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Mindset for Rosh Hashanah 

Our Sages teach us that before every festival, we need to prepare and get into the right frame of mind. We                     

cannot just walk into shul on Rosh Hashanah night and expect to be inspired. We need to prepare in                   

advance, to think about what we are meant to be doing on Rosh Hashanah; to go through the Machzor                   

and review the prayers to get the maximum meaning and power from the day and from our time in shul. 

Getting back to basics 

One of the most important things we can do to get ourselves into the right mindset for these times is to                     

go back to the basics and core principles of Judaism by uncluttering our lives. The Talmud says that the                   

best time of our lives is when we are foetuses in the womb, as all of our needs are taken care of there. We                        

have safety, security, food and drink and all our needs are met. But there is a passage in the Talmud                    

(Tractate Niddah pg 30b) that says the foetus inside the mother’s womb looks like a folded over account                  

book; a candle burns above the foetus’ head so it can see from one side of the world to the other during                      

this time. An angel teaches the foetus all the principles and laws of the Torah; but as the foetus emerges                    

into the world, the angel touches the foetus on the mouth and the newborn baby enters the world having                   

forgotten all the Torah wisdom it had learnt. 

On Shabbat Shuva, the Shabbat of Repentance between Rosh Hashanah and Yom Kippur, the Maharal of                

Prague – one of our great philosophers who lived in the 1600s – quoted this passage in his sermon. He                    

interpreted it by saying that the foetus represents the essence of the human being. It is described as a                   

folded over account book showing that we are accountable for all our deeds and that our deeds are                  

‘written’ on our souls because we are like a book. G-d does not write our deeds in some remote book; they                     

are written on us, because our actions influence us, and we are ultimately judged and held accountable                 

for our choices. 

Taking responsibility 

A core principle of being human is accountability and responsibility. It is in this area that the first human                   

being stumbled so badly. When Adam and Eve sinned, they did not take responsibility – Adam blamed                 

his actions on Eve, and Eve accused the serpent. This was the birth of our humanity and it became part of                     

the human condition to avoid taking responsibility. 

The Sforno, one of our perceptive commentators of the Middle Ages, points out the contrast between                

Adam avoiding responsibility, and King David – when he sinned and was approached by the Prophet                

about his wrongdoings, King David immediately admitted to them. And that’s what Rosh Hashanah is               

about. We need to be honest and to accept the responsibility to say that we have done something wrong                   

and are prepared to be accountable before G-d, and begin the process of repentance. 

Rosh Hashanah is the Day of Judgment, but it’s also the beginning of the ten days of repentance, which                   

climax in Yom Kippur, the Day of Atonement. That atonement is dependent on our repentance, which is                 

dependent on our accountability and responsibility. 
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The Maharal says that the foetus’ hands are by his temple, symbolising the fact that human beings must                  

think. He says that emotions are the most powerful force within the human being, but we should strive to                   

rise above them and think clearly about life and our purpose in this world. 

There is the famous image used by the Prophet Jeremiah. He says people act as if they are horses in a                     

cavalry charge. These horses are not thinking about the reason for their charging; they are simply doing                 

so because they are driven to do so, even if it is to their detriment. Similarly, in modern day horse racing,                     

the horses don’t know why they must run to the finish line or the purpose of the race; they run because                     

they are forced to. In life, the Prophet says, we must not simply charge ahead and run because everyone                   

else is doing it. Rosh Hashanah is about stopping and asking what the purpose of our lives is and whether                    

we are, in fact, fulfilling that purpose. 

The Maharal explains further that the foetus is in a bowing position, with its heels tucked underneath it                  

as if it is bowing before G-d and submitting before His authority. A major theme of the prayers on Rosh                    

Hashanah is the Kingship of G-d, because Rosh Hashanah is the anniversary of the day that G-d became                  

King. This is because, prior to the creation of Adam and Eve, there were no beings in the world who could                     

freely choose and acknowledge G-d as King. By recognising G-d as King, we are acknowledging His                

authority over our lives and submitting before His Will. 

Seeing the bigger picture 

Although the foetus is folded over, it still has great vision and can see from one side of the world to the                      

other. The Talmud compares this to a person who, while sleeping in one place, can dream and see things                   

in a completely different world. The Maharal explains that this image of the Talmud refers analogously to                 

the human capacity for vision and for understanding life’s bigger picture. Often in life we get entangled in                  

details and become distracted. Distraction is one of the enemies of leading a great life. The Ramchal, Rav                  

Moshe Chaim Luzzatto, explains that one of the greatest threats to growing and becoming a great person                 

is busyness. The Ramchal is one of our great Jewish philosophers who lived in Italy in the 18th century.                   

He writes this in one of his classics of Jewish philosophy and ethical conduct – The Path of the Just. He                     

says that people get so busy with life that they forget about the bigger picture. He brings the example of                    

Pharaoh when Moshe and Aharon came before him, saying let our people go. Pharaoh’s immediate               

response was that the people were thinking about freedom and liberation, so he made them work harder                 

so they would be distracted and wouldn’t have the time or the headspace to think lofty thoughts of                  

liberation. So too, in our lives, the busier we get, the more cluttered our vision becomes until we are                   

unable to see the bigger picture. 

Rosh Hashanah is about clearing the space in our lives to see the bigger picture and where we should be                    

headed. According to the Talmud, that bigger picture should be influenced by two things. It says that “the                  

flame of G-d is the soul of man”, and that a flame burns above the head of each child. This flame                     

represents the neshoma, the soul of man which is given to us by G-d. The Talmud explains the                  

comparison between the soul and G-d by saying that we can sense the spiritual reality of the world –                   

G-d’s presence. One of the most powerful factors we have access to when it comes to the presence of G-d                    

in the world is our own soul. When the foetus is in the womb, the soul within the foetus is the light that                       

burns. The big picture connects us to the depths of our soul, which is why it must be clear and                    

uncluttered as it is the soul that guides us and tells us when we are doing right and wrong. 
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Why would an angel teach a child the entire Torah and then, as they are leaving the womb, cause them to                     

forget it. The Maharal explains that this is not literally about being taught every line of the Torah, but                   

rather that the Torah is the blueprint for our lives and that that blueprint is placed in the heart of who we                      

are. Who we are and the way we live our lives is the very blueprint of our souls and is in our                      

subconscious. 

As the foetus is being born, the Talmud says it takes an oath to be righteous and not wicked. The child                     

then goes out into the world and tries to maintain loyalty and commitment to the original oath that was                   

taken when that child entered the world. 

Another passage in the Talmud says that one day when a person leaves this world, the same angel will                   

come to call them to give an account of their deeds before G-d. 

Taking account 

That is what Rosh Hashanah is all about – understanding that we came into this world to do good                   

according to G-d’s Will and are now accountable for our actions. We have to review our lives, have broad                   

vision, submit before G-d and stay loyal to Judaism’s core principles. 

As we look to the year ahead, we acknowledge that along with the changes in the world, we too are                    

physically changing. As a person grows, they enter different phases of their lives. They are either growing                 

and getting stronger and bigger, or they are deteriorating. We cannot alter this as change is part of life.                   

