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The Shofar Heard Around the World 

After months and months of waiting, Monday night marks the end of a very important 

time.  Anticipated by some and dreaded by others, this coming Monday evening signifies both 

the beginning and the end of a lengthy period of our lives.  Months in the making, we have been 

waiting nearly all year for this moment: the baseball regular season is coming to a close. 

The end of the regular season has much to do with another important date which 

happens to fall out Monday night, Rosh Hashanah, and both mean different things to different 

people.  For some, Rosh Hashanah and the end of the season are stressful, for others, they are a 

relief, but for all, they are filled with a sense of completion and accomplishment.  But just like 

the playoffs, the upcoming holidays can be full of angst and emotion.  First, we have Rosh 

Hashanah, which our sages call “יו� הדי� – judgment day.”  As if that didn’t sound scary enough, 

Yom Kippur is right around the corner, when the metaphorical books are closed in heaven, 

sealing our fate for the upcoming year.  To add to all of the commotion, the holidays this year 

fall smack in the middle of the week – great for kids who get to miss school, but all the more 

pressure-filled for those who have to miss work.  And don’t let me get started on how busy this 

time of year is for the rabbis. 

But what if I told you that three days from now wasn’t actually Rosh Hashanah?  

Would that relieve all of this anxiety?  Would we feel more relaxed about the upcoming weeks?  

In fact, our Talmudic sages disagree as to when Rosh Hashanah actually is.  We are all taught as 

children that the day we observe Rosh Hashanah is the annual anniversary of the creation of the 

world.  But this is actually a matter of debate in the Talmud.  Rabbi Eliezer is of the opinion, like 

most of us think, that the world was created in Tishrei.  However, Rabbi Yehoshua vehemently 
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disagrees, and thinks that the world was created in Nisan, the month of the redemption from 

Egypt and the month that we became a people. 

This is debate is not just theoretical, but impacts how we date most of the book of 

Genesis.  On a practical level, the Talmud tells us that this debate even affects the texts of our 

prayers: on Rosh Hashanah can we honestly say “היו� הרת עול� – today is the birthday of the 

world?”  Is the first of Tishrei, the day we observe Rosh Hashanah, really the annual anniversary 

of the date of the creation? 

What is this argument about?  What is really going on behind these two opinions in 

the Talmud?  Rabbi Moshe Lichtenstein makes the following suggestion to explain these two 

views: Rabbi Eliezer and Rabbi Yehoshua are having a fundamental philosophical debate.  These 

two sages are arguing about the purpose of creation.  Was the world created for the Jewish 

people, or for the sake of humanity?  Rabbi Yeshoshua, who argues that the world was created in 

Nisan, the month of our exodus from Egypt, takes a particularistic view of Judaism and of the 

Jewish mission.  In his opinion, the world is primarily a place for Judaism and Torah.  The 

opposing view, of Rabbi Eliezer, is much more universal.  By moving the date away from one 

significant to Jewish history, Rabbi Eliezer argues that there is a grander purpose to creation, one 

which downplays the centrality of am Yisrael and comprises an all-encompassing vision of the 

world around us.  In short, this Talmudic debate is far from obscure and subtle.  These two rabbis 

are arguing about something extremely relevant: what is the relative place of Judaism and the 

Jewish people in a world of hundreds of nations and billions of people? 

The answer, like most debates, lies in the fascinating and complex Talmudic 

statement: “ לקי� חיי�� אלו ואלו דברי א  – Both this view and that view are the words of the living 
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God.”  Ultimately, both approaches are valid parts of our tradition, and both elements inform 

how we live our lives. 

In his book, To Heal a Fractured World, Rabbi Jonathon Sacks recounts the story of 

the Jewish community in Pristina, the capital city of Kosovo.  Following the NATO-led war, a 

British General Sir Michael Jackson asked the Jewish community to take charge of the 

reconstruction of the city’s schools.  This task was essential for the future of this city of nearly a 

million inhabitants.  So the Jewish community assumed responsibility and rebuilt all twenty-

three schools.  How many Jews lived in Pristina?  Eleven. 

How did they earn this responsibility?  In the early days of the conflict, Israel, 

together with many nations, had sent medical teams to assist the Kosovan refugees.  However, 

the Israelis noticed that the aid agencies were focusing on the adults and nobody was spending 

time with the children.  So they placed a few phone calls back home and asked for young 

volunteers.  Virtually every youth group, from across the religious spectrum, sent youth leaders 

to run camps, music festivals, and a whole array of children’s activities.  For many of the 

Israelis, this was the first time they had met children of another faith, who in this case were 

Muslim.  The Israeli youth won high praise from UNICEF, and based on this, the Jews of 

Pristina were asked to help restore the capital’s school system. 

These Jews knew a fundamental lesson of our tradition.  On the one hand, in the 

words of Rabbi Sacks, they realized that “the invisible strands of mutual responsibility mean that 

even the smallest Jewish community can turn to the Jewish people worldwide for help;” on the 

other hand, these Jews knew that they not only had an obligation to themselves, but also to their 

countrymen.  We are committed to ourselves, our community, and our values; and we are also 
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committed to the world and the people around us.  Our tradition is not parochial and insular but 

broad-minded and respectful. 

