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The Orthodox Union invited me  and about 30 other rabbis for a trip to Washington to go 
to Congress and the White House to lobby them for the issues the OU is trying to push 
for: among them helping not-for profits to retrofit energy systems, get money from 
homeland security for synagogue security – which Anshe Sholom has Baruch Hashem 
received – and push for maximal support for Israel and for an undivided Jerusalem.  Not 
the most progressive or expansive agenda, but what bothered Rachel was that this one 
and half day trip was scheduled for the week of Rosh HaShanah!!  And this from an 
Orthodox synagogue organization!   When I called from DC  on Monday night and told 
Rachel that I was taking the 8:30 flight back to Chicago the next day, she didn’t get 
upset on the phone.  I thought that was strange – but in turns out she thought it was 
8:30 AM, and my  flight was 8:30 PM – luckily she didn’t realize that till the next day…

There were so many fascinating details of the trip that I can’t wait to share; we 
schmoozed with Elliot Abrams, Conservative Republican hawk, and with Congressman 
Howard Berman, liberal Democratic leader, and with senators galore, with David 
Axlerod and Dennis Ross and Chuck Schumar of course the beloved Joseph 
Lieberman.  Wall to wall senators and representatives and White House operatives.  But 
I would like to focus on the few moments where true character came through, where 
there was openness and tenderness in front of our group.  Successful politicians, and 
some even seasoned politicians, really seemed to open up their hearts.  

We heard over lunch from the new senator from New York –Kirsten Gillibrand,  a young 
woman from upstate New York, not that familiar with the Jewish community.  She talked 
about her recent visit to Israel and hearing from a kid in Sdeirot who asked for just one 
thing: that the rockets would fall later in the day, after classes started so that she would 
not always have to wake up at the crack of dawn to get to school in time to beat the 
sirens.  As Jews, many of us who have visited Sdeirot, we know what our brothers and 
sisters, adults and children, are feeling.  But Senator Gillibrand began crying.  And 
these were not just a few seconds of tearing up for affect; Senator Gillibrand could not 
get out of this crying – she cried through the rest of her talk with us.  She apologized 
that she had two sick children at home – but, clearly, the children of Sdeirot had entered 
her heart – something had struck her deep down, and this Senator was open enough to 
feel it – to live the pain.



Many have probably heard the story of David Axlerod’s daughter – who suffered from 
severe and constant epileptic seizures until after many years of these seizures, they 
finally found a pill – Kepra – to stop them.  She is developmentally disabled, and she 
remains behind in Chicago with Mr. Axlerod’s wife.  He spoke movingly about how 
difficult it was to say goodbye to his daughter – she wanted to know why President 
Obama  needed her dad’s help so much.  Certainly David Axelrod is a master politician, 
and he certainly has used this story many  times.  But the consensus of the rabbis there 
with me  was that he really was sincere.  “Dvarim hayotzim min halev nichnasim el 
halev” – things leaving the heart enter the heart.  Even if Mr. Axlerod was manipulating 
us, it was because he understood that being in touch with his own difficulties in life – 
feeling them, recognizing them, and being willing to open up about them – is the human 
being at his or her strongest, not weakest.  That God makes us powerful when we can 
really feel the joy and the sadness around us – the joy of Israel and the sadness of the 
children of Sdeirot or of a child with seizures.  Mr. Axlerod is powerful and successful – 
because he is real as well.

We heard from a great friend of Israel, Senator Mike Johanns from Nebraska, who 
talked about his trip to Israel as a governor during the celebration of Jerusalem’s 3000th 

anniversary.  He is a religious Christian, who quotes the Bible in support of Israel, but 
what was most touching about his presentation is that he talked about how powerful this 
trip to Israel was because he went with his wife, and how much he became connected 
to Israel because of her.  This was a man speaking honestly: Israel penetrated him; he 
spoke about it in a personal way, as a family and a person who shares the most 
important things with the woman he loves and shares his life with.  He talked about how 
Israel’s security and well-being mattered to him.  When he said, “I care about Israel, ” 
30 cynical  rabbis felt he cared; we believed him. And his sincerity and humbleness 
were palpable because he, too, seemed like he really felt something inside, and was 
really talking about what penetrates deeply into his soul.  

Dennis Ross, on the other hand, could have told us such a heart wrenching story about 
how he had worked on peace and Oslo for so many years only for it to crash and burn 
with Arafat’s rejection of Camp  David and the beginning of a war of terror on Israel 
which claimed over a thousand Jewish lives.  But Dennis Ross didn’t share any of his 
feelings of failure, or doubt, even about dealing with Iran.  He was a closed barrel, and 
none of us felt any connection to what he said.  Iran, Israel, the Middle East, Sdeirot – it 
all seemed to not be a reality, but a bunch of echoes that are sent scampering away 
through smooth, diplomatic statements.   What about the deadline of dealing with Iran 
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by the end of September?  No, that was only a deadline when the G-8 would “take 
stock” of the situation.  Hmm,  “take stock”.  

In tractate Rosh Hashana, the Mishna tells us that the mitzvah of Shofar is not blowing 
the shofar but hearing the Shofar: Hatokeiah l’toch habor – one who blows into a pit, or 
into a cistern or into a barrel, if he can hear the sound of the Shofar –pure – he has 
performed his duty, but if he hears only the echo, he has not performed his duty.  It’s not 
about how it’s blown, it’s a matter of what you hear. – quoting the Tur.  “Lav bitkiya talya 
milta elah b’shome’ah” So the b’racha according to almost everyone is “lishmoa kol 
shofar” – to hear the sound of the shofar… to really hear the sound of the shofar – to let 
those sounds that we hear really penetrate us; to take them seriously rather than 
deflecting them.

There are always shofarot going off: whether they are in Israel, sirens from rockets, or 
whether they are in America – from anti-Semitic graffiti, violence in general, or the 
voices of those around us who are hurting from the economy  – the question is whether 
we hear those shofarot, and whether we let those quiet or loud shouts touch our hearts, 
or do we turn the shofar sound into merely an echo.  

Lishmoa kol shofar is about making ourselves vulnerable, pulling down our defenses, 
not keeping our insides – our kishkes – safe…  God commands us to take that risk – the 
risk of taking reality seriously, taking this dangerous and tumultuous world seriously. 

It’s easy to let the experiences of life, the sad ones, the funny ones, even the joyous 
ones, bounce off of us, as an echo does, or to compartmentalize them and bottle them 
up until they go away.  But we need to be brave to begin the New Year by really 
hearing, allowing the shofar of life to penetrate to the deepest corners of our hearts and 
souls.

T’ka b’shofar gadol le’cheruteinu – we ask God to blow the shofar, but it is our 
responsibility to hear the shofar – what does it tell us?  To return to Israel?  To return to 
a mitzvah  we did as a kid but haven’t done since?  To reach out to someone we have 
been avoiding? Only we can figure out what it is telling us, and we start by opening up 
and letting the sound of the shofar in.  So as we now head to the Mitzvah of hearing the 
Shofar, may God bless us all with the strength to hear the Shofarot of life and to take 
the risk of letting them penetrate our souls, to hear God’s message for us and to be 
transformed by honestly listening – lishmoa kol shofar – to hear the sound of the shofar 
desperately trying to get in and make us live this year of 5770 with honesty and 
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integrity, not as an echo, not hiding in a barrel, but as a real Jew and a real human 
being.
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