But what we can do is ensure that our lives are anchored to the fundamental core, unchanging principles                  

that G-d created within us. When we connect to those fundamental core principles, then we transcend all                 

of the changes of this world, and that’s part of what Rosh Hashanah is about. We go back to G-d and we                      

clarify, we take responsibility for our actions, we submit before G-d and we say let’s get back to the                   

basics. 

As we head towards Rosh Hashanah, we can all use the time to introspect, to reflect and to realise that 

Rosh Hashanah is the beginning of the ten days of repentance, which will reach its climax and high point 

on Yom HaKippurim, the Day of Atonement. This is a gift from G-d. It is an opportunity to reflect, renew 

and refresh ourselves to enter the new year with the confidence of being anchored to our core principles. 
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The central idea Of Rosh Hashanah 

G-d’s kingship and judgment 

What is Rosh Hashanah really about? On the one hand, it is a Day of Judgment. On the other, there is a                      

major theme that begins with Rosh Hashanah and runs through Yom Kippur: the Kingship of Hashem. If                 

you look through the prayers of the Machzor, the translations and the commentaries thereon, you will                

see that the Kingship of Hashem takes centre stage. What does it mean that G-d is King, and why is Rosh                     

Hashanah, the Day of Judgment, designated as the day for proclaiming G-d’s Kingship? 

Rosh Hashanah actually commemorates and celebrates a certain day in history. It is, as we say in our                  

prayers, “the day the world was created”. But our sages explain more specifically that it is the anniversary                  

of the creation of human beings. Rosh Hashanah is celebrated every year on the anniversary of the                 

creation of Adam and Eve, on the sixth day of creation. When we say “today the world was created”, we                    

are referring to the world of human beings; each person is an entire world – as the Mishnah says, to                    

destroy one life is to destroy a whole world, and to save one life is to save a whole world. What does Rosh                       

Hashanah, as the anniversary of the creation of the first human beings, have to do with the kingship of                   

G-d? 

There is no king without a nation 

The Maharal of Prague explains that G-d only became King on the day that Adam and Eve were created.                   

Hashem has many attributes; He is the Creator, all-powerful, all-knowing, eternal. All of G-d’s attributes               

– which, of course, are beyond our comprehension – are not dependent on us. But there is one                  

dimension of Hashem that is dependent on us, and that is His kingship; as the Talmudic sages put it:                   

“There is no King without a nation.” A king cannot be king unless there are people who recognise him as                    

king. Thus G-d was the Creator, the all-powerful and all-knowing – he was all of these things before                  

Adam and Eve were created, but He was not King. Only when Adam and Eve were created, as human                   

beings with free will to choose to accept Hashem as their King, did G-d become King. 

Rosh Hashanah is the anniversary of the creation of Adam and Eve, but it is also the anniversary of when                    

G-d became King. This is why, says the Maharal, it is a Day of Judgment. Obviously, being the day of                    

creation of human beings, it is a good time to reflect on humanity and an appropriate time for judgment.                   

But justice and judgment are part of the manifestation of G-d’s Kingship; they are part of a king’s tasks,                   

the judiciary branch of the government. 

Furthermore, says the Maharal, to forgive and to pardon is also part of G-d’s Kingship because only the                  

king can grant a royal pardon. This is what Yom Kippur is about, when we ask G-d for forgiveness. Rosh                    

Hashanah and Yom Kippur are about judgment and forgiveness, but the uniting theme of these ten days                 

is the Kingship of Hashem, when we crown Him as King of the world. 

G-d’s authority is a prerequisite to keeping the commandments 

Rosh Hashanah is the day we coronate Hashem. What does it mean to crown G-d as King? 

The Shema, which we say twice every day, has two main parts: the opening verse, Shema Yisrael – “Hear                   

O Israel, the Lord our G-d, the Lord is One” and the first paragraph; and then we have the second                    
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paragraph, Vehaya im shamoa – “Behold if you will listen to My commandments,” which sets out the                 

principles of reward and punishment. The Mishnah in Berachot (page 13a) says that these two               

paragraphs represent two concepts and the one must come before the other. In the first paragraph, we                 

accept Malchut Shamayim – the Kingship of Heaven, upon us. In the second paragraph, we accept                

responsibility to keep His commandments. The Mishnah says this is why the first paragraph comes               

before the second; before we can talk about His commandments, we have to accept the authority of the                  

One Who commands. 

Keeping Torah means not only keeping the 613 commandments, but more than that, it is about                

acknowledging that Hashem is King and that He has authority over our lives. There is a relationship we                  

have with G-d that is outside of the commandments. The commandments are obviously very important –                

in fact, on Rosh Hashanah we’re judged on whether we have been observing them. But equally important                 

is the acceptance of the authority of Hashem and the fact that He is King. This concept stands                  

independently, not just as the logical prerequisite to keeping the commandments. On the very first               

commandment, Anochi Hashem Elokecha – “I am the Lord your G-d,” Maimonides comments that it is a                 

commandment to believe in Hashem. There is a famous debate between him and Nachmanides, who says                

it is actually not a commandment but a statement of fact; if you believe in Hashem, you don’t need to be                     

commanded, and if you don’t believe in Him, how can you be commanded to? Either way we interpret                  

this verse, it is establishing a concept that goes beyond the level of commandment, even according to                 

Maimonides. The fact that Hashem is King is the foundation on which the Torah stands. 

Acknowledging Hashem as King is the foundation of everything 

The longest Amidah we have is the Mussaf service of Rosh Hashanah, which has three components, one                 

of which is Malchiyot, kingship, referring to the Kingship of Hashem. In the Malchiyot section, there are                 

ten verses about the Kingship of Hashem quoted from different books in the Bible. The Gemara in                 

Tractate Rosh Hashanah (page 32a) asks why specifically ten verses are quoted. Three answers are given,                

and from these answers, we can better understand Hashem’s Kingship. 

The first answer is from Rav Levi, who says that the ten verses referring to the Kingship of Hashem                   

correspond to the ten praises that King David said in the well-known chapter in Psalms – haleluhu b’teka                  

shofar – which contains ten praises of Hashem. Rav Yosef says the ten verses correspond to the Ten                  

Commandments, whereas Rabbi Yochanan says that the ten verses correspond to the ten statements with               

which the world was created. In these three opinions lies the answer to the question of what Hashem’s                  

Kingship means. 

The answer corresponding to the Ten Commandments represents the fact that we have to keep His                

commandments because He is the King and He has given us commandments to fulfil. The other aspect of                  

Hashem being King goes beyond just the commandments and that is the fact that, as King, He governs                  

this world and is intimately involved with this world and how we lead our lives – what is called                   

hashgacha pratit, which means personal supervision. G-d is interested in what happens to every one of                

us, every single day; he guides events even down to the smallest detail. Hashgacha pratit is beyond our                  

comprehension; Rabbi Aryeh Kaplan once gave the following analogy by way of explanation: it is like a                 

grandmaster playing chess, for example, in chess exhibition matches where he can be playing 50 people                

or 100 people at once, and is moving from board to board, moving all the chess pieces. So too, G-d, so to                      

speak, is playing billions of chess games all the time and all over the world (obviously, we are only using                    
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human analogies to get some sort of comprehension, though it is something beyond our human               

understanding), so even though we have free choice, nevertheless Hashem is watching every board and               

every piece and every move. 

