Kol Demama: The Voice Within

Shofar Text Bank

Biblical Uses of the Shofar

Mount Sinai
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On the third day, as morning dawned, there was thunder, and lightning, and a dense cloud
upon the mountain, and a very loud blast of the shofar; and all the people who were in the
camp trembled... The blare of the horn grew louder and louder. As Moses spoke, God answered
him in thunder. (Exodus 19:16,19)
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All the people witnessed the thunder and lightning, the blare of the horn and the mountain
smoking; and when the people saw it, they fell back and stood at a distance. (Exodus 20:15)

Jubilee Year
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You shall count off seven weeks of years—seven times seven years—so that the period of seven
weeks of years gives you a total of forty-nine years. Then you shall sound the horn loud; in the
seventh month, on the tenth day of the month—the Day of Atonement—you shall have the
horn sounded throughout your land and you shall hallow the fiftieth year. You shall proclaim
release throughout the land for all its inhabitants. It shall be a jubilee for you: each of you shall
return to his holding and each of you shall return to his family. (Leviticus 25:8-10)

Conquering Jericho
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Let all your troops march around the city and complete one circuit of the city. Do this six days,
with seven priests carrying seven shofars preceding the Ark. On the seventh day, march around
the city seven times, with the priests blowing the shofars. And when a long blast is sounded on
the shofar—as soon as you hear that sound of the shofar—all the people shall give a mighty
shout. Thereupon the city wall will collapse, and the people shall advance, every man straight
ahead. (Joshua 6:3-5)

Coronation of a king
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The priest Zadok took the horn of oil from the Tent and anointed Solomon. They sounded the
shofar and all the people shouted, “Long live King Solomon!” (1 Kings 1:39)

Ingathering of Exiles
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And in that day, a great shofar shall be sounded; and the strayed who are in the land of Assyria
and the expelled who are in the land of Egypt shall come and worship God on the holy mount,
in Jerusalem. (Isaiah 27:13)

Announcing the New Moon and Festivals
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Blow the horn on the new moon, on the full moon for our feast day. (Psalms 81:4)

Praising God
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Praise God with blasts of the shofar; praise God with harp and lyre. (Psalms 150:3)



The Function of the Shofar
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Even though blowing the shofar on Rosh Hashana is a Torah decree, it also contains an allusion.
Namely, “Wake up you sleepers from your slumber and the unconscious from your stupor and
search your ways and return in repentance and remember your Creator!” These are the people
who forget the truth in the transience of time and waste all their years in futility and emptiness
which does not have purpose and will not save them, look at yourselves and improve your ways
and your actions and each one of you should leave your evil ways and thoughts that are not
good.” (Rambam, Mishneh Torah, Hilchot Teshuvah 3:4)
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Similarly, Rabbi Abbahu said: Why does one sound a blast with a shofar made from a ram’s
horn on Rosh Hashanah? The Holy One, Blessed be He, said: Sound a blast before Me with a
shofar made from a ram’s horn, so that | will remember for you the binding of Isaac, son of
Abraham, in whose stead a ram was sacrificed, and | will ascribe it to you as if you had bound
yourselves before Me. (Babylonian Talmud, Rosh Hashanah 16a)
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Sound upon the great shofar for our freedom and raise the banner to gather our exiles and
gather us together from the four corners of the earth. Blessed are You, O Lord, Who gathers
together the dispersed of His people of Israel. (Siddur, Weekday Amidah)
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"God ascends in acclamation (lit. in truah), Adonai in the call of the shofar" (Psalms 47:6). When
God sits and ascends to the Throne of Judgement, God ascends with judgement. What
happens? God ascends with acclimation (lit. truah), and when Israel takes their shofars and
sounds them before God, God stands up from the Throne of Judgement and sits on the Throne
of Mercy, as it says, "Adonai in the call of the shofar," And they are filled with mercy and God
has mercy on them, and switches their treatment from the attribute of judgement to the
attribute of mercy. When? In the month Tishrei. (Vayikrah (Leviticus) Rabbah, 29:3)



