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 One of the main sections of the Musaf service on Rosh Hashnah is "Shofarot," a section 

that makes many references to the Shofar, and in particular how the shofar was sounded as Israel 

stood at Mount Sinai and received revelations from God.  The Machzor describes ho, as God 

broke into the course of human events, the people trembled with fear at the presence of God.  In 

the Book of Deuteronomy, Moses recounts to the people how they were so afraid to hear God 

speak, that they asked that God speak to Moses, and that Moses relay the message.  

And you said: Now, the Lord our God has shown us His glory and his greatness, 

and we heard His voice from within the fire; today we have seen that God can 

speak with man and [that man] can live.  ר ֱא�לִֹהי� ֶאת ָהָאָד�� ֵ ִ �י ְיַד ַה � �� ַהֶ �ה ָרִאינ � 
 Now, why should we die when this great fire consumes us; if we continue to  .ָוָחי

hear the voice of the LORD our God we will die!  For who of flesh has heard the 

voice of the Living God speaking from within the fire like we have and lived?1

 Not surprisingly, viewing and hearing God's greatest revelation in the history of mankind 

can be awesome and scary.  As the clouds formed on the mountain, and the they saw the thunder 

and lightning and the blasts of the shofar, the people began to pull away from the mountain.  But 

even though the people were greatly afraid, and asked God to talk directly to Moses, they did so 

only after learning something that they did not know before -  ר ֱא�לִֹהי� ֶאת� ֵ ִ �י ְיַד ַה � �� ַהֶ �ה ָרִאינ � 
.today we have seen that God can speak with man and [that man] can live ָהָאָד� ָוָחי

 On the surface, the observation that the Israelites made is a theological one - that a human 

being is capable of surviving divine revelation.  But I think this lesson can be taken on another 

level as well.  Because to hear God's words, also means to let those words enter into the heart.  

Thus, when the Israelites tell us that man can live after hearing God speak, they tell us that true 

"living" can be found through hearing God's message.

 There are many people in this world who shy away from religion because they believe 

that it is too constricting.  They fear that were they to hear God's voice in their daily lives, it 

would operate to the exclusion of everything else - there would be no "life" left to live.  The 

words of the Israelites at Sinai give us an entirely different message: God can speak with man 

and [that man] can live.
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1 Deuteronomy. 5:20-22.      ַמְענ � ִמ " �ְ! ָהֵא  ָ ֹקל �  ֹבד � ְוֶאת ָ &ְדל � ְוֶאת  � ְ ֹ "אְמר � ֵה) ֶהְרָאנ � ה' ֱא�לֵֹהינ � ֶאת  ַו
ֹ �את ִא� ֹיְסִפי�  ֹדָלה ַה & ְ ֹתאְכֵלנ � ָהֵא   ַה ִ �י  ָ +ה ָנמ �ת  ָ "ה ָל ֵ �ר ֱא�לִֹהי� ֶאת ָהָאָד� ָוָחי .ְוַע ִ �י ְיַד ַה � �� ַהֶ �ה ָרִאינ � 
ֹמנ �  � ָ ֵ �ר ִמ " �ְ! ָהֵא    ִ �י� ְמַד ָ  ַמע ק �ל ֱא�לִֹהי� ַח ֶ  ר  ָ .ר ֲא � ָ ִ �י ִמי ָכל  ֹמַע ֶאת ק �ל ה' ֱא�לֵֹהינ � ע �ד ָוָמְתנ �.    ְ ֲאַנְחנ � ִל
ַוֶ �ִחי: 



 Yes, "life" demands a lot of us.  There is so much out there.  Jobs to do, children to raise, 

games to play, cars to buy and houses to finance.  Can I really take time out of my so called life 

to pray, or to rest on the Sabbath?  Can I bother looking around the grocery store for kosher food 

or choosing a kosher restaurant.  Do you really think I can take that many days off from work in 

one month?  Spend that much time in synagogue?  Spend good time and money building a 

sukkah at home?  Who has time to clean for Passover or to listen to them read "the whole 

Megillah" on Purim?