This idea is reflected in Rav Levi’s opinion that the ten verses correspond to the ten praises that King                   

David sang to Hashem. King David had a hard life and had many trials and tribulations. He had to run                    

away from King Saul, he lost a child, and he had another child who staged a rebellion against him; he had                     

to fight many battles for the Jewish People. He had a very difficult life and yet he was so bonded to                     

Hashem that he sang praises to him – in fact, King David wrote the Book of Psalms, where he pours out                     

his heart to Hashem with complete faith and belief in Him. King David always maintained an emotional                 

and spiritual connection to Hashem, no matter what was going on in his life. The ten verses of kingship                   

corresponding to the ten verses of praise in that chapter of Psalms represents that G-d being King means                  

not just that we fulfil His commandments, but that He is involved in our lives and that He watches                   

everything that happens. We praise Him for the good and for the bad, for the sweet and the bitter,                   

because we know that, ultimately, everything is for the good and He is governing this world with justice                  

and goodness. 

Rabbi Yochanan’s opinion is that the ten verses referring to G-d’s kingship correspond to the ten                

statements with which He created the world. If you look in the beginning of Genesis, you will see many                   

statements with which Hashem created the world: “And G-d said, ‘let there be light,’’’ etc. These ten                 

statements are actually part of the blueprint of creation. The Mishnah in Pirkei Avot in the beginning of                  

chapter five says that He created the world with ten statements to reward the righteous who sustain it                  

and to punish the wicked who destroy it. What does this mean? 

Torah is a unifying force 

The Maharal explains that the number ten represents two concepts: unity and disparity. Number ten is                

not a new number, but a number that brings together the other nine. There are only nine unique                  

numbers; eleven is just ten plus one. Ten represents the unity that G-d brings to a world of disparity.                   

G-d’s Torah – the blueprint – is what unifies the world. When we look at the world, it seems to have so                      

many disparate, separate elements; it is often fragmented. But there is one unifying force in the world                 

and that is Hashem and His Torah, which is the blueprint. His kingship means that every aspect of                  

creation fits into His blueprint. The Torah is not a religion that is divorced from our everyday lives, that                   

only occupies a certain part of our world. It contains everything. To acknowledge that G-d is King of the                   

world does not mean simply to acknowledge that we must keep His commandments or that we see His                  

hand in our daily lives. It means that His will and His thoughts expressed in His Torah actually have                   

relevance and application to every aspect of creation. This is what it means to be a King. Sovereignty is                   

not divisible; a sovereign government means they reign over every aspect of what takes place in the                 

country. Hashem has sovereignty over every aspect of what takes place in the world and His Torah is the                   

blueprint that holds it all together. 

The Kingship of Hashem is a broad and fundamental concept on which Judaism is premised. On Rosh                 

Hashanah, we stand before Hashem in judgment. From Rosh Hashanah to Yom Kippur, we are               

introspecting, trying to look at what we have done wrong and how we can do right, how we can fix our                     

sins – between us and our fellow human beings and between us and Hashem. We look for ways of fixing                    
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and improving, but the whole time, the overarching theme is that we do so under the Kingship of                  

Hashem. Rosh Hashanah is about crowning G-d as King over every aspect of life. 
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Shofar thoughts 

Friends – the mitzvah of shofar on Rosh Hashanah requires active intentionality. It requires not just                

hearing the sound, but listening to it. Based on the Gemara, the Rambam rules that both the one who is                    

blowing the shofar and the one who is listening to the shofar must have in mind that they are fulfilling a                     

specific Torah obligation. But the Rambam goes a step further, emphasising the importance of attuning               

ourselves to its potent moral and spiritual message. 

He writes: “Even though the blowing of the shofar on Rosh Hashanah is a decree of the scripture, there is                    

a hint in it which is to say ‘awaken those who sleep from your slumber… search out your deeds and return                     

in repentance and remember your Creator those who forget the truth in the emptiness of the time …’.”                  

(Laws of Repentance 3:4) 

The shofar is a call to return to our best selves. It goes beyond the physical process of converting air                    

vibrations into nerve impulses and then ordering them in our brain. It’s an enriching, potentially               

life-changing intellectual, emotional and spiritual experience. 

Sometimes, we cruise through life on autopilot. Not thinking too much about what we say or do, not                  

stretching ourselves to be better. The shofar is our Divine wake-up call. It can arrest our moral and                  

spiritual slumber, jolt us into being present, jumpstart our lives. It can reawaken us to our priorities and                  

purpose, and return us to a path of personal and spiritual growth. The moments of hearing the shofar                  

being sounded in shul on Rosh Hashanah can become truly a deep spiritual experience for us as we are                   

literally hearing G-d calling out to us through the sounds of the shofar to become better people, to fulfil                   

our potential. 

Here are some ideas to think about as you listen to the shofar this year. 

Remembering who we are 

The shofar is a call to remind us of who we really are. It is a call to the soul. Its sounds do not relate to the                           

material world. According to our sages, the sounds of the shofar are the cries of a soul longing to be close                     

to its Creator and to its purpose in life. The shofar is unadorned; the halacha says that it may not be                     

covered with gold or silver. It is pure. It is simple. It is natural. The sounds it emits are not melodious or                      

crafted in a sophisticated fashion, they are merely straight, direct spiritual calls from our souls to G-d.                 

And when that connection is established, we feel a true sense of joy. 

When we listen deeply, intently, to the shofar, we leave behind the world of materialism and reconnect                 

with our spiritual essence. One of our great sages, the Vilna Gaon, compares the pursuit of materialism to                  

drinking salt water. Drinking salt water creates an unquenchable thirst. The more you drink, the thirstier                

you become.  

Materialism divides people. It creates jealousies and competition. It also separates us from G-d because it                

deflects us from our true purpose. When people become consumed by their possessions, by things –                

when they focus on what they are clothed in, rather than who they are – then an emptiness enters their                    

life, a void which cannot be filled.  
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That is not to say that the Torah prohibits enjoying this physical world. On the contrary, it is a mitzvah to                     

joyfully partake of the great blessings that G-d has afforded us – but we do so always with a higher                    

purpose in mind, always as a means and not an end. So many of the mitzvot guide us in enjoying the                     

wonderful pleasures of this world, but they do so through a system of values and within a framework of                   

spirituality. 

G-d has created each and every one of us with a neshama – a soul – that lies at the centre of our very                        

being. It is who we are. We are not a body with a soul, but a soul clothed in a body. We are essentially                        

spiritual beings – and by living a life filled with good deeds, mitzvot, spiritual connection and kindness,                 

we nurture our souls and feel a sense of deep satisfaction. On the other hand, when the soul is ignored,                    

and it is only the body that is fed, an unquenchable thirst is created at the core of a human being. 

When we hear the shofar, we remind ourselves of the primacy of the soul. We set our priorities straight.                   

We reposition ourselves for spiritual greatness. 

Back to basics 

The mitzvah of shofar contains the secret to achieving real, profound, meaningful freedom. The key to                

understanding this message of the shofar lies in the mitzvah of the Jubilee year, about which the Torah                  

says, “…and you shall proclaim freedom in the land”. In terms of Torah law, during the fiftieth year, all                   

ancestral land is returned to its original owners, and all those living in servitude are freed. The shofar is                   

blown to herald the Jubilee year, and so becomes the expression of freedom for all. 