The Sound of the Shofar
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One who blows into a pit or a cistern or a jug, if he heard the sound of the shofar, he has
fulfilled his obligation, but if he hears the echo, he has not fulfilled his obligation. And also one
who was passing behind a synagogue or if his house was next to the synagogue and he heard
the sound of the shofar or of the megillah [being read], if he directed his heart (had intention),
then he has fulfilled his obligation, but if not he has not fulfilled his obligation. Even though this
one heard and this one heard, this one directed his heart and this one did not. (Mishnah Rosh
Hashanah 3:7)
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As it is written: “It is a day of sounding [terua] the shofar to you” (Numbers 29:1), and we
translate this verse in Aramaic as: It is a day of yevava to you. And to define a yevava, the
Gemara quotes a verse that is written about the mother of Sisera: “Through the window she
looked forth and wailed [vateyabev], the mother of Sisera” (Judges 5:28). One Sage, the tanna
of the baraita, holds that this means moanings, broken sighs, as in the blasts called shevarim.
And one Sage, the tanna of the mishna, holds that it means whimpers, as in the short blasts
called teruot. (Babylonian Talmud, Rosh Hashanah 33b)
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Due to the length of the years and the great [burdens] of exile, we have a doubt about this
teruah that is mentioned in the Torah, and we do not know how it is. It may be the wail that
women wail amongst themselves at the time that they weep. Or it may be the sigh that one
sighs, time after time, whilst his heart is worried about a big thing. Or both of them together —
the sigh and the wail, as it is the way [of a wail] to come after it — may be called teruah. For
this is the way of a worrier, to first sigh, and then wail. Hence we do all [three possibilities]. The
wail is what we [today] call teruah (even though it is only one possibility of what the Torah
meant by the word). And the sighing — this after that — is what we call three shevarim...
(Rambam, Mishneh Torah, Hilchot Shofar 3:2-3)



The Form of the Shofar
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One Sage, Rabbi Yehuda, holds that on Rosh Hashanah the more a person bends his mind and
humbles himself by bending in prayer, the better. Therefore, a curved shofar is sounded as an
allusion to our bent minds and bodies. But on Yom Kippur, the more a person straightens his
mind and prays with simplicity, the better. Therefore, a straight shofar is sounded. The other
Sage, the anonymous tanna of the mishna, maintains the opposite: On Rosh Hashanah, the
more a person straightens his mind and avoids any crookedness, the better. On fasts, on the
other hand, the more a person bends his mind and humbles himself, the better. (Babylonian
Talmud, Rosh Hashanah 26b)
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A shofar which has split and then he stuck it together is not valid. If he stuck together fragments

of shofars, it is not valid. If there was a hole in a shofar and he closed it up, if it interferes with
the blowing it is not valid, but if it does not it is valid. (Mishnah, Rosh Hashanah 3:6)

Shofar in Elul
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On the New Moon of Elul the Holy One said to Moses: "Come up to me on the mountain"
(Exodus 24:12), and they sounded a shofar throughout the camp, for behold, Moses has
ascended the mountain, so that they do not go astray again after the worship of idols. The Holy
One was exalted that day with that shofar, as it is said, "God is exalted with a blast (tr’'uah), the
Lord with the sound of a shofar (b’kol shofar)" (Psalms 47:5). Therefore, the sages instituted
that the Shofar should be sounded on the New Moon of Elul every year. (Pirkei D’Rebbe Eliezer
46)
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... Because the shofar saved Israel from sin and the month of Elul is a month intended for
teshuva, for it is the last month of the year and before the Days of Judgment, the sages of
musar hinted at this from the verse “I am my Beloved’s and my Beloved is mine” whose initial



letters form the word “Elul,” which is to say that now is the time when all of my thoughts
should be toward my Beloved, and when | do this, then my Beloved is also mine, for God
watches over me for my benefit. Also, the shofar is capable of [eliciting] teshuva...Therefore all
of Israel have adopted the practice of blowing the shofar after prayer for this entire month.
(Aruch Ha-shulchan, Orach Chayim 581:1)
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The Sages enacted the blowing of the shofar on Rosh Chodesh Elul every year, and the entire
month, to warn Israel to repent, as it says “If a shofar is blown in the city will the people not
quake?!” (Amos 3), and also to befuddle the Satan. (Tur, Orach Chayim 581)



