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The Shofar that is Sounded in BIuI

A few weeks before Rosh Hashanah I was walking home from
morning minyan in Jerusalem when a construction worker came
over to me and said: ('Ani to dati-I am not religious-but I

know that it's not Rosh Hashanah yet. Why do they sound the
shofar every morning around here?"

I explained to him that we sound the shofar every day dur-

ing the month preceding Rosh Hashanah. He had never heard
of this practice, he said. He seemed interested, so I told him that
this was like a spiritual alarm clock, designed to awaken us from
our spiritual slumber in preparation for the great judgment day
of Rosh Hashanah. He smiled and said he thought that this was
a splendid idea: ((Me tzuya n. I(ot hakavod!)) We wished one
another a shanah tova) and we each went on our way.

I was touched by this brief colloquy in two distinct ways.
Firstly, I was saddened that a Jew in Jerusalem who knew about
shofar and Rosh Hashanah knew nothing about the daily Elul
shofar; but I was uplifted by the open and respectful way in

which he listened and accepted my explanation.

II

The encounter brought to mind the recently issued Guttman In-
stitute Report published by the Avi Chai Foundation, "Beliefs,
Observances, and Social Interaction Among Israeli Jews." If the
study accurately reflects reality-and it has engendered much dis-
cussion in Israel and abroad-non-observant Israelis are not as
anti-religious or even as non-religious as one might have thought.

Certain traditional observances and beliefs are found among
almost all Israelis: some celebration of major Yom- Tov festivals;
performance of life-cycle mitzvot such as berit milah; a commit-
ment to Jewish continuity. Other traditional practices, such as
marking the onset of the Shabbat, involve about two-thirds of the
population. Only twenty percent of Israelis characterize them-
selves as "totally non-observant," (remarkably, thirty-nine percent
of these marked Shabbat in some way) while fully forty percent
say they are "somewhat observant." Fourteen percent call them-
selves "strictly observant," and twenty-four percent define them-
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selves as "observant to a great extent." Sixty percent believe in

the existence of God, and twenty percent of the non -observant

hold this belief. Half of Israeli Jews firmly believe in Torah Min
HashamayimJ in Divine Providence, that the Torah and the
mitzvot are God's commands, and that good deeds are rewarded.
More than a third believe in a world-to-come and in the coming
of the Messiah.

The study suggests that the so-called polarization of Israeli
society between religious and secular may be exaggerated; that
instead there apparently exists a continuum from the "strictly
observant" to the "non-observant"; that the miltantly anti-reli-
gious attitude that supposedly animates at least half the popula-
tion may not exist at all; and that Israeli society has a strong and
natural traditional bent.

To be sure, there is resentment against some Orthodox
ways and habits, but in the great issues of religion and belief, the
division seems to be more of a valley than a deep chasm. And
apparently this valley is created less by anti-religious attitudes
than by religious undernourishment.

All this attests to the amazing staying power and tenacity of
the Torah within the Jewish souL. Despite the best efforts of
numerous Israeli governments that have been hostile to tradi-
tional Judaism, and despite a state-run school system that has
systematically denuded the curriculum of major elements of clas-
sical Jewish knowledge and values, it is apparent that Jewish
observances, mitzvot, and beliefs still have a powerful hold on
many Israelis.

Ironically, if the Guttman report is accurate, it is also a
source of some remorse and heartache. For it suggests that an
erroneous reading of reality has caused Orthodox Jews to dis-
miss the non-Orthodox out of hand, and that we have lulled
ourselves to sleep with the thought that they are in any case

beyond the pale-when all along they have been, and stil are,
emotionally and intellectually open to some overture and some
understanding.

III

In my remorse I begin to fantasize: perhaps this is a propitious
time for the Orthodox-not only in Israel but everywhere-to
open up windows, not for the purpose of allowing the outside
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world in, but, like the windows of the ancient Beit Hamikdash,
to allow the values of Torah to radiate outward.

Opening windows means, firstly, the recognition of the
essential J ewishness of fellow Jews, even when they are pro-
foundly ignorant and non-observant of their Jewishness.

It means looking directly at others, not as through a glass
darkly, and to regard them as you wish to be regarded, accepting
them on their own terms, understanding who they are and why
they are, realizing that non-observant Jews are not willfully
rebellng against God or His Torah.

It means an implementation of the famous dictum of the
Hazon Ish and of R. Shneyor Zalman of Liadi which urges us to
reach out to the non-observant with avotot she! ahava) "bonds of
love. "

It also means looking inward and asking ourselves a painful
question: are we in our daily conduct a source of pride to that
Torah to which we claim allegiance and whose teachings we so
energetically try to disseminate?

In my reverie, individual Orthodox Jews everywhere begin
to open windows. Instead of shying away from close contact
with the non-Orthodox, perhaps from a fear of being religiously
diluted, tainted, or even tempted, they gradually realize that in
today's climate, when the souls of the non-Orthodox are actually
yearning for a touch of sanctity, it might be in the best interests
of God, Torah and Israel for at least a few individual Orthodox
Jews to break through the isolation which has separated them

from the non-observant and to initiate some contact with these
our brothers.

Fantasies have a way of running wild, and in this one,
Orthodox Jews suddenly ask themselves questions never asked
before: Is there any longer a need to be fearful of the stranger

who is not exactly like us? Should there be a sense of unease
when a non -observant Jew moves into the neighborhood? What
would happen if those new Israeli housing developments which
advertise that they are "for religious familes" were to admit the
rare non-observant family that is undaunted by these words and
that wants to live in an Orthodox community? Should some
Orthodox Jews consider the possibility of living in non-Ortho-
dox neighborhoods? Would not the impact of an understanding,
giving, observant family have a salutary effect on that neighbor-
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hood which is in any case not as far removed from Judaism as we
have been led to believe? And might not the experience also

have a beneficial effect on the members of the Orthodox family,
causing them to look at themselves anew and to articulate that
which had always been taken for granted?

Who knows? If things go well, perhaps those iron barriers
that go up every Friday night to keep the traffic out of Ortho-
dox enclaves in Jerusalem and which help ensure that tranquil
and other-wordly Jerusalem Shabbat-perhaps those barriers
might some day be removed, and with them the state of mind
that blocks out the view of all others who are not like us.

iv

But fantasies have a short life-span. Mine ran out of steam when I
asked myself a painful question: how can we ever reach out lov-
ingly to a non-Orthodox Jew when our own fully observant
Orthodox neighbor-who believes in the same God and the same
Torah and observes the same tefllín and kashrut and mikveh and
Shabbat and prayer as we do-is nevertheless a stranger to us
because he: wears a shtreimetJ or does not; wears a kippah serugahJ
or does not: wears a broad-brimmed black hat, or does not; wears
a long black coat, or does not; wears a sport jacket, or does not;
follows my rebbe, or does not; pronounces Hebrew the way I do,
or does not? If we cannot live together even with observant Jews
unless they are our identical ideological twins, wil we ever be able
to touch the souls of non-observant Jews?

Even fantasies have their limits.
Which is too bad. Because without such fantasies all the

windows wil remain tightly shut, and all the surveys which sug-
gest that there are milions of Jews in Israel-and around the
world-waiting to be touched by the magic of Torah wil remain

lifeless statistics.
And worse stil, not only the construction worker but also

his children will very likely grow up without ever hearing the
shofar that is sounded in Elul, and maybe not even the shofar
that is sounded on Rosh Hashanah.
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