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Shabbat Shalom 

Rabbi Jack Reimer and Rabbi Harold Kushner wrote this prayer:  

Judaism begins with the commandment: Hear, O Israel! 
But what does it really mean to hear? 
  
The person who attends a concert with a mind on business, 
Hears-but does not really hear. 
  
The person who walks amid the songs of the birds  
And thinks only of what will be served for dinner, hears-but does not really hear. 
  
The one who listens to the words of a friend, or spouse, or child, and does not catch the note of 
urgency: "Notice me, help me, care about me," hears-but does not really hear. 
  
The person who listens to the news and thinks only of how it will affect business,  
Hears-but does not really hear. 
  
The person who stifles the sound of conscience and thinks "I have done enough already,"  
Hears-but does not really hear. 
  
The person who hears the hazzan pray and does not feel the call to join in prayer,  
Hears-but does not really hear. 
  
The person who listens to the rabbi's sermon and thinks that someone else is being addressed,  
Hears - but does not really hear 
  
On this Shabbat, O Lord, Sharpen our ability to hear. 
  
May we hear the music of the world, and the infant's cry, and the lover's sigh. 
May we hear the call for help of the lonely soul, and the sound of the breaking heart. 
  
May we hear the words of our friends, and also their unspoken pleas and dreams. 
  
May we hear within ourselves the yearnings that are struggling for expression. 
  
May we hear You, O God. 
  
For only if we hear You 
Do we have the right to hope that You will hear us. 



  
Hear the prayers we offer to You this day, O God, and may we hear them too. 

 

When God spoke on Mt. Sinai, it is said that the entire world went silent. No birdsong, no 
animal noises, no gossip, no conversation, I guess even the ocean went silent. The only thing to 
hear was God’s voice. I don’t know what the people heard on that extraordinary day; it filled 
them not only with awe, but it terrified them as well. They begged Moses to speak to God and 
then transmit the divine lesson to the people.  

  

What does it mean to “listen”? Is this just the workings of the ear? Vibrating eardrums 
transferring the sound to a chain of small bones that move fluid in the inner ear that the brain 
picks up and translates into sound? Is that all that hearing is about? When we listen to the 
sound of a harp, do we only hear strings plucked and chains of notes? Or do we hear something 
more than the music? We allow the music to call up the emotions that we carry inside us. 

 

We live in a world of sound and fury. We demand sophisticated sound systems for our homes, 
our work and our cars. We develop playlists of music so that we can always hear the kind of 
music we like. We program our phones so we can easily call those who we wish to hear. We 
want to hear, in high definition, the sounds we select to hear. And yet, there are many other 
sounds that are buried in the onslaught of noise. Do we really hear the sounds of birds 
anymore? Do we sit out at night in the summer to hear crickets and frogs sing their songs? Do 
we hear the sounds of others talking and hear the sounds behind their words, the sounds of 
their souls reaching out to ours? 

 

Judaism talks about listening with our heart. It tell us this not because the ancient Israelites 
didn’t know that sounds come from the ear. They were not so foolish to think that sounds 
landed in our chest. Judaism calls us not to concentrate on the decibels, but to focus instead on 
the emotions behind the sounds. All too often we are too distracted, too caught up with our 
own thoughts that we don’t take the time to hear and feel the important sounds all around us.  

 

Do you remember the story of the concert violinist, where people paid hundreds of dollars for 
seats in the concert hall to hear him play? The next day they took off his tuxedo, put him in a 
pair of jeans and had him play in the subway for all to hear. There were a few who stopped and 
recognized that they were in the presence of a virtuoso. Most of the people however, walked 
by, ignoring the music, some pausing only to drop a few coins in his violin case on the floor 
beside him.  

 



Stop and listen sometimes to the sounds that surround you. Yes there is a lot of noise. There 
are actually very few places you can find where if you stop and listen, you will not hear the 
sound of a motor in the distance. We city dwellers don’t even hear the sounds of an ambulance 
siren let alone contemplate that inside paramedics are working frantically to save a life.  

 

A few weeks ago, a man asked to see me to talk about his illness and his prognosis for the 
future. When he arrived, he didn’t really talk at all about his illness nor his fear of dying. We 
talked about family and friends and his long connection to Temple Beth-El. But underneath the 
conversation, I heard clearly the fear and panic in his words. He didn’t need to hear my words, 
he just wanted to know that I would be there for him and that I would be there for his family 
when he would be gone.  

 

Do we really hear our children? When they don’t always act the way we think they should act 
do we realize that they are calling us to notice them, to spend time with them, to show that we 
care for them? So often parents miss the cues their children send behind their words because 
we grownups are too busy taking care of grownup problems and we don’t see the obstacles 
that our children are facing. We often have raging fights with our teenagers never realizing that 
behind their words are the fears and terror that come with learning to become an adult. 

 

Sadly, even our spouse can be calling us to notice them, to really hear them and we miss it 
because our minds are focused somewhere else. We take for granted their presence in our lives 
but we don’t hear our spouse nor listen to what is behind their words. When we are leaving the 
house in the morning for our daily routine and our spouse keeps calling us back in to tell us 
something, we are often annoyed that we are going to be late instead of hearing that they will 
miss us while we are gone. Perhaps our spouse wants to know that we will miss them as well.  

 

Judaism teaches us that God’s voice calls out to us from Sinai every day, calling us to care for 
each other, to live meaningful lives, to be compassionate and kind. God calls us to be our best 
selves, to live our lives aware of the people around us, and aware of their needs, hopes and 
desires. God calls us to remember the Sabbath, to mind what we eat, to choose our words 
carefully, and to obey God’s commands. God calls to us every day, to really hear the world 
around us and feel the beauty and majesty of creation. God calls us every day but we don’t 
hear that call, the sound does not penetrate our hearts. Like a tree deep in the forest, there is 
no one to listen to God’s voice.  

 

Let us learn to listen with our hearts. Each time we stop rehearsing the story of our own life, we 
can hear more clearly the stories of others. And if we can hear clearly the call of others, we can 
hear more clearly God’s call to us. And if we hear God’s call to us, only then can we hope that 
God will hear the call in our own hearts. If we can listen deeply, then we can expect God to 
listen deeply as well.  



 

May we hear the sounds behind the sounds of our world and may they move us to acts of 
kindness and compassion. May God hear our prayers as well, and may we move God to deal 
kindly with our world as we say…. Amen and Shabbat Shalom 


