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(2 minutes of silence) Let me ask you was that uncomfortable?  Silence can be uncomfortable. it’s 

important that we name that discomfort. Particularly on this day of celebration as we gather together to 

celebrate the New Year. Our New Year has many names.  The birthday of the world.  Rosh Hashanah, 

the head or new year.  Yom Hadin, “the Day of Judgment.” Yom Hazikaron, the “Day of Remembrance” 

But among the oldest, found within the bible itself, Rosh Hashanah is referred to as Yom Teruah, the day 

of the [shofar’s] blast.   

We love the sound of the shofar.  It calls to us as though echoing from ancient days.  Deep in our souls it 

resonates with its ancient call.  But after the blast of the shofar one of my favorite moments of the High 

Holidays is the silence that comes after the sound of the Tekiah G’dolah.  We all love the sound of the 

shofar. That alarm that calls us to awaken.  But today I want to talk to you about something else.  It is, I 

suppose, a small irony that I want to talk to you about silence.  Silence on this Yom Truah, this day of the 

blast. 

At its most basic level, silence is an absence of sound and yet, authors and poets have shared that 

silence can be deafening, or can fill a room, or a heart. Perhaps it is that silence can be golden. Let me 

explain. 

Just under two decades ago I found myself in Israel, leading a trip of teenagers through Israel on the 

NFTY in Israel program.  The director and educator of the program was helping guide our groups in an 

activity that I found particularly interesting.  Late in the evening, in a remote area of the country, there 

was a path.  Cloaked in darkness we guided the young teenagers along the path and asked them to 

spread out about ten feet apart from each other and take a seat.   The director asked them to just sit, to 

still themselves and listen.   He had explained to me that he had been doing this exercise with young 

people for decades and that over the years their reactions had been changing and are quite revealing 

about our society.   

These young people had grown up in the city.  For the most part, the constant din of the city, of their 

homes, of their lives, of what was at the time a new culture of friendship built around texting, had been 

a mainstay.  Silence however, was foreign.  Being alone with their thoughts an alien experience.   When 

the director had first started this experiment, the young people would sit for ten, twenty, maybe even 

thirty minutes, listening to the stillness and the silence that surrounded them.  But on this evening, he 

noted the change.  It took less than five minutes for the teenagers to become riddled with fear.  Walking 

along the pathway we could see that the young people could not maintain the distance or the silence 

and they clumped together in groups as though to protect themselves from being alone with their 

thoughts.  This change was one that saddened me at the time and I still think of it often.   

Silence can be a benefit in our lives. When we can be mindfully still, when we breath in and out and 

become attune to the inner world. When we can feel as though we are an eye amidst a hurricane of life, 

we can provide ourselves with a moment of shalom, of peace.   Think for a moment even of this time in 

which we pray together as a community. The heaviness of the words that are proscribed fill not only 

one, but now two, volumes of our Machzor.  But the silent prayer comes as a welcome respite; a haven 

amidst the messages from our ancestors that call to us and compel us to be kind, to be thoughtful, to be 
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righteous, to be honest, to do more, to be more.  It is perhaps in the silence that we can find the 

moment to ‘simply be’. 

But Silence isn’t always golden. Sometimes it is fool’s gold.   It can be a chet.  A way in which we miss the 

mark. 

Let us consider for a moment the story that we just heard from our Sefer Torah, the Akedat Yitzchak, the 

Binding of Isaac. 

I have spoken of it before, the fact that I find the story of Abraham walking his son up the mountain, 

knife and firestick in hand, to be among the most morally problematic texts of our tradition.  Together 

we have interpreted it in ways that have, I hope, been redeeming.  However, it is hard to square this 

Abraham, silently waking early in the morning and silently walking alongside his dearest son on a 

journey of terrible purpose. It is hard to square it with the man who only chapters earlier confronted 

and argued with God, when God shared the plan to destroy the cities of Sodom and Gomorrah.  The 

chutzpah that Abraham displayed by talking God down, to spare the lives of people Abraham had never 

met, is a stark contrast from the Abraham who gives silent acquiescence to sacrifice his own boy.  The 

silence of that march up the mountain is truly deafening.   