On Rosh Hashanah, the shofar points the way to spiritual and emotional freedom. It does so by calling                  

on us to return to the basics of life. So often, we overcomplicate our lives, and in so doing, forget the very                      

purpose for which we were sent to this world – to do good and fulfil the mitzvot of Hashem. These are                     

certain simple, basic truths that should underpin everything that we do. 

The shofar is an instrument of supreme simplicity. The very object itself is a message to us to get back to                     

basics. This is a message that frees us from the stress of the chores and fears that threaten to overwhelm                    

us. It is liberating to remember that the purpose of life is clear and simple – to live a life of mitzvot and                       

good deeds.  

At the birth of a child, we pray to G-d that the child be raised to a life of Torah and good deeds. We do not                          

pray that the child merits fortune, fame and other worldly achievements. Those achievements are in fact                

merely the means to an end. And that end – the very essence of simplicity – is doing good in the world.                      

Our greatest ambition for our children, and indeed for ourselves, is to do good in the world and fulfil the                    

mitzvot of Hashem. That is the purpose of life in its simplest, purest form and it is the pure and liberating                     

message of the shofar. 

As we hear the call of the shofar, the call to true freedom, it is an opportunity to contemplate how,                    

perhaps, we have overcomplicated our lives. It is true that we have many responsibilities, and               

discharging these responsibilities can often be complicated and difficult. But, ultimately, the purpose of              

life is simple, pure and inspiring. And that idea is profoundly liberating. 

Key moments of Jewish destiny 
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The shofar cuts through the noise and turbulence of the world today, calling the Jewish people back to                  

basics. Its message is about the clarity of Jewish identity and destiny. 

The shofar connects us to the key moments of Jewish history that define our destiny as a people. When                   

G-d gave us the Torah, we are told that the sound of a shofar could be heard by the millions of people                      

gathered at the foot of Mount Sinai. The shofar provided the backdrop for that moment that changed the                  

course of Jewish history forever – when G-d revealed to us our mission and purpose, as fulfilled through                  

His mitzvot. 

The shofar will also herald the era of the Final Redemption, when the world as a whole will reach its                    

ultimate purpose and G-d’s Oneness will be experienced by all, and “nation will not lift up sword against                  

nation, and neither will they learn war anymore”. Jewish destiny is thus bookended by two shofar blasts                 

– one of Mount Sinai and the other of the Final Redemption. In this way, the shofar calls on us to see                      

Jewish history and Jewish identity in all its vast and glorious sweep – from the foundations of our people                   

when we received the Torah through to the moment in which world history reaches its climax. 

It is this elevated sense of purpose that has carried us through the enormous turbulence of Jewish                 

history, which has brought us moments of great joy and inspiration, but also moments of indescribable                

agony.  

The one constant has been our sense of purpose, of understanding that our lives have meaning and that                  

we have a Divine mission to fulfil. The shofar symbolises that. When we hear its simple notes, we                  

transcend all of the artificial complexities and controversies of the era in which we live, and we reconnect                  

with the basic truths of who we are and why we are here. And it is our reconnection to the purity of that                       

vision that fills us with joy.  

This is why Rosh Hashanah – in spite of the seriousness and solemnity of this “Day of Judgment” – is                    

nevertheless celebrated as a Yom Tov. The shofar reminds us of the beauty of simple truths, and of the                   

inspiration that comes from clear purpose and a sense of mission. 

An awakening 

When a baby is in its mother’s womb, according to the Gemara, it can see from one side of the world to                      

the other. Obviously this cannot be understood on a literal, physical level. What our sages are conveying                 

to us through this vivid description is that vision is one of the most important aspects of human                  

greatness. 

Vision is the intellectual clarity to grasp the ultimate purpose of life; the emotional power to transcend                 

our current circumstances, to see beyond what’s immediately in front of us; and the spiritual inspiration                

to rise above the travails of life in order to understand the big picture, the full perspective of why we are                     

here on this earth.  

Often, we get so engrossed and entangled in our day-to-day challenges that we don’t stop to think about                  

why we are here in the first place, and whether we are fulfilling the purpose for which we were created. In                     

the rush and pressure of daily life, we often lose sight of the big picture, of our lofty purpose. 

Rosh Hashanah is a time to step back and regain our lost vision. And the call of the shofar is how we do                       

it. The Rambam writes that the message of the shofar is to “awaken those who are asleep”. The analogy                   
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to sleep is profound. The dreams we experience in our sleep seem so real at the time, yet the moment we                     

wake up, we realise they were merely illusions. So, too, we often live life in a spiritual slumber; we dream                    

of accumulating material possessions and indulging ourselves to the greatest extent, and we forget about               

any higher purpose.  

The shofar is a call from G-d to wake up to that higher purpose – to remember why we are in this world                       

in the first place; it is a call to regain our vision, to transcend our daily entanglements and return to the                     

basics. It is a call to our souls to return to the reality of why G-d created us – to live a life of good deeds                          

and, in so doing, make the world into a better place. 

It is significant that Rosh Hashanah, the day of repentance and judgment, takes place on the anniversary                 

of the creation of the world. There is a deep connection between these two aspects of the day. The fact                    

that G-d created the world means that life has an elevated Divine purpose. The heart and soul of                  

Judaism is the idea that life has purpose; that G-d created each and every one of us to carry out a unique                      

mission in this world, fulfilling His commandments and living life on an elevated plane.  

We can so easily forget the purpose of life, and slip into a dream-like state of being, where trivial matters                    

assume inflated importance, and important values are forgotten. The shofar, with its simple call to clarity                

of purpose, awakens us to see the world the way it is instead of how it appears when we are in a state of                        

spiritual sleep.  

G-d has given us the incredible gift of Rosh Hashanah to wake us up so that we can recapture the                    

transcendent vision of life we all saw so perfectly in the womb. 

Catalyst for change  

The notes of the shofar are very specific. Essentially, the pattern is a straight sustained note (a tekiah),                  

followed by a broken note (either a shevarim or a teruah), followed by another straight note. What is the                   

significance of these notes? What does this pattern mean? 

Rabbi Samson Raphael Hirsch connects this sequence to the sounds of the chatzotzrot, the silver               

trumpets used to direct the movements of the Jewish people in the desert after leaving Egypt. The                 

straight blast, the tekiah, was sounded to call people to attention. The broken blast, the teruah, was an                  

indication to the people to break camp – to dismantle their tents and pack their belongings and move on                   

to the next place. This was followed by another straight blast, indicating that the time had come to                  

proceed on their journey. 

In the context of the shofar, Rabbi Hirsch explains that the first unbroken note, the tekiah, is G-d calling                   

us to attention – to accept His authority in our lives and prepare to receive His message.  

The broken notes, the shevarim-teruah, represent breaking camp with our past selves, our entrenched              

bad habits. This requires doing a deep, honest reassessment of our lives, in terms of the Torah’s values                  

and principles, to determine what needs to be reinforced and taken with us on our new journey, and what                   

we need to leave behind.  

The final straight note, the tekiah, is a call to move forward into the future with our new resolutions and                    

a renewed sense of direction, aligned with G-d’s will and our true, elevated purpose. 
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Like our ancestors, we are on a journey in life. And that journey requires a map, a compass. Our Creator                    

has put us on this earth for a particular purpose, and in order to ensure we fulfil it, we need His direction.                      

