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Shanah tovah! It is my joy and honor to be here with you for the Holidays and year 
ahead as student cantor, while continuing my second year of study toward cantorial ordination 
at the Hebrew Union College - Jewish Institute of Religion in New York. Our first year of school 
brought a number of challenges, just as we are continuing to experience now, due to the 
complications of COVID-19 and our clear obligation to keep each other and our communities 
safe. We were unable to spend the year in Jerusalem as planned, unable to meet each other in 
person, unable to sing together in real time. Spread across the world, we struggled to navigate 
our different time zones and still find opportunities to build community and engage in 
meaningful discussion. 


Still, even with these challenges, we found ourselves uplifted by a communal sense of 
care-- for each other, for the experience of learning, for Judaism, and for our greater 
communities. We joked about our Zoom fatigue being lightened by the “boxes and squares of 
insight” on our screens, and found every opportunity we could to engage more deeply with 
each other and our relationship to Judaism. It was in one of these opportunities to engage that 
a question was posed to us by Noah Aronson, one of the composers of the “Hashiveinu/We 
Return” that you will be hearing throughout the Holidays… a question that has continued to 
repeat in my mind, almost like a little song stuck in my head throughout the year:


What does G-D sound like?


What does G-D sound like? How can we respond creatively and authentically to this 
question? Can we respond at all?


The idea of G-D and the language we use for G-D can be challenging for us as such a 
beautifully, vastly varied community. Even our text itself isn’t consistent with its G-D-language. 
Our sages present seven sacred names for G-D: El, Elo’ah, Elohim, Elohei, Shaddai, Tz’va’ot, 
and the Yud-Hey-Vav-Hey of the Tetragrammaton, for which we can also use Adonai.  But we 1

see also such a myriad of other names as titles, especially at this time of year: Melech, King or 
Sovereign; Avinu, our Father or Parent; chanun v’rachum, The Gracious and Merciful; Hagadol 
hagibor v’hanorah, the great, mighty, terrible One; hane’eman, the Faithful One… the list goes 
on and on. We have so many options for names that we often just use Hashem, literally “The 
Name.” 


With so many options on the table, what does even the Name of G-D sound like? How 
can we begin to respond to the question of what G-D sounds like?


For me, the answer came right away, but as is so common in the rich tradition of Jewish 
learning, it came in the form of a new question.


What DOESN’T G-D sound like?


When presented with the immensity and vastness of this G-D concept, my response is 
to embrace the mysterious possibility that it is more all-encompassing than we could ever 
imagine. How could I place limits on the sound of G-D? As we start this new year, with its many 
new beginnings, I think back to the beginning of the beginning, b’reishit. In the beginning, at 
the moment of Creation, G-D brings about the separation of the chaos into the order of 
existence through G-D’s VOICE. “Vayomer Elohim: And G-D said:'' and it came to be. Our 
science echoes this idea of the creative power of sound: maybe the sound of G-D’s voice 
saying “Let there be:” is also the sound of a big bang. What doesn’t G-D sound like, after all? 
But in any case, both accounts would agree: sound, or vibration, and the power of our voices, 
has the ability to bring things into being--to create, to differentiate, to divide. 


 Maimonides. Mishneh Torah, Yesodei ha-Torah §6:2.1

http://www.mechon-mamre.org/i/1106.htm
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But what does this mean for us, who are made b’tzelem Elohim, in the image or G-D? 
What does this mean in regards to our obligation to both listen to the voice of G-D, and to 
speak with the voice of G-D? And what does it have to do with Rosh Hashanah?


Only three years ago, on Rosh Hashanah, I was singing with my home synagogue’s 
choir, and struggling with a big decision. Should I uproot my life, and move to New York to 
begin a five year program toward cantorial ordination, devoting myself fully to this, leaving the 
life I had before behind? Was I ready enough? Was I already too old, too late? Was I good 
enough, Jewish enough, brave enough? What was the right path? I sat on the bimah during the 
silent prayer, closed my eyes, and thought: “I know this is the most cliché prayer possible, and 
this isn’t even how I want to think prayer works, but… I could really use a sign. So I’m asking, 
please, send me a sign.” I opened my eyes to the sound of the synagogue’s President 
announcing, “Shana tovah! The theme of this year’s High Holidays is “finding your Jewish 
voice.”


