
 

 
 
Rosh Hashana: A Shofar, A Broken Heart, and A Good Cry 
 
Dear Friends, 
 
This year, somewhere in the middle of the month of Elul (which ends today), I truly 
understood for the first time the famous saying attributed to the Kotzker Rebbe: 
“There is nothing more whole than a broken heart.” 
 
The Veahavta Beit Midrash classes for the month of Elul were dedicated to the 
human experience. We called the series “To Be Human.” 
 
One of the sessions dealt with human brokenness. The title of the lesson was “As a 
Broken Shard” - an image taken from the “Unetaneh Tokef” prayer written in the 
Middle Ages. We will recite this prayer together at services on both days of Rosh 
Hashana. 
 
The lesson began with the beautiful melody composed by Yair Rosenblum for this 
prayer, performed by the Givatron choir, with Hanoch Elbalak - who recently passed 
- as soloist.  
 
A human being is likened to a  shard that breaks. 
withering grass, a fading flower, 
a passing shade, a dissipating cloud, 
a blowing wind, flying dust, and a fleeting dream!* 
 
At first reading, the comparison to a broken shard implies human fragility and the 
brevity of life. While this may be a true and straightforward reading of the text, we 
found an entirely different meaning, one which is very significant.  
 
First of all, is not a broken shard. Rather, it is a shard that breaks. The shard that 
breaks, it appears, is actually a blessing, not a grave reality, because it is Creation’s 
way of rejuvenating and promoting growth. 
 
By nature, we avoid crises. We prefer peace and quiet, and if change is to happen, 
better it should be on our terms (like a short vacation in Thailand, for example). But 



true change usually doesn’t work that way. It comes from the unknown, and 
therefore it is scary. We will usually do everything in our power to stick to what we 
are used to, what we know, and we will try with all of our might to defend what we 
have. This is the role of the ego, and it is both natural and important. It, too, is part of 
the “plan.” 
 
But Creation has much bigger plans for us. Creation itself is always in flux, changing, 
flowing in a current that comes from the expanse of infinity into what is, what exists. 
(This is the meaning of the Hebrew term “yesh me’ayin”, literally “exists from 
nothingness” or “spontaneous creation”) This is not like a refreshing rearrangement 
of the furniture. It is far more disconcerting. 
 
Significant change usually happens as a result of a crisis which occurs to us or to 
someone close to us. And crisis, when it happens - and it always does - forces us to 
make changes which we truly didn’t foresee or plan for. 
 
Crisis, or the “shard that breaks” brings renewal. It enables the flow of the forces of 
creation, “yesh me’ayin.” It comes from the expanse of infinity to assure 
regeneration. 
 
This brings us to Rosh Hashana - the beginning of change! For Shana comes from 
the word Shinui, change. 
 
Rosh Hashana is one of the most important holidays in the Hebrew calendar, yet it 
does not appear in the Torah! That is, it does, but under a different name. In the 
Torah the month of Tishre is the seventh month, and its first day is called “Yom 
Tru’ah”, a day of blasting the Shofar: “In the seventh month, on the first day of 
the month, you shall observe a sacred occasion: you shall not work at your 
occupations. You shall observe it as a day when the blast is sounded.” 
(Bamidbar 29:1) 
 
“A day when the blast is sounded” seems pretty negligible, but it isn’t; not at all! We 
just don’t appreciate how important a blast is, and what its connection is to Rosh 
Hashana and to change. 
 
In Psalms it says: “Happy is the people who know the joyful blast; O LORD, they 
walk in the light of Your presence.” (79:16) It appears that there is joy in knowing 
this blast. And one who knows the secret of the blast is able to walk in the light of the 
Creator! 
 
Our Sages determined that the blasts of the shofar - Teki’ah, Sh’varim, T’ru’ah - are 
meant to sound like crying, like sobs! The model that they chose for this was the 



bitter crying of the mother of Sisra. Sisra was a fierce Canaanite military commander 
in the north of the country, who came to fight Bnei Yisrael. His army was defeated by 
Barak Ben Avino’am and Devorah the prophetess. As he was escaping, he found 
shelter in the tent of Ya’el, the wife of Hever the Kenite. She gave him milk to drink, 
and when he fell asleep, she killed him. 
 
I think it is amazing that our Sages chose the cry of the mother of Sisra, our great 
enemy, as a model for the sound of the shofar, the sound of great crisis. Sisra’s 
mother looked out from the window of her house and cried - when will my son 
return? When will he return?And then she realizes that he will never be coming back. 
 
And her heart is broken! 
 
Like the siren on Holocaust Day or the Memorial Day for the Fallen of the IDF, the 
blast of the shofar is meant to break our heart! 
 
Why? 
 
So that something new can happen; so that new light can shine in through the walls 
of routine. 
 
One of the most beautiful lines written by the Jewish poet and singer Leonard 
Cohen, z”l, is - “There is a crack in everything; That's how the light gets in.” It is 
based on the no-less-beautiful line by the Kotzker Rebbe: “There is nothing more 
whole than a broken heart.” 
 
The break or the crack transforms that which is whole into something even more 
whole! Because without it, even the whole becomes stagnant. There is no flow from 
infinity, and no spontaneous creation. There is only rearrangement of that which 
already exists.  
 
Crises create cracks in what we have, in the stability we have strived for, in the quiet 
we so much wanted, in the wholeness we created for ourselves. Through crises the 
light of infinity can come in, rejuvenate, and renew “yesh-me’ayin.” 
 
Tears are one of the most important tools in our human toolbox! Even if the crying 
comes from a place of deep pain, it enlarges the cracks a bit.  cleanses the old, the 
heavy, the moldy, the stagnant. It quenches the dry earth of our soul and enables 
something new to grow, something that was not there previously. “Yesh-me’ayin” 
from infinity. 
 



I don’t really know how one initiates renewal. And I certainly do not ask for crises! 
Like everyone else, I am tied to what is familiar and feel comfortable with what 
already exists. I know how to rearrange what exists very well. But I do want renewal 
from infinity, I just don’t know how to create “yesh-me’ayin.” 
 
I have learned that Creation is far more intelligent than I am, and that even crises 
originate in the realm of that intelligence. From one crisis to another I learn 
increasingly to trust the grace that they bring.  
 
At my age, I have also learned that a good cry is a gift from the Creator, and that it 
has no equal for fertilizing the process of change and renewal. 
 
Therefore, this year I will eagerly anticipate the shofar blasts. I will let them break my 
heart. I will let them crack the walls of Jericho which surround my routine and 
prevent new light from shining through. 
 
This year I will accept the role of the cracks willingly. And when no one is looking, I 
will let tears cleanse the old, the moldy, and the stagnant, in order to prepare my 
heart for the new year, for change that is waiting to happen. 
 
Shana Tova, friends. Because good things want to happen. 
 
Elisha  
 
 
*Translation by Alexander Listengort 

 


