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As we reach the end of our journey through the wilderness and near the Promised 
Land, Moses sets two paths before the Israelites. If we heed God’s word, we will be 
blessed in every way possible and will be established as am kadosh, a holy people to 
Adonai. If, however, we do not heed God, we will be cursed.  1

 
Introducing these two paths to the Israelites Moses says, “If you listen, listen to the 
voice of Adonai your God” all blessings will follow, “You shall be blessed in the city, and 
you shall be blessed in the field. Blessed will be the fruit of your womb, the fruit of your 
soil, the fruit of your livestock...the flocks of your sheep. Blessed will be your basket and 
your kneading bowl. You shall be blessed when you come, and blessed when you 
depart.”  However, “if you do not listen to God’s voice” then curse will be upon you. “The 2

Lord will send the curse of shortages, confusion, and turmoil upon you, in every one of your 
endeavors which you undertake, until it destroys you and until you quickly vanish, because 
of your evil deeds in forsaking Me.”  And this is just the start of the list, which goes on many 3

verses to describe, in detail, how our communities will be torn apart, our cities ravaged, 
our flocks decimated, our spirits broken, our hearts to be forever consumed by terror 
and dread. 
 
This is, in a certain sense, the place we are standing right now on Yom Kippur. Midway 
through these sacred and intense 25 hours, we make our way toward our destination - 
squinting we can see the Promised Land, the gates of Neila a ways off on the horizon. 
And our fate hangs in the balance. Through our prayers and petitions, and trembling, we 
acknowledge today as the day of reckoning, when all of the choices we have made, 
whether for blessing or for curse, will be accounted for.  
 
U’netaneh Tokef is the quintessential prayer of this season. In it we declare  

Behold the Day of Judgment!... 
As a shepherd herds his flock, causing his sheep to pass beneath his staff,  

1  Deuternonomy 28:1 
2  Deuteronomy 28:3-6 
3  Deuteronomy 28:20 
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so do You - God - cause to pass, count, and record. Visiting the souls of all 
living, decreeing the length of their days, Inscribing their judgment.  4

What has been our year? How have we lived? Whom have we wronged? Where have 
we fallen short? How will we be judged?  
 
In Moses’s words to the Israelites, he uses a particular phrase. As he lays out the two 
paths before us, he says “ִאם־ָׁשמֹ֤ועַ   ִּתְׁשַמע֙   ְּבקֹול֙   ְיהָֹו֣ה   ֱאלֶֹה֔יָך - if you listen, really listen.  5

This doubling of the word for emphasis - im shamoa tishma - from the word Shema - 
Listen - the central prayer of our liturgy. If you listen, deeply listen, to the voice of God: 
blessing. And if not: curse. Here, the act of listening, more than any other, is 
emphasized as the key factor in determining our fate. As the text seems to offer, 
listening is the essential practice for living a life in service to God and is at the heart of 
what it means to choose the path of blessing.  
 
Today I’d like to explore two questions that arise from the text: 
What is the voice of God? and What does it mean to listen to this voice?  
 
On first read, these verses of Torah - and many of the words of our machzor - portray 
God as a dictator. God is the powerful one in charge who will punish us if we don’t obey. 
“It’s my way, or the highway,” God seems to say. In this read, to listen to God is to heed 
an abuser who lords his power over us in order to force us to follow his will. A famous 
midrash (rabbinic story) in the Talmud brings this version of God to life in its retelling of 
our experience receiving the Ten Commandments.  

And the Children of Israel took their places at the foot [or, on the underside] of the 
mountain - reads the text in Exodus (19:17).  

Midrash plays with this idea of the underside of the mountain:  
This teaches that God held the mountain over them like a vat and said, ‘If you 
accept the Torah, fine; but if not [I will drop this mountain on top of you and], 
there will be your grave.’”   6

In this midrash we do not enter willingly into relationship with God or Torah, but rather 
capitulate under threat to our life. 
 

4  http://www.myjewishlearning.com/article/unetanah-tokef/ 
5  Deteronomy 28:1 
6 Shabbat 88a 
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On one hand this read of God might affront our modern sensibilities and our value on 
individual agency. How dare God threaten us, you can’t force religious belief! Yet, this 
conception of God is held by so many. Why?  
 