In the same way the Jewish people in the desert needed to be alerted when to break camp and go                    

forward, we too need that wake-up call to break from the harmful things we are doing, to find new,                   

positive, productive things to do, and to journey forward in a new direction. The map and the compass of                   

our lives is the Torah, but sometimes we forget that, and we need a reminder. 

The shofar is that reminder. It calls us to take note, to step away from the turbulence of day-to-day life                    

and to hear the crystal-clear call of G-d, the blast of the shofar that pierces our souls. It stops us in our                      

tracks, and calls on us to disengage from all the things that we become attached to, all the extraneous                   

things that are not part of the map of our lives. And it calls us to move forward, into the future, with                      

determination and with conviction. 

These three steps of the shofar – stopping, assessing and moving forward – mirror the process of                 

repentance itself, which the Rambam defines as regret for the wrongdoing of the past, disengagement               

with this wrongdoing in the present, and a resolve not to engage in this wrongdoing in the future. 

Looking back, moving forward 

One of the most significant moments of Jewish history took place between a father and son on a lonely                   

mountain top. Avraham had been prepared to sacrifice Yitzchak, until G-d stopped him at the last                

moment. The ram, Yitzchak’s substitute for the altar, was entangled in the bushes, and as it extricated                 

itself, it got entangled again and again, lurching from bush to bush. 

The Midrash says that this image – of the entangled ram – presented Avraham with a prophetic vision                  

about his children. He was given a glimpse into the future of the great nation of Jews that would one day                     

come from him. It was to be a future of entanglements and complications; of lurching from one                 

intractable challenge to the next.  

The Midrash says that the entanglements come in two forms: internal and external – our sins from                 

within and our enemies from without. And so it has been throughout the millennia of Jewish history: all                  

crises and obstacles can be divided into one of these two categories: assimilation and anti-Semitism, and                

sometimes both together. 

Fortunately, the prophetic vision shown to Avraham also directs us how to free ourselves from the                

entanglements of our times. The Midrash says that the secret to our future is the shofar.  

As we have mentioned, the shofar blasts are the sounds of freedom (the call of the shofar heralds the                   

Jubilee year), and also the sounds of our founding principles as a nation, given to us by G-d at Mount                    

Sinai, where a heavenly shofar heralded that awesome occasion as we heard the very first words of our                  

moral and strategic blueprint: “I am the L-rd your G-d …” The shofar on Rosh Hashanah shows us that                   

the path to freedom from the entanglements of life is through returning to our core values as given to us                    

by G-d in His Torah. 

When confronted with the challenges of intermarriage and assimilation, we need to return to our               

founding principles. The image of the ram entangled in the bushes is particularly poignant; the ram is                 

unable to lift its head and see the bigger picture. So, too, we often get so entangled in life’s complications                    
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and entrapments of our destiny that we are unable to see the bigger picture, or appreciate our greater                  

calling.  

Concluding thoughts 

It’s interesting that in the blessing recited before the sounding of the shofar, we refer to lishmoa kol                  

shofar – “hearing the voice of the shofar”. The shofar isn’t just a sound, it’s a voice. It’s a voice with an                      

explicit message, something directly intelligible. We are called on to hear that message, not just in the                 

sense of hearing the notes, but to listen intently and receive it.  

Listening is foundational in Judaism. The mission statement of the Jewish people is Shema Yisrael –                

“Listen O’ Israel.” We recite the Shema every day before we go to bed and when we wake up. We begin                     

and end each day with listening. 

On Rosh Hashanah, we will hear the sound of the shofar. It is the sound that can awaken us. It is the                      

sound that stirs us to look deep inside ourselves and make changes. It is the sound that opens the door                    

and beckons us to a new, glorious future – to who we were meant to be.  

And all we need to do is listen. 
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SA Shul Magazines | Returning to our spiritual home 

When the first Jews arrived in South Africa in the 1800s, one of their main priorities was to establish 

shuls. The first congregation was founded in 1841 in Cape Town, when 17 men gathered on Kol Nidrei 

night to form a minyan at the home of Benjamin Norden in Hof Street – a site that would later become 

the Mount Nelson Hotel. The first shul building was inaugurated eight years later in The Gardens. 

In Johannesburg, the first recorded minyan took place in the store of a “Mr Weinstein” on the corner of 

Mark and Harrison Streets. It wasn’t long before the President Street Shul was built in 1888 – 

Johannesburg’s first shul and one of the young city’s first brick buildings. 

The Jews who founded these shuls were refugees from the poverty, hardship and oppression of Eastern 

Europe, struggling to find their way in a new country. Wherever they went, across the length and breadth 

of the country, they set up shuls to gather as a community, to pray to G-d, learn Torah, and to be 

connected to the Divine heritage of the generations of Jews that had come before them. 

We, South African Jews, the descendants of the brave pioneers who started our first congregations, have 

inherited their passion for shuls. Our shuls are places where we all feel we belong. We feel at home. We 

feel welcome no matter our background. We feel Jewish, we feel connected to community, we feel 

connected to Hashem. We love to come and feel part of a community where we find friends who become 

like family. 

This commitment to shuls goes back to the very beginnings of Jewish history. One of the first 

instructions the Jewish people received from G-d, while we were still in the desert, was to construct 

history’s very first shul: the Mishkan, the holy “Sanctuary”, the place where G-d's presence was felt most 

intensely, the place the Jewish people gathered together to connect to G-d in an intimate way. The 

Mishkan was a forerunner to the Beit HaMikdash – the holy Temple in Jerusalem – and forms the 

prototype for our shuls throughout history. According to the Talmud (Megillah 29a), even after the 

destruction of the Temple, G-d’s presence continues to dwell in the shuls we build, which our sages call a 

“miniature sanctuary”. Our shuls, so permeated with sanctity even amidst the darkness of exile, are a 

microcosm of the Mishkan and the Temple. They are places of innate holiness – of spiritual 

connectedness – where we can access G-d and be uplifted by its holy atmosphere. 

At shul, we feel a deep sense of belonging. We form bonds of love and connection with each other and 

feel held by a sense of community. We feel G-d’s presence intensely and we nourish the roots of our 

Divine values that form the essence of our Jewish identity, and keep us strong in a turbulent, confusing 

world. At shul, we find solace and tranquillity, where we can regroup, refocusing on what’s important and 

doing so together as families and as a community. When we gather together in our shuls, prayer becomes 

a communal experience – not a lonely, isolated one – a way of transcending our own narrow interests, 

praying for the good of the whole, summoning our collective merits as a community and as a people, even 

as we come before G-d in humble submission. 
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As the South African Jewish community, we recognise these truths. We feel them deeply. We experience 

weekly, daily, how our shuls enrich us spiritually, emotionally and socially. We go to shul to connect with 

Hashem. We go to shul to connect with each other. We go to shul to find faith and strength, community 

and partnership, vision and inspiration. 

And that is why these past six months have been so tough for us. One of the most difficult aspects of the 

pandemic is that we haven’t been able to go to shul – and we’ve been bereft without them. This absence 

has deepened for us how truly precious our shuls are to us. We could never have imagined a scenario 

where all our shuls would be closed. And yet that is what happened. This traumatic experience has made 

us appreciate even more what our shuls mean to us.Now, thank G-d – with our commitment to 

implementing our comprehensive safety protocols – our shuls are open to us once more. And just in 

time. Rosh Hashanah and Yom Kippur, in particular, is a time that we all feel the importance of being 

connected to our shuls and our congregations. 