But perhaps more deafening is the silence that came before Abraham woke that morning and the 

silence that came after the angel stayed Abraham’s hand, for where was Sarah? Sarah the beloved wife 

and partner of Abraham. Sarah, the mother of this child of her delight.  Our rabbinic interpreters took 

note of the silence and through an insightful midrash they imagined what crossed Abraham’s mind 

when thinking of Sarah: In the midrash Abraham thought to himself that Sarah couldn’t handle the truth 

of what he was about to do, but he also knew he couldn’t entirely hide it from her.  So, he said to her, 

“Prepare us some food and drink, and we’ll celebrate today”. She said to him, “What is the reason for 

this celebration?” He said to her, “Old people like us hardly ever give birth to a child, so we should 

celebrate that! When I was a child of three, I already knew my Creator, yet this child is growing up and 

still has had no instruction. I’ll take him and educate him up the mountain”. She said, “Go in peace”. 

Soon after, “He arose early in the morning”. Why so early in the morning? He thought, “Sarah may 

change her mind and not let me go. I’ll get up early, before she does.”i   

It’s hard to believe the rabbis of old ascribing such deceit to the patriarch of our people but it is so 

human too.  So real.  To lie.  To conceal.  To be silent in the face of truth. 

We know, that Isaac was spared, but the next event that takes place in our biblical narrative is the death 

of Sarah.  There are no conversations between Abraham and Sarah between the binding of Isaac and 

Sarah’s death.  There is only silence.  The rabbis of old, once again, imagine what exists within that 

silence. The rabbis state: “When Isaac returned to his mother she asked him, ‘where have you been?’ 

His answer? ‘My father took me up to the mountain.  He built an altar, arranged the wood, and took a 

knife to slaughter me. But an angel called out to stop him.’”  Our tradition teaches, “at that moment, she 

screamed six times, corresponding to six blasts of the Shofar.”ii  After the six screams, there was silence 

until her dying day. Perhaps it would be understandable that Abraham and Sarah never spoke again.  

Lies, deceit, zealotry, abuse and betrayal; a complicated family relationship indeed.  But our patriarchs 

and matriarchs were not angels and neither are we.  Abraham is not alone in his misdeeds.  Abraham 
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and Sarah aren’t alone in their silence either.  Sadly, the screams and the silences are all too familiar in 

our closest and dearest relationships.   

We’ve all seen it.  Most of us have experienced it.  Afterall we are human too.  Broken relationships.  

Friendships that cut off because of the deeds of one or the other.  Families who don’t speaks.  Siblings 

filled with so much resentment they can’t sit in the same room or if they do, they sit in stony silence.  On 

these High Holidays we are called to examine our relationships.  To think of the ways that we have 

offended or have been offended.  We think of the silences in our lives that are unhealthy and 

unforgiving and we are called to break them.   

I want to speak directly to those of you who sit with that painful silence on these High Holidays.  I know 

that there are some things that are unforgivable.  To you I say that our tradition does not demand that 

you extend your hand to a place of danger to yourself or others.  You know, and I know, that there are 

some acts that cannot be forgiven.  For your own safety and wellbeing, I know that you must live with 

the silence.  But know that you are not alone.   

But for those of you who sit in silence.  Who with courage could search your heart and know that you 

can forgive, or that you can be forgiven, tradition teaches you that there is a time and a place to break 

these silences.  For that which is forgivable, the time to break that silence is now.  We learn, in the 

words of Rabbi Elazar Ben Azaryah, “For transgressions against God, the Day of Atonement atones; but 

for transgressions against a fellow, the Day of Atonement does not atone, so long as the one seeking 

atonement has not redressed the wrong done, and reconciled with the person they have harmed.”iii 

Additionally, when your fellow comes to you with sincerity to make amends.  If their hand is reached out 

in earnest, we have a responsibility to take it, lest God be as hard hearted as we might be.   

I have spent to many simchas navigating between families that won’t speak.  Funerals where I am forced 

to speak not with a family as a unified whole, rather a family broken into parts and broken pieces of 

spirit all for a cruel word, an insensitive gesture, a difference in politics, a moment of heated discourse, a 

perception of being cheated.  The splinters of those families cut every which way.  It needn’t be this 

way.  