Through this lens, the path we are meant to take is clear and is given to us by an 
authority on high. We have no choice, no freedom, which limits us, but also relieves us 
of the burden of discernment and, thereby of needing to take responsibility for our 
actions. If we didn’t choose this path, if it was thrust upon us, well, then, we can’t be 
faulted for what comes from it. There is a clear binary between right and wrong: we 
either follow the good path and are rewarded, or we disobey and are punished mightily. 
There is no room for ambiguity, confusion, or complexity. 
 
This voice of God has been displayed frequently in our world in recent months, and can 
seem especially prevalent in our tradition during these Days of Awe. Please God, we 
plead, don’t punish us, inscribe us! “Ashamnu, bagadnu,” - we detail the ways in which 
we’ve missed the mark as we flagellate our hearts - punishing ourselves for straying 
from the path. This is a voice of God that many of us grew up with as children. We might 
imagine a big, powerful, man with a beard watching from on high. Like an angry Santa 
Claus who could - and might - strike us down at any moment should we stray from 
expectations. 
 
I invite us to consider another way to understand these verses.  
 
Perhaps there is no God… 
 
… at least in this sense.  
 
There is no figure on high. No scorecard, no gradebook, no big boss running the show. 
For many of us, this resonates: we would never worship a God who uses power to 
intimidate and threaten. We believe in our own power, our own sovereignty as human 
beings, not in the power of a king.  
 
Yet, there are two challenges in forgoing God as king. The first is that if there isn’t a 
Divinely ordained binary between right and wrong; good and bad, then the world is 
much more complicated and complex, each situation a unique terrain to navigate. The 
listening that is being asked of us requires continual engagement to find the path of 
blessing in each moment. If it doesn’t come from on high, where does it come from?  
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It comes from within.  
 
From this vantage point, then, the voice of God may be understood not as something 
apart and separate from us, but, rather, as an aspect, a voice, within us.  
 
Which then raises the second challenge to this view: if the power - the voice of God - 
exists as a spark within us, then it exists as a spark within each one of us. “וִַּיְבָר֨א 
ָאָדם֙   ְּבַצְלמֹ֔ו   ְּבֶצֶ֥לם   ֱאלִֹה֖ים   ָּבָר֣א   אֹתֹ֑ו ”.ֱאלִֹה֤ים   |   ֶאת־הָֽ  The very first chapters of the 7

Torah teach us that God created human beings in God’s image. Each and every one of 
us are in the image of God.  
 
Earlier, we spoke of revelation as God dropping the mountain on our heads. Yet, 
another midrash portrays this experience differently. When we received the 10 
commandments on Mount Sinai, this midrash teaches: Said R. Levi, the Holy One 
appeared to us like a picture which is visible from all angles. Thousands of us may gaze 
upon it, and it gazes upon all of us. According to each of our personal capacities did the 
word speak.  8

 
From this we learn that God’s voice and image are intimately intertwined and both are 
us. Each and every one of us has the power to receive Torah. And Torah speaks to 
each of us in a unique way. Revelation is only fully realized when all of us are a part of 
this sacred process of receiving. Therefore, the full truth requires all voices. Not just the 
voices of the people we like, not just of those we agree with. Each of us - from our 
varied backgrounds, experiences, traumas, loves, beliefs, fears - are able to hear some 
part of the voice of God. No one of us can hear God’s voice fully. There is no one clear 
and definitive answer, no one authority.  
 
The voice comes through not in a loud, declarative speech or press release, or tweet. 
Rather, it comes through, as we read in U’netaneh Tokef, as the kol d’mama daka - the 
still quiet voice that we yearn to hear during these sacred days.  
 
Our future, whether of blessing or of curse, U’netaneh Tokef tells us, will be announced 
u’va’shofar gadol yitaka, v'kol d'mama daka yishama. The great shofar will sound and 
the still small voice will be heard." The voice that is unique in each of us. 