This Rosh Hashanah, let us recommit as a community and as individuals to our shuls. Let each of us 

think about what we can do in the new year ahead to strengthen and deepen our connection to our shuls 

and each other. Let us each contribute our unique energy, giving what we can give and doing what we can 

do to ensure our shuls’ ongoing vibrancy and sustainability. And, in turn, let us draw strength and 

inspiration from our shuls as we end a difficult 5780 on a more hopeful note, and pray for a better 5781. 

May each of us and all of us together find favour before our Creator, and may G-d inscribe us all for a 

sweet new year – a year of health and healing. 

Shana tova, 

Chief Rabbi Warren Goldstein 
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HaMizrachi | A Time to Regain Lost Vision 

When a baby is in its mother’s womb, according to the Gemara,  it can see from one side of the world to 
1

the other. Obviously this cannot be understood on a literal, physical level. What our sages are conveying 

to us through this vivid description is that vision is one of the most important aspects of human 

greatness. 

Vision  is the intellectual clarity to grasp the ultimate purpose of life; the emotional power to transcend 
2

our current circumstances, to see beyond what’s immediately in front of us; and the spiritual inspiration 

to rise above the travails of life in order to understand the big picture, the full perspective of why we are 

here on this earth. 

Often, we get so engrossed and entangled in the day-to-day challenges that we don’t stop to think about 

why we are here in the first place, and whether we are fulfilling the purpose for which we were created. In 

the rush and pressure of daily life, we often lose sight of the big picture, of our lofty purpose.  
3

Rosh Hashanah is a time to step back and regain our lost vision. And the call of the shofar is how we do 

it. The Rambam writes that the message of the shofar is to “awaken those who are asleep.”  The analogy 
4

to sleep is profound. The dreams we experience in our sleep seem so real at the time, yet the moment we 

wake up we realize they were merely illusions. So, too, we often live life in a spiritual slumber; we dream 

of accumulating material possessions and indulging ourselves to the greatest extent, and we forget about 

any higher purpose. The shofar is a call from G-d to wake up to that higher purpose – to remember why 

we are in this world in the first place; it is a call to regain our vision, to transcend our daily 

entanglements and return to the basics. It is a call to our souls to return to the reality of why G-d created 

us – to live a life of good deeds and in so doing, make the world into a better place.  

It is significant that Rosh Hashanah, the day of repentance  and judgment,  takes place on the 
5 6

anniversary of the creation of the world.  There is a deep connection between these two aspects of the 
7

day. The fact that G-d created the world means that life has an elevated, Divine purpose. At the heart and 

soul of the Torah’s worldview is the idea that life has a purpose; that G-d created each and every one of us 

to carry out a unique mission in this world,  fulfilling His commandments and living life on an elevated 
8

plane. People can so easily forget the purpose of life, and slip into a dream-like state of being, where 

trivial matters assume inflated importance, and important values are forgotten. The shofar, with its 

simple call to the clarity of purpose, awakens us to see the world the way it is instead of how it appears 

when we are in a state of spiritual sleep. G-d has given us the incredible gift of Rosh Hashanah to wake us 

up and reconnect us with who we are and why we are here. 

1 Talmud, Niddah 30b 
2 The Hebrew word “chazon” means both vision as well as prophecy, see I Samuel 3:1; Isaiah 1:1, Proverbs 29:18 
3 See Mesilat Yesharim, chapter 2 
4 Rambam, Hilchot Teshuvah 3:4 
5 Rosh Hashanah marks the first of the “Ten Days of Repentance”, see Rambam, Hilchot Teshuvah 2:6 
6 Mishna, Rosh Hashanah 1:2; see Talmud, Rosh Hashanah 32b; Talmud, Arachin 10b 
7 See Talmud, Rosh Hashanah 10b-11a; Vayikra Rabbah 29:1; Pesikta D'Rav Kahanna 23:1; Pirkei DeRabbi 
Eliezer 8:1; Bereishit Rabbah 22:4. See also Maharsha, Rosh Hashanah 16a 
8 See Sefat Emet, Numbers, Parshat Korach, 13:2, quoting his grandfather, Chidushei HaRim on Avot 1:14 
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Reconnecting with our soul and with our deepest Divine purpose in this world brings with it invigorating 

joy. This is why Rosh Hashanah – though it is a day of judgment and introspection – is also celebrated as 

a festival.  It is a day on which we celebrate the profound joy of knowing our purpose, of renewing our 
9

sense of purpose and recapturing the transcendent vision of life we all saw so perfectly in the womb. 

 

  

9 See Shulchan Aruch 597:1; Shulchan Aruch HaGraz O.C. 529:5, 597:1 
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Cape Jewish Chronicle | Getting perspective 

Whenever I’m on Table Mountain – whether I scramble up Platteklip Gorge or take the 

cable car I’ll leave you to decide – I’m always struck by the perspective it provides. 

 

The entire city is spread out before you. You can see the lay of the land; what goes where, how everything 

fits together, how the different geographical landscapes relate to each other. In some ways, it looks very 

different from how you would imagine it to be when you’re on the ground — when your more 

detail-oriented, micro-lensed perspective obscures the big picture. 

 

Think about how the Torah was given to us on a mountain – Sinai – with all it symbolises. When we 

stand on top of a mountain, we have a completely different perspective on the world. We see the big 

picture. This is the Sinai perspective – looking at the world and our lives from the lofty vantage point of 

God’s values, which are as solid and eternal as a mountain. So often, we get drawn after fleeting fads, 

after en vogue values and the latest fashionable attitudes, after glittering objects and ephemeral 

experiences. It is so easy to forget what life is really all about. 

 

COVID-19 and the ensuing lockdown has forced us to stop and think about the big picture. These 

big-picture moments bring our lives back into focus. What do we really want from life? What is our true 

purpose? What are our priorities? The answers to these questions will come when we go up the mountain 

of our Divine values. But how do we do that? To really know what the way of life of our Sinai values looks 

like, we need to learn more. One practical step we can all take in the coming year is to dedicate more time 

to learning what the Torah teaches us about life and our values. When we learn Torah, we climb up the 

mountain and see the world from God’s perspective, and understand what we can do to become better 

people and achieve our purpose in this world.  

 

Rosh Hashanah arrives this year at this poignant moment of introspection in our lives. Shul will feel so 

different, with all the safety protocols we must implement to protect our community from harm. But our 

Rosh Hashanah and Yom Kippur experiences can still be deep and profound, still be transformative and 

uplifting. We can use the time to pray to Hashem and really connect with Him emotionally and 

spiritually. As we do, let us all make one clear new resolution for the year ahead: let’s learn the wisdom of 

the Torah so that we look at our lives from on top of the mountain of God’s values for us. 

 

May Hashem bless our community and our country and our world with health and healing in the year 

ahead. 
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SA Jewish Report | Chief Rabbi’s lockdown lessons 

Over these traumatic months, I have seen people deal with illness and bereavement with faith and 

fortitude. I have seen tenacious and bold entrepreneurs face and prevail over devastating odds. I have 

seen generous donors support them. 