 But if you stop to think about it, what are we really doing if we leave Judaism aside in 

order to embrace our jobs, or if we prefer a whole day at the beach to a morning in the 

synagogue?  Perhaps we can go through life without the trappings of Judaism.  But is that truly 

living, or is it merely existing?  In the end, what is our life worth if we live it merely in order to 

cash a pay check or to see a bunch of movies or do a lot of shopping?  What is the purpose of 

mere survival occasioned with temporary enjoyment when there is no sense of spirituality or 

purpose?  

 Judaism answers these questions by asking us to let God's voice come into our lives.  In 

doing so we do not forfeit our lives to God, but we invest each moment of our lives with the 

sense of meaning that can make our lives genuinely worth living.  The truth is, it is not just that 

God can speak with man and [that man] can live, but that through hearing God's words we can 

truly begin living!

 In his famed book, Halakhic Man, Rabbi Joseph Soleveitchik speaks about how Judaism 

speaks to a those who exist in the physical world: 

From the perspective of the halakhic man, it is not the spirit that is charged with 

carrying out the religious process but the physical-biological individual, the . . . . 

individual who is led astray by the promptings of his yetzer (inclinations) and 

attracted to bodily pleasures.2

 Judaism does not ask us to hear God's word and therefore cease to live our human lives.  

Instead, it asks us to inject holiness and purpose into our human lives.  God does not ask us to 

ascend to the heavens and live as angels.  Instead, the believing and practicing Jew asks God to 

come into his or her life on this Earth.  As Rabbi Soleveitchik puts it: 

Man Can Hear God and Live בס"ד
Copr. 2008 Rabbi Noah Gradofsky   2nd Day of Rosh Hashanah 5769 (10/1/08)

2

2 Halakhic Man, Jewish Publication Society 1983, p. 44.  A more complete quote is as follows:

If you desire an exoteric [ ] religiosity, get thee unto the empirical, earthly life, the 

life of the body with all its two hundred forty-eight organs and three hundred 

sixty-five sinews.  Do not turn your attention to an exalted, spiritual life rooted in 

abstract words.  From the perspective of the halakhic man, it is not the spirit that 

is charged with carrying out the religious process but the physical-biological 

individual, the conative (=impulsive) individual who is led astray by the 

promptings of his yetzer (inclinations) and attracted to bodily pleasures.



When halakhic man pines for God, he does not venture to rise up to Him, but 

rather strives to bring down His divine presence into the midst of our concrete 

world. . . . When [halakhic man]'s soul yearns for God, he immerses himself in 

reality, plunges with his entire being, into the very midst of concrete existence, 

and petitions God to descend . . . and to dwell within our reality with all its laws 

and principles.3

 Living a Jewish life does not mean that we close our eyes to our human existence.  It 

merely asks that we adjust the focus a little bit.  Judaism does not ask that we no longer go to ball 

games, no longer watch movies or go to the beach.  Instead, Judaism asks us to invest each of 

those moments with purpose and perspective.  Thus, enjoying a beautiful view or a eating a meal 

is a cause not only for physical pleasure, but a reason to say blessings which recognize God's role 

in that moment.  Judaism asks us to pray on a daily basis not in order to take us away from our 

daily chores, but in order to remind us that each day is holy, and that whatever we do that day 

should be carried out with a sense of sanctity.  Judaism bids us to take control of the "daily grind" 

by resting on Shabbat, and taking that opportunity to recharge our spiritual batteries.  Judaism 

tells us that each physical aspect of life, ranging from eating food to engaging in physical 

intimacy must be guided not merely by our physical needs but also by the divine spark of our 

souls.

 With the observance of each mitzvah, the individual gains control of his or her life, and 

thus truly begins the transformation from merely surviving to actually living.  No longer is life 

predetermined by our physical needs.  Instead, we guide our lives by sense of self and our sense 

of righteousness.  No longer is life a vicious cycle of the same mundane actions.  Instead, it is a 

constant opportunity to experience the holy in every moment.  Our careers become not merely 

our method of drawing a paycheck, but an opportunity to be a productive member of society who 

earns a wage through good and honest means.  We search for the chesed, the kindness, that we 

can interject into every moment of our lives.  Our retirement years become not only time of 

relaxation, but an era of our lives where we have more time to devote to volunteer work and 

social action.

 Now, sometimes it seems that this sense of spirituality and purpose is too hard to achieve.  