7  Genesis 1:27 
8  Yalkut Shimoni: Yitro 286 
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Let’s explore the origins of this phrase “kol d’mama daka.” They are words spoken by 
God to Elijah, a zealot with an unwavering conviction of what is right and what is wrong.  
 
In a moment of reckoning, God speaks to Elijah:  

"Come out," He called, "and stand on the mountain before God. " And lo, God 
passed by. There was a great and mighty wind, splitting mountains and 
shattering rocks by the power of God; but God was not in the wind. After the wind 
- an earthquake; but God was not in the earthquake. After the earthquake - a fire; 
but God was not in the fire. And after the fire - kol d’mamah daka - a soft, 
murmuring sound. The "still, small voice. When Elijah heard it, he wrapped his 
mantle about his face and went out and stood at the entrance of the cave. And 
behold, a voice came to him and said: "Elijah, what are you doing here?"  9

 
What are we doing here? What are we meant to do?  
 
These verses transport us to another story, back in Genesis. Cain and Abel, the first 
pair of brothers. The first jealousy. The first murder. Cain, enraged that his brother’s 
offering was accepted by God and his was not, rises up and slays Abel. God calls out, 
"What have you done? Hark! Your brother's blood - Kol d’mei achichah - cries out to Me 
from the earth.”  10

 
Kol d’mama  - the still small voice, and kol d’mei - the voice of blood and suffering. If we 
don’t make space to hear the kol d’mama that asks: What are we doing here? Then we 
end up standing amid the blood and rubble, the kol d’mei calling out: what have you 
done? 
 
Amid such a divisive and challenging time in our world, the act of listening feels as 
essential as it does impossible. On all sides of the political spectrum voices are shouting 
to drown out those whom they see as threatening their existence. The higher the 
stakes, the louder we speak. We scream at one another at protests in the streets, in 
comment feeds on Facebook, and across the dinner table. The more threatened we 
feel, the more hopeless and hateful our speech becomes. And it feels good, and it feels 
justified. We vent our anger and our fear at one another as the world starts to feel more 
and more out of control. The worse things seem to get, the harder we dig in. So 

9  I Kings 19:11-13 
10  Genesis 4:10 
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consumed by our own views, so entrenched within our own positions, we refuse to 
listen.  
 
It is times like these, when listening to the other is most challenging that it is most 
crucial. 
 
When I am not listened to I feel the chasm between me and the person with whom I’m 
speaking deepen and the chance for human connection diminish. And when I am 
unable to listen to another, when I get riled up and tense and angry as they speak, it is 
because their words touch upon a hardened place in my heart. Like Pharaoh, I seek to 
dominate those causing my discomfort.  
 
This season and this time in our world demand that we develop our capacity to listen. 
The command of these sacred days is to hear. Rosh Hashanah is first introduced in the 
Torah as Yom Teruah - the day the shofar sounds. The shofar sounds and we listen. If 
we listen and we hear, the process of teshuva (return) in its entirety, is revealed: we 
start out whole - tekiah. We become conscious of the fault lines, the places of 
brokenness and suffering - shevarim. We are broken open, our tears flow, we cry out - 
teruah. Finally, at the end of Yom Kippur, this evening, we will blow the tekiah gedolah, 
the great tekiah, which holds the promise of being brought back to wholeness.  
 
We ache towards this place of wholeness. We have the next seven hours or so before 
that final shofar sounds to contemplate these questions: What does the sounding of the 
shofar call you to notice in the present moment? What does it call you to remember? 
What echos of the past are still reverberating in your life? How might you make space 
within yourself for the shofar to call forth something new? What messages, critiques, 
encouragement, insights, advice do you offer others that you yourself could benefit from 
listening to? What losses does the shofar call your heart to break for this year? 
 
The teshuva we’re being asked to make is not only for the ways we’ve failed as 
individuals, it is for our collective failure to hear the complex and challenging voice of 
the Divine as it comes through each one of us. The strands of suffering, 
disenfranchisement and hopelessness that are demanding to be heard are those that 
have been denied for centuries. The stakes are high and the task is daunting. Will we 
listen? Our futures are inextricably bound, and curse and blessing hang in the balance. 
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