel, but Hagar serves as her perfect foil. 

 

Remember the story? 
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  בראשית פרק כא 
  (טו) ַוּיְִכלּו ַהַּמיִם ִמן ַהֵחֶמת ַוַּתְׁשֵל/ ֶאת ַהּיֶֶלד ַּתַחת ַאַחד ַהִּׂשיִחם:

  ְבְּך:ד ַוִּתָּׂשא ֶאת קָֹלּה ַוּתֵ (טז) ַוֵּתֶל/ ַוֵּתֶׁשב ָלּה ִמּנֶגֶד ַהְרֵחק ִּכְמַטֲחֵוי ֶקֶׁשת ִּכי ָאְמָרה ַאל ֶאְרֶאה ְּבמֹות ַהּיֶָלד ַוֵּתֶׁשב ִמּנֶגֶ

Along with her son Yishmael, Hagar’s been banished from her home. They’re suffering in the 

oppressive heat of the desert.  

 

Instead of searching, instead of praying, instead of holding out hope, Hagar surrenders feebly to 

the reality that her son will surely die, but she cannot bear to watch. Hagar cries not a cry of 

desperation, but a cry of resignation.  

 

Our tradition, conversely, has no place for such a reaction. Judaism abhors the notion of fatalism; 

it countenances no sense of finality. We never stop hoping; we never stop davening that salvation 

may yet come. What’s so profoundly sad about Hagar’s case is that salvation had come; she was 

simply unwilling to see it.  

 

Rachel represents precisely the opposite ethic. In the face of adversity, she storms the gates.  מאנה
 :there is no consoling her – no stopping her. And in the end her tears do not go unnoticed – להנחם

 
 ִלְפֻעָּלֵתְך ָׂשָכר ֵיׁש ִּכי ִמִּדְמָעה ְוֵעיַנִיְך ִמֶּבִכי קֹוֵלְך ִמְנִעי ְיקָֹוק 	ַמר ּכֹה) טו(

 :אֹוֵיב ֵמֶאֶרץ ְוָׁשבּו ְיקָֹוק ְנֻאם

 : ִלְגבּוָלם ָבִנים ְוָׁשבּו ְיקָֹוק ְנֻאם ְל*ֲחִריֵתְך ִּתְקָוה ְוֵיׁש) טז(

For Hashem promises that hope springs eternal – redemption will ultimately come – and Rachel 

– your exiled children will return home.  

 

Allow me to share with you the words of Rabbi Lau, whose memoir is an eternal testament to the 

notion that our fates are not sealed; and that hope is always possible: 

 

At the time of this episode, Rabbi Laus was a seven year old boy nicknamed Lulek. Separated 

from their parents, his teenage brother, Naphtali or Tulek, had promised his mother and father 

that he would look after the little boy no matter what. In January, 1945, the two brothers were in 

the process of being transported from a labor camp in Czestochowa to an unknown fate. 

Together with a throng of other prisoners, they were marched to a train station. Tulek had done 

all he could to keep his brother close to him. But the commandant, spotting a child among men, 

ordered little Lulek into the cattle car with the women and children, apart from his brother for the 

first time.  

 

Tulek was herded onto the same train, but he surmised that the car carrying women and children 

would be detached and taken to a death camp.  

 

Listen to the stirring words of that little boy. 
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On their elbows, the two brothers crawled back to Tulek’s car. They lived to see another day. 

Both survived the war and – as you know – both went on to accomplish great things.  

 

Such is the power invested in one who holds out hope – one who refuses to surrender to 

circumstance – one who is willing to pound on the door and cry out, “Lulek, Lulek – are you 

there?” 

 

I would submit to you that the hardest question we can ask on Rosh Hashana, is also the most 

valuable: Just what is it that we want? Just what is it that’s so precious to us that we cry – and we 

cry out – when it’s not close to us?  

 

In our tefillah, we describe ourselves as דופקי בתשובה – penitents pounding upon the gates of 

providence. But what are we after? 

 

For Rachel, it’s the return of the Jewish people to their homeland. And of course that’s part of 

our cry, too. But each of us surely has something much more personal and much closer to home 

that we care deeply about.   

 

• It could be mending a fractured relationship; 

• It could be re-thinking the kinds of parents or children we are;  

• It could be changing the way we allocate our time or our priorities; 

• It could be re-opening the possibility of pursuing a childhood ambition that’s gone 

unfulfilled. 

 

Have we consigned these questions to the realm of the static and the fixed? Or do we believe 

there’s another way?  

 

Whether we literally cry on Rosh Hashana or not, it behooves us to recognize that with the right 

recipe of expectant hope and human endeavor, tomorrow really could look different from today.  

 

In the end, we and the Almighty are partners. We have to be willing to express our dreams to 

Hashem – to daven for them, to believe in them and to cling to the hope that they’ll come true. 

But like our ancestors before us – like the pioneers of the modern State of Israel – like Tulek – 

we’re the ones who have to take those lonely first steps.  

 

Though fortune tellers may claim otherwise, the future is surely not certain.  

 

What we do know though, is this: 

בדמעה ברנה יקצורוהזורעים   

 

Those who sow seeds of tears – those who refuse recourse to the realm of resignation – those 

who plant heartfelt aspirations and nurture them with constant care – will reap the fruits of those 

seeds in a life filled with sweetness, gladness and blessing. I wish each and every one of you a 

shana tov u’metukah. 

 