Now, if that wasn’t already on-the-nose enough, there was something particularly 
special about that phrase to me. Only two years prior to that, I had traveled to Israel on a 
birthright trip, and found myself taking a Hebrew name on Masada. As I stood among my 
Jewish community there, I wept, explaining that in my work as a singer, I had felt in so many 
ways that my voice had been taken from me, that it no longer was my own. Here, surrounded 
by friends and holiness, I took the name that was suggested to me unblinkingly by the stranger 
facilitating the event and his son, who knew nothing about me but my English name. Standing 
there on Masada, taking the name Shirah, a feminized name for “song,” I was able to say that 
for the first time, I finally felt like I had found my voice. 


Why do I share this story? For me, this was a realization that I was constantly hearing 
the voice of G-D. I was hearing the voice of G-D in the words of the synagogue President, in 
the sound of my new name spoken by the son of the B’nei Mitzvah facilitator, in the sound of 
the choir singing Lewandowski’s Psalm 150 with joy and praise--hallelujah, hallelujah! These 
were so magical, affirming, and helped set me on the path that brought me here. The voice of 
G-D, kol Adonai, is present everywhere, if only we can be aware and open to recognizing it. We 
remember that key word from the watchword of our faith, occurring almost 100 times in even 
just the book of Deuteronomy: shema! Listen! But who am I to only listen to the voices around 
me as voices of G-D when they seem to answer my questions? If I can hear G-D’s voice in the 
voice of the child suggesting my name, how can I ignore it in the cries of the oppressed, the 
hungry, the needy? If our ability to listen for and hear the voice of G-D is meant to set us on a 
path, then we can see that it is a path of tikkun Olam, of an obligation to repair the world. 


And so, the other side of this coin: if we can hear the voice of G-D in others, we can 
take on the mantle of being the voice of G-D ourselves. In “Sound and Vibration: Tuning into 
the Echoes of Creation,” Rav Dovber Pinson reminds us what string theory also confirms: that 
“everything in this world has a distinct vibration and frequency, every phenomenon that we can 
observe in the world is a manifestation of its corresponding spiritual vibrations.” The Hebrew 
word for “thing,” he reminds us, is “d’var,” which also means word or utterance. Our very 
existence, and that of everything, Kol d’varim, is a manifestation of sound, the utterances of G-
D. The vibrations of our being, Rav Pinson suggests, is the song G-D sings. So how shall we 
praise G-D? Can we make the songs of our being the most holy, the most beautiful, the most 
generous, the most kind? 
2

It should come as no surprise that I think music has great power—to comfort, to heal, 
to inspire, to energize—but I want us to think more broadly, and remember that the most 
beautiful singing can be just living our lives in a way that contributes to the repair of the world. 

 Pinson, D. B. (2019). Sound & Vibration: Tuning into the echoes of creation. Salomon Foundation. 2
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The voice of G-D, I would argue, is greater than just sound as an auditory experience, but 
rather so expansive as to include the very vibrations that make up the universe, and so our use 
of the voice of G-D through us can be just as expansive. Whether it is literally using our voices 
to speak out against injustice or comforting those in need, using our privilege to hold power 
accountable, working to further our understanding through education and learning, making 
said education available for all…we have a power in our very existence. G-D is singing through 
us. And when we need to rest and care for ourselves, G-D is still singing through us. Our 
vibrating atoms still sing G-D’s song. What an amazing thing! This is what I think of each day 
that I recall the Nisim b’chol Yom of our morning blessings, the daily miracles. What a miracle 
that I am made in the image of G-D, in the voice of G-D, that I am a song of G-D. 


And so we come to Rosh Hashanah. If you’re like me, you’ve spent a lot of this year 
virtually muted, or feeling muffled by masks. We know that our dedication to safety, health, and 
the preservation of life demands this, but it has also weighed heavily on us. We have felt 
isolated in grief, separated from the joy of community, hungry for connection. But the call of the 
shofar, sounding throughout Elul and these holidays, reminds us: shema! Listen! The voice of 
G-D is all around us, within us! The vibrations that make up everything are holy songs! We can 
be a beautiful part of what G-D sounds like! And even when we are muted on screens, 
separated by miles, we are still strings vibrating together on an instrument so much larger than 
ourselves. Those of us who have been in choir know that the most important part of being in an 
ensemble is not the singing, but the listening. By recognizing the sound of G-D in the needs of 
others and the world, we can make the music of world-healing that our tradition calls us to 
make. Through our love, our determination, our dedication to work toward the betterment of 
the world for all, the choir of our very beings can ring out for all to hear, creating a world of 
compassion and connection. May our song this year be one of such sweetness. Shanah, 
v’shirah, tovah u'metukah!