I have seen people lose their jobs but not their self-worth. I have seen schools transform themselves into 

online institutions within days. I have seen parents transform themselves into home-schooling experts 

and dig deep to keep their children stimulated, entertained and safe, while stuck at home for months. 

I have seen rabbis and rebbetzins teach, comfort, and hold their congregants with love across digital 

platforms when it wasn’t possible to do so in person. I have seen the total commitment of our shul 

leaders to the safety and health of our community. 

I have seen unwavering commitment to the mitzvot of mikveh and brit mila, even through so much 

complexity. I have seen barmitzvah boys, who prepared for so long to lein, accept with happiness the 

limitations of their situation. 

I have seen young couples decide not to postpone their weddings, and rather celebrate now within the 

constraints of all the medical protocols. 

I have seen people generously supporting their schools and shuls through this crisis. I have seen brave 

doctors and healthcare workers risk their lives to heal others. 

I have seen managers of our old-aged homes across the country completely overhaul how they operate to 

prevent the spread of death. I have seen community organisations work together in unity and as a team 

for the sake of us all. 

I have seen resilience, acceptance, courage, faith, innovation, adaptability, optimism, hope, and strength. 

I have seen that we are much stronger and more resilient than we can even imagine. 

Where does this strength come from? From within. We are created, as the Torah teaches us, ‘in G-d’s 

image’, with an awesome Divine soul, which has within it a reflection of His greatness. That is where our 

greatness comes from. 

And throughout these months, I have seen G-d’s energy and light shining through us all. He has walked 

with us through this rollercoaster journey, giving us the courage and wisdom we need to get through it 

with strength and dignity. We go forward with Hashem into 5781, confident that with His blessings and 

our inner strength, we are ready for the New Year. 
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SA Jewish Report | Rebbetzin Gina Goldstein’s lockdown lessons 

My lessons from lockdown: 

Everything is (more or less) okay! 

Less on my ‘to do’ list; more on my ‘to be’ list. 

Less ambition; more self-acceptance. 

Less rushing and demands; more thoughtfulness and planning. 

Less socialising with friends; more family quality time. 

Limited shopping options; more gratitude and appreciation. 

Less excitement and recreation; more creativity and innovation. 

Less noise; more silence. 

Less school educational hours; more fun and personal freedom. 

Less chatter and coffee dates; more reading and writing. 

Less live entertainment; more deep introspection. 

Less time-wasting; more Torah learning. 

Less mental stimulation; more mental hygiene. 

Fewer gym hours; more walks and talks. 

Fewer office hours and less work; more garden and sunshine. 

No visitors for yom tov; joyful meals shared alone with our kids. 

Less complaining; more thankfulness. 

More uncertainty and fear; more courage and bravery. 

My world has shrunk; my heart and mind have expanded. 

Many harsh changes; more emotional flexibility. 

More illness and health risks; more davening and tehillim. 
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More social isolation and depression; less self-centredness and judgement. 

Less income and fewer jobs; more kindness and charity. 

Less stretching our time; more balancing our priorities. 

Where there is loss and disappointment; new energy and strength swims in to fill the gaps. There is no 

vacuum, no void in life. 

Keep calm and carry on. 

May Hashem bless our community, our country, and our world with health and healing, and a good and 

sweet New Year for us all. 
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Jewish Action | A publication of the OU (USA) 

What Makes a Jewish Leader? 

‘Inside out’ - a new model of leadership for rebuilding our world 

 

So many books have been written about leadership. And yet, to the best of my knowledge, there are no 

classic Torah books dedicated exclusively to the topic. This is puzzling, since the Torah itself – in the 

Chumash, the Talmud and all of our holy sources – is replete with wisdom on how to be a good leader. 

Why, then, are there no Torah books on leadership? 

 

To answer this question, we need to redefine what it means to be a leader, by going back to our Torah 

sources and understanding what leadership means for each of us, personally.  

 

Who is a leader? What does leadership mean? And why are these questions relevant to each one of us? 

The answers, I believe, will help us find a path to a brighter future. 

  

Some discomfort with the idea of leadership 

 

The Torah seems to have a fundamental discomfort with the very idea of leadership. Firstly, the word 

“leader” implies followers, who by definition are of secondary importance to the leader. And yet a key 

teaching of the Torah is the equal and inherent value of every human being  – as the Mishna  says, 
10 11

“Beloved is the human being created in the image of G-d.” Every person is created in G-d’s image – that 

is, with a G-d-given soul  and an innate royalty and dignity.  
12

  

A second reason why Torah is uncomfortable with the notion of leaders and followers is that every single 

Jew has direct and equal access to Hashem and His Torah. The most dramatic example of this is prayer: 

we pray directly to G-d. We address Him in the second person (“You”).  In fact, one of the Thirteen 
13

Principles of Faith is that we are prohibited from praying through a person, or even an angel.  
14

  

Another example is Torah literacy and knowledge, which, over the generations, has been made accessible 

to one and all. History is replete with examples of societies who reserved the vital skill of literacy for its 

elite members as a way of entrenching their power and position. By contrast, the Talmud states that a 

child – every child – should learn to read at an early age, and describes the valiant efforts to establish 

what was probably the first national  educational system in the world, more than 2 000 years ago.  
15

Learning Torah is the calling and privilege of every Jew, not just the rabbis.  
16

  

10 Genesis 1:26-27, 9:6; See Iggeret HaRamban which states that all people are equal before God as all glory, 
wealth and honour ultimately stem from Him. 
11 Avot 3:18 
12 Maharsha, Chidushei Aggadot on Shabbat 151b; Maharsha, Chidushei Aggadot on Ketubot 8a 
13 See Avudraham, Weekday Prayers, Morning Blessings 5 
14 Rambam, Mishna Sanhedrin 10:1, Principle 5 
15 Talmud, Bava Batra 21a; see also Jerusalem Talmud, Kiddushin 8:11 
16 Deuteronomy 6:7, 33:4; Avot 6:6; Rambam, Sefer HaMitzvot. Positive Mitzvah 11, Hilchot Talmud Torah 3:1; 
Sefer HaChinuch 419 
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When G-d established a covenant with the Jewish people to keep the Torah, it was not through their 

leadership structures; it was rather a covenant with each and every person, treated as an individual of 

equal importance. As the Torah states: “You stand here today – all of you – before Hashem your G-d, the 

leaders of your tribes, the elders and officers, every person in Israel … from the choppers of wood to the 

drawers of water, to enter into the covenant with the L-rd your G-d”.  We never go through another 
17

person in order to reach Hashem. There are no gatekeepers of the system. Each of us holds the key to G-d 

and His Torah. 

  

The third reason behind the Torah’s difficulty with the concept of leadership is that we are all called on to 

be leaders. As the verse says, “And you shall be to Me a kingdom of priests [Kohanim]”.  Just as the 
18

Kohanim represent G-d’s word and play a leadership role within the Jewish people,  so too is each and 
19

every one of us called on to represent Hashem, and to teach and lead and make the world a better place. 

G-d wants us all to become great leaders, illuminating the world with His wisdom and uplifting His entire 

creation. 