It feels like any change we make in our lives might be too radical, or might not be enough to 

matter.  Our great teacher Moses tells us otherwise:

For all these mitzvot (commandments) which I command you today are not so 

baffling to you, nor so distant.   � 0נ ָ ָ  2ַמְיָמה ְוִיָ 1ֶחָה  ָ 0נ � ַה ֹמר ִמי ַיֲעֶלה  ָ  2ַמִי� ִהוא ֵלא לֹא ַב
ֶ .ָ 3ה ֹאָת 4 ְוַנֲע ְ  ִמֵענ �   It is not in the heavens so that you should say "Who shall ְוַי

ascend to the heavens and take it for us and teach it to us that we may do it."  . . . 

Rather these words are very close to you on your lips and in your hearts to fulfill 

them.4
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3 Halakhic Man p. 45.
4 Deuteronomy 30:11-12, 14.   ֹחָקה ְ +ָ! ְולֹא ְר ֶ  ר ָאֹנִכי ְמַצְ �ָ! ַה � �� לֹא ִנְפֵלאת ִהוא ִמ ֹ �את ֲא ִ +ְצָוה ַה ִ �י ַה
ִ �י ָקר �ב ֵאֶליָ! ַהָ 6ָבר  ֶ .ָ 3ה.  . . .  ֹאָת 4 ְוַנֲע ְ  ִמֵענ �  ָ 0נ � ְוַי ָ  2ַמְיָמה ְוִיָ 1ֶחָה  ָ 0נ � ַה ֹמר ִמי ַיֲעֶלה  ָ  2ַמִי� ִהוא ֵלא ִהוא.  לֹא ַב
ֹ .ת �: ְ �ִפיָ!  �ִבְלָבְבָ! ַלֲע ֹאד  ְמ



Yes, the commandments of the Torah are close to you, not too far away.  They are in your hearts 

always waiting to emerge.  Yesterday, we talked about having faith in ourselves.  We 

remembered our צל� א�להי� (tzelem E-lohim), our divine image that is the foundation of our 

ability to be righteous and holy people.  Moses tells us that that divine image is close to our 

hearts and always stands ready to become more and more apparent.  Observing the Torah 

requires not a radical change that uproots everything, but an opportunity to realize the grandeur 

of our own potential.  Our ancestors tell us that God can speak with man and [that man] can live 

- that allowing the voice of God to be heard in our lives is not a life ending experience, but a life 

elevating experience.  It takes our already existing lives and enhances them by adding more 

meaning.  

 Finding true spirituality in our lives is not as far off a thought as you might think.  It is 

close at hand, as long as you take a step toward it.  And so, I would ask each of you to start 

taking those steps.  Invest your lives with stronger meaning, by gaining the perspective that 

comes through religious commitment.  Identify some part of your life that you can begin to 

change today.  Maybe it'll be a shabbat dinner with family.  Perhaps reciting the shema as you go 

to sleep, or choosing the kosher restaurant for your next meal out.  Think of that step not as 

bringing restriction into your life, but as bringing meaning and control into your life.  Start to 

hear God's voice in your life a little bit more, and in so doing, begin to live a little bit more, and a 

little bit better.

 During the Musaf service, we will read the words ובשופר גדול יתקע, וקול דממה דקה ישמע 
While a great shofar is sounded, an ever small voice is heard.  For us, the mundane, the every 

day . . . that is the great sound around us.  And yet for each of us, there is the קול דממה דקה (kol 

demamah dakah, the ever small voice) calling on us to listen.  That is the voice of God, calling us 

to a life that goes beyond the ordinary.   Reminding us that ר ֱא�לִֹהי� ֶאת ָהָאָד� ָוָחי� ֵ  that it is - ְיַד

through hearing God's message that we can begin to truly live.  

 May this year be a year where we listen a little bit more intently to that soft inner voice, 

the voice of our creator who gave us the Torah because of His love for us.  May we be fortunate 

to live this year with an ever increasing commitment to our spirituality.  May we live to bare out 

the words of our ancestors, ר ֱא�לִֹהי� ֶאת ָהָאָד� ָוָחי� ֵ  that God can speak with man and [that ְיַד

man] can live. May the year 5769 be a year where God's message speaks to us, and that by 

hearing God's voice we begin to better appreciate the holiness that is present in every moment of 

our lives.  
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