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Rosh Hashana Readings 

Thoughts of Rav Soloveitchik and A.J. Heschel 

 

Rabbi Joseph B. Soloveitchik (1903-1993) and Abraham Joshua Heschel (1907-1972) were two of 

the most profound and brilliant Jewish thinkers of the 20th Century. Both were born in Europe but made 

their homes in the United States. Here are some of their thoughts on man, religion, prayer, and teshuva. 

 

Abraham Joshua Heschel, ‘To Recover The Questions’, God in Search of Man, p3 

It is customary to blame secular science and anti-religious philosophy for the eclipse of religion in 

modern society. It would be more honest to blame religion for its own defeats. Religion declined not 

because it was refuted, but because it became irrelevant, dull, oppressive, insipid. When faith is 

completely replaced by creed, worship by discipline, love by habit; when the crisis of today is ignored 

because of the splendour of the past, when religion speaks only in the name of authority rather than with 

the voice of compassion – its message becomes meaningless. 

Religion is an answer to man’s ultimate questions. The moment we become oblivious to man’s ultimate 

questions, religion becomes irrelevant and its crisis sets in. Our primary task is to rediscover the 

questions to which religion is an answer. 

 

Rabbi Joseph B. Soloveitchik, Worship of the Heart, p.38 

Man is bored. Hundreds of millions of dollars are spent on his entertainment and amusement. He pays 

enormous sums to anyone who can elicit a smile from him and make him forget his daily worries. What 

are these worries? Poverty, sickness, persecution, physical pain? None of these. His main worry is 

existence itself. He is dissatisfied with what he is doing, with his job, trade or profession. He hates the 

routine of getting up at 7, catching the 7:45 train, and arriving at the office, where one meets the same 

people and discusses the same affairs. He finds no joy in what he is doing; he wants to free himself from 

his daily obligations and activities. He resents the repetition, which is basically a natural phenomenon. 

He is the most miserable of creatures because he is confined to a cyclic existence which keeps on 

retracing its steps afresh; for he knows what he is going to do next and what is expected of him. He 

travels to far-off places, because he is tired of his hometown, with its familiar surroundings, and he 

engages in an incessant quest for new experiences and stimuli… He soon realizes that whatever he was 

looking for does not exist and he comes home, back to his old surroundings and duties. He chases a 

mirage that recedes endlessly upon his approach. 

 

Rabbi Soloveitchik, ‘The Message of The Shofar’, Before Hashem You Shall Be Purified, p9-10 

On the seventh day of Pesach, 5727 (1967), I awoke from a fitful sleep. A thunderstorm was raging outside, and 

the wind and rain blew angrily through the window of my room. Half-awake, I quickly jumped to my feet and 

closed the window. I then thought to myself that my wife was sleeping downstairs in the sun room next to the 

parlour, and I remembered that the window was left open there as well. She could catch pneumonia, which, in her 

weakened state, would be devastating. 

I ran downstairs, rushed into her room, and slammed the window shut. I then turned around to see whether she 

had awoken from the storm or was still sleeping. I found the room empty, the couch where she slept neatly covered. 

In reality she had passed away the previous month…The most tragic and frightening experience was the shock 

that I encountered in that half-second when I turned from the window to find the room empty. I was certain that a 

few hours earlier I had been speaking with her, and that at about 10 o’clock she had said good night and retired 
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to her room. I could not understand why the room was empty. I thought to myself, “I just spoke with her. I just 

said good night to her. Where is she?” 

 

Every Jew is obligated to sustain similar emotions on Rosh Hashanah. The required response to the 

shofar, which the Rambam refers to as awakening from sleep, is the abrupt, tragic, realisation that the 

false assumptions upon which we build our lives have come crashing before our eyes. We are jolted with 

the sudden awareness of the grievous extent to which our actions have alienated us from God. Amidst 

the panic of this experience. We have neither the intellectual nor the emotional fortitude to adequately 

express remorse, resolve, confession or even prayer. We find ourselves alone, bereft of our illusions, 

terrified and paralysed before God. 

 

Abraham Joshua Heschel, ‘Why We Pray’, from The Wisdom of Heschel 

The world is aflame with evil and atrocity; the scandal of perpetual desecration of the world cries to high 

heaven. And we, coming face to face with it, are either involved as callous participants or, at best, remain 

indifferent onlookers....  

We pray because the disproportion of human misery and human compassion is so enormous. We pray 

because our grasp of the depth of suffering is comparable to the scope of perception of a butterfly flying 

over the Grand Canyon. We pray because of the experience of the dreadful incompatibility of how we 

live and what we sense. 

 

Abraham Joshua Heschel, God in Search of Man, p140 

Only those who have gone through days on which words were of no avail, on which the most brilliant 

theories jarred the ear like mere slang; only those who have experienced ultimate not-knowing, the 

voicelessness of a soul struck by wonder, total muteness, are able to enter the meaning of God, a 

meaning greater than the mind. 

There is a loneliness in us that hears. When the soul parts from the company of the ego; when we cease 

to exploit all things but instead pray the world’s cry, the world’s sigh, our loneliness may hear the living 

grace beyond all power. There is no one who has no faith. Every one of us stood at the foot of Sinai and 

beheld the voice that proclaimed, ‘I am the Lord your God’. In the spirit of Judaism, our quest for God is a 

return to God. The Hebrew word for repentance, teshuvah, means return. Yet it also means answer.  

According to the Rabbis, daily, at all times, ‘A Voice cries: in the wilderness prepare the way of the Lord, make 

straight a desert in the highway for our God’ (Isaiah 40:3) 

 

Rabbi Joseph B. Soloveitchik 1903-1993 Halakhic Man, Footnote 4 

The philosophy that states that religious experience is tranquil and neatly ordered, tender and delicate; it 

is an enchanted stream for bitter souls and still waters for troubled spirits. The person “who comes in 

from the field weary” from the battlefield and campaigns of life, from the secular domain which is filled 

with doubts and fears, contradictions and refutations, clings to religion as does a baby to its mother… If 

you wish to acquire tranquillity without paying the price of spiritual agonies, turn unto religion! If you 

wish to achieve a fine psychic equilibrium without having to first undergo a slow, gradual personal 

development, turn unto religion. And if you wish to achieve an instant spiritual wholeness and simplicity 

that need not be formed out of the struggles and torments of consciousness, turn unto religion! This 

ideology is intrinsically false and deceptive. Religious consciousness is exceptionally complex, rigorous, 

and tortuous. Where you find its complexity there you find its greatness. 