  

But there is a dichotomy here. On the one hand, Torah philosophy is sceptical of hierarchical structures, 

which create leaders and followers. And yet, on the other hand, the Torah creates very definite leadership 

roles. There is the mitzvah to respect Torah scholars,  and we turn to our rabbis for leadership and 
20

guidance.  There are the Kohanim and Leviim tasked with running the temple services, and other 
21

responsibilities. There is the judicial leadership of the Sanhedrin, the executive leadership of the King, 

and the spiritual leadership of the Kohen Gadol, among many other official leadership positions. How do 

we understand this? How do we reconcile this deep scepticism of authority with a system that builds 

authority and leadership into its very foundations? 

  

Inside-out: a radical new leadership paradigm 

 

The answer requires us to explore a completely new paradigm of leadership. There are, of course, 

different ways to understand leadership. The Western tradition is to view leadership in a political, 

hierarchical sense – top-down. On the other hand, there are certain African traditions in which 

leadership is structured bottom-up. A classic example of this is the Imbizo custom: in certain African 

tribes, before the king can make any decision, he needs to call a gathering of the tribe – an ‘Imbizo’ – 

where everyone states their opinion, and from those opinions the chief formulates a consensus for the 

way forward. 

  

Leadership in Torah philosophy is neither ‘top-down’ nor ‘bottom-up’. It can best be described as 

‘inside-out’. What does this mean? 

  

17 Deuteronomy 29:2-11 
18 Exodus 19:6 
19 Deuteronomy 17:9; Malachai 2:7, with Rashi 
20 Talmud, Ketubot 111b; Rambam, Sefer HaMitzvot, Positive Mitzvah 6, based on Deuteronomy 10:20; Sefer 
HaChinuch 434 
21 Deuteronomy 17:9; Avot 6:6; Talmud, Rosh Hashanah 25b 
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Rabbi Yosef Yehuda Leib Bloch,  the Telzer Rosh Yeshiva, questions whether any notion of absolute 
22

leadership is even possible. Because each human being is created in the image of G-d, authority cannot 

simply be imposed; it has to be granted, at least to some extent, by the governed. 

  

There is one person in the world, however, observes Rabbi Bloch, that every single one of us can truly 

rule over – ourselves. The starting point for real leadership, he explains, is self-leadership – self-mastery, 

personal integrity, inner greatness. Leadership begins with self-mastery.  

 

This is best captured in the Mishna in Pirkei Avot:  “Who is wise? One who learns from all people … 
23

Who is powerful? One who is able to conquer his own inclination … Who is wealthy? One who is satisfied 

with his lot … Who has honour? One who gives honour to others.”  

 

This mishna recounts all that people strive for in life: wisdom, power, wealth and honour. The common 

denominator, explains the Maharal, is how the mishna makes the attainment of all of these goals 

dependent on personal mastery rather than on comparisons with the attainments of others.   
24

 

Conventional thinking defines wisdom, power, wealth and honour in relative terms, in comparison to the 

achievements of others. The mishna defines these concepts using internal, personal criteria, giving us 

aspirations that we can live by, and which are in our own hands to fulfil. With self-mastery, we have the 

humility to learn from every person, and so become truly wise. With self control, we can transcend the 

temptation to do things which are wrong, and so become truly powerful. With serenity and gratitude, we 

can find joy in what we have, and so achieve true wealth. And with generosity of spirit, we can give 

honour to others, and so achieve true honour ourselves.  

 

Leadership begins with the self, but doesn’t end there. Rabbi Shlomo Wolbe,  explains that as a person 
25

progresses through life, their circle of responsibility and influence expands. In their early stages of life 

they merely focus on themselves – with mastering their own self; when they marry and start a family, 

their circle of responsibility and influence extends to a spouse and children; it also widens further to 

include friends, community and society. Life is a journey from the inside out – from achieving greatness 

within ourselves to the point where we can positively impact the lives of the people around us. 

 

And so, we lead ourselves so that we can become leaders of others, through a process of ever-widening 

circles of influence. We lead from the ‘inside-out’. 

  

Now we can solve the puzzle of the Torah’s philosophy of leadership. We are all called on to be leaders – 

to lead and influence the people around us. Those who have been given official leadership positions 

merely have a wider circle of influence than others – but there is no categorical difference. Our rabbis 

guide and direct and influence us in the way of Torah and mitzvot. But each of us must also assume 

responsibility to lead ourselves and influence others. Whether we have “official” titles or not, each of us 

has a responsibility to impact the world through our own circle of influence and make the world a better 

place. 

22 Shiurei Da’at 3:1 
23 Avot 4:1 
24 Derech Chaim, Avot 4:1 
25 Alei Shur vol. 1, Sha’ar 4 
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The Torah philosophy of leadership finds particular expression in a few crucial mitzvot. The mitzvah of 

learning Torah, for example, is defined by the Rambam as “learning and teaching”. The mishna in Pirkei 

Avot  says “establish many students”. This, explains the Tiferes Yisrael,  is referring not only to the 
26 27

official rabbis and teachers of the community, but to each and every one of us. Obviously we have to 

teach with integrity and not profess knowledge and expertise we do not have – but, subject to such 

limitation, we have a responsibility to share the wisdom of Torah with as many people as possible.  

 

There is the mitzvah of kiddush Hashem – sanctifying Hashem’s name. It is a mitzvah for every single 

one of us to promote Hashem’s reputation in the world.  Of course, the most fundamental way to do this 
28

is to set an example – living an exemplary, G-dly life can be a beacon to our family, our friends, our 

community and greater society. Part of this is the mitzvah to love Hashem,  which the Gemara  expands 
29 30

to include “making the name of the Heaven beloved to all”. In other words, we have an obligation to 

inspire as many people as possible to love Hashem. The Gemara explains that this is achieved by 

speaking gently and kindly to people and showing respect for their dignity, as well as by conducting 

ourselves with integrity; when others see how those who subscribe to Torah values live their lives in such 

an elevated manner, then they want to be a part of it.  

 

Building a better world 

  

These Torah perspectives on leadership can guide at this crucial time. Over the past few months, we have 

been through a most traumatic challenge. The coronavirus pandemic and the ensuing lockdown is the 

most dramatic interruption to ordinary life in modern history, and perhaps the biggest international 

crisis since the Second World War. Our own communities have been pushed to breaking point. We lost 

leaders and loved ones, our schools and shuls were shuttered for months, our ability to earn a living was 

severely curtailed.  

 

Now is the time to rebuild. And we can’t just leave it to the people in official leadership positions alone. 

The responsibility falls on each one of us – to rebuild our families, our communities, our shuls and 

schools and places of business. We need to look for every opportunity to contribute, to be kind and offer 

support to those in need, to make a real difference in the world.  

 

We need to redefine leadership – assume the mission ourselves -– and ensure the coronavirus crisis is 

not just something we withstood, but an inflection point; something we learned from, and emerged 

better and bolder and stronger as a result.  

 

We are all leaders. We all have the responsibility to impact society through our circles of influence. As we 

venture out into a brave new world, encountering all the challenges and opportunities it brings, let us all 

embrace this responsibility – and build a better world for all. 

 

 

26 Avot 1:1 
27 Tiferet Yisrael, Avot 1:1 
28 Leviticus 22:32; Rambam, Sefer HaMitzvot, Positive Mitzvah 9, Negative Mitzvah 63; Sefer HaChinuch 295, 296 
29 Deuteronomy 6:4; Rambam, Sefer HaMitzvot, Positive Mitzvah 3; Sefer HaChinuch 418 
30 Talmud, Yoma 86a  
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