Our Torah is filled with family disagreements. It isn’t just Abraham and Sarah. It begins with the slaying 

of Able by Cain his brother.  Isaac and Ishmael were torn apart by family drama, Jacob and Esau by poor 

parenting and a striving to be first and greater, that led to nothing but pain. Leah and Rachel’s 

relationship could only be described as complicated. Joseph’s brothers cast him into a pit.  But the book 

of Genesis doesn’t end with brother raising fist against brother.  It ends with resolution.  It ends with an 

embrace.   When Joseph, who had every reason to hate his brothers.  A hatred that might have been 

earned by jealousy, neglect, abuse and lies.  Stolen time and shattered bonds; ends with a broken 

silence, an opening of heart, an embrace and sobs not unlike the sound of our shofar blasts. 

Perhaps silence needn’t be ‘Golden’ or ‘Fool’s Gold’ – perhaps it is part of a sacred mixture that we 

need, to repair the relationships that are so central in our lives. 

So let us talk about how to mend the brokenness that may exist in our lives and our relationship.   

Sometimes Jewish wisdom comes in strange packages.  It just so happens that in the premarital 

counseling materials known as Prepare and Enrich, there is practical relationship advice on how one can 

seek and grant forgiveness.  Meaningful that this advice comes at a moment of new beginnings and 
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hope.  In fact, it presents Jewish wisdom we all need to hear, “few forces are as efficacious as words. 

God creates the world through speaking, and so do we create the world of a relationship by what we say 

and what we choose not to say. When we speak to our loved ones, we use a holy tool that God has 

given us. We strive for the freedom to speak from the heart, and to listen with an open heart as well.”iv 

So what should we do if we need to seek forgiveness.  Here are some steps: First, Admit what you did 

was wrong or hurtful. Then try to understand and empathize with the pain you have caused. Take 

responsibility for your actions and make restitution if necessary.  Assure the person you have harmed 

you will not do it again.  Apologize and ask for forgiveness. And when completed. Forgive yourself.  

For those who are granting forgiveness.  First, acknowledge your pain and anger. Then be specific about 

your future expectations and limits. Give up your right to “get even,” but insist on being treated better 

in the future.  Let go of blame, resentment, and negativity towards the person that harmed you.  

Communicate your act of forgiveness.  And lastly, if possible or desired work toward reconciliation.v 

Yes I know it is prescriptive.  I know it seems formulaic.  But it works and it’s worth it.  

We needn’t fear silence.  We also needn’t live with it.  Silence can be a means through which we explore 

our inner worlds, or conscious, and find a better path.  Breaking the silence too can be a way we set our 

relationships right and take steps into a better future or willing embrace. There is a time for silence and 

a time to break that silence.  Share what’s in your heart.  Talk more. Listen more.   

It occurs to me that on a page of music there are notes and there are pauses. The sacred call of the 

Shofar is the same.  There are blasts and rests.  Rabbi Harold Shulweis of blessed memory shared. “The 

curvature of the Shofar is kafuf, it is bent, to teach us to bend our stubbornness and our pride. The 

sound of the Shofar includes shevarim, the sobbing staccato of broken notes to remind us that the road 

to reconciliation is a process, a series of steps.”vi  

A staccato is both tone and silence.  The silence comes at the right time and so does the tone.  Only 

together, the silence and the tone can produce its mesmerizing and pleasing music. 

This day is known by many names.  Yom Teruah is perhaps the most appt.  It is a day of the blast, a day 

for us to listen to the shofar’s call, it is also a day for us to listen to the silence that follows as its message 

echoes in our very being. 

Today we stand together in a season of change.  Between the heat of summer and the cold of winter. In 

this year 5783 let us change our relationship with silence.  Let it descend upon us like gentle summer 

rain, soothing our minds and souls.  But let it not oppress us like an unwelcome snow, burying our hearts 

beneath its icy surface. 

Shannah Tovah 

 
i Midrash Tanchuma Vayera 22:6-7 
ii Midrash Vayikrah Rabbah 20:2  - Placing these two versus together is based on the teaching of Rabbi Rene 
Pfertzel 
iii Bavli Yoma 8:9 
iv Prepare and Enrich, Jewish Religious Supplemental Materials 
v Prepare and Enrich, Couple’s Workbook 
vi Harold M. Schulweis, Rosh Hashanah Sermon 2000 