One of the places this dual idea is best illustrated is the text of the Rosh Hashanah 

tefillot.  During the rest of the year, the third blessing of the Amidah is short and to the point: 

 You are holy and Your name is holy.”  However, on Rosh Hashanah and – אתה קדוש ושמ� קדוש“

Yom Kippur, this blessing expands.  In addition to the normal sanctification of God, we pray that 

God’s dominion be recognized by “כל מעשי� – all of His creations,” not just the Jews.  

Immediately thereafter, however, we shift tones and ask God to grant honor and dignity to His 

people: “ וששו� לעיר�, שמחה לארצ�, ובכ� ת� כבוד לעמי�  – grant honor to Your people, happiness to 

Your land, and joy to Your city.”  Later, during Mussaf, we ask God to rule over the entire 

world.  But this universal message is again tempered, as we immediately request that the world 

recognizes the God of Israel, our God.  Yet this too immediately follows the Aleinu prayer, 

perhaps the prayer in our liturgy that has the most universalistic vision, asking that “כל בני בשר – 

all humanity” recognize God’s dominion over the world.  It seems like the liturgy just cannot 

make up its mind: Jewish, universal, Jewish, universal. 

Why the constant oscillation?  Why the dual-message?  The answer lies in the fact 

that Rosh Hashanah is the most universal day in Judaism, but it is also a Jewish day.  It is a day 

when the Jewish-universal message is established.  We present, to ourselves and to the world, a 

grand, all-encompassing vision.  Its scope is magnificent and sweeping.  We want the entire 

world to recognize God.  We hope for a day of universal peace and hope, fraternity and unity.  

Yet the source of this vision is distinct.  It proclaims not only humanitarianism, but a Jewishly 

motivated humanitarianism.  We care about the world not despite our Judaism, but because of 
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our Judaism.  In a word, our universalism comes from our particularism.  Our concern for the 

outsider is motivated by mitzvot.  It is Torah’s charge that motivates our commitment. 

One of the things I am most proud of the State of Israel about is that it is known for 

its international humanitarianism.  There is not a disaster anywhere, natural or otherwise, that 

members of the Israeli army do not come to assist.  Israeli delegations have been to Greece, 

Kenya, Kosovo, New Orleans, Rwanda, and Turkey.  Doctors, field hospitals, and rescue teams 

have been sent around the world, at a moment’s notice, to provide support and relief in every 

time of need.  And this is all part of the Jewish mission; it is all part of our responsibility to the 

world. 

When we speak of how Jews impact the world around us, the principles that inform 

those actions stem from the same source as those that guide the rest of our lives: the Torah and 

the Halakha.  In the same breath that they decry injustice and bloodshed, the prophets recall the 

people’s responsibility to Shabbat and tefillah.  Just as the universal and particular are 

intertwined within our prayers and social justice initiatives, so are the ritual and non-ritual 

aspects of Jewish life.  In a committed Jewish life, the humanitarian and the Jewish elements, the 

ethical and the ceremonial, are, to quote Professor Isadore Twersky ל"זצ , “positioned 

contiguously along one colorful spectrum.”  Ultimately, both come from the same source: the 

divine mandate from Sinai.  God commanded us to observe Shabbat, to care for the sick, to keep 

kashrut, and to heal the sick.  We do not divide our lives into two realms, Jewish and secular.  

Our values and our priorities dictate how we navigate both worlds. 

Rabbi Shlomo Carlebach recounts, that when he used to visit college campuses, he 

would inquire about a student’s background.  He recalls, that “If somebody says, ‘I’m a 

Catholic,’ I know that he’s a Catholic.  If somebody says, ‘I’m a Protestant,’ I know that he’s a 
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Protestant.  If somebody says ‘I’m a human being’, I know that he’s a Jew.”  This tale illustrates 

how today, unfortunately, many assume that we must choose between living the unique life that 

is religious Judaism and the universal obligations that embody the ethics of Judaism.   But in 

fact, quite the opposite is true.  As Rabbi Sacks commented on this story, many modern Jews, by 

defining themselves in “purely universalistic terms,” overlook “that it is precisely in our 

particularity that we enter and express the universal human condition.” 

This interconnectedness is the lesson of Rosh Hashanah.  While at times we feel the 

pull to the work on our own behalf, we must also be mindful of the entire creation, for all of 

mankind was created in the image of God.  At the same time, we cannot ignore our own national 

destiny and unique role.  That role, that covenant, is what dictates how we must balance these 

two poles.  Our common humanity must come from the particularistic vision.  Rosh Hashanah 

then, is a day of universal renewal, but it is also a day of Jewish hope.  The shofar that we blow 

must be heard by all, for its message is for all humanity, but it must come from a Jewish place.  

Shabbat shalom and shana tova. 


