AKSE Parashat Shoftim — 5786
Sermon: Sound and Vision
By Rabbi Abraham L. Rabinovich, Ph.D.

Dear friends,

There is a fascinating tension in the Torah between two ways of encountering the world.
One is through hearing.

The other is through seeing.

The Book of Devarim, in many ways, is a book of hearing. Moses speaks, and the people are
commanded to listen. The most famous declaration of Jewish faith begins with the word:

bR y»w — Shema Yisrael.

“Hear, O Israel.” (Deuteronomy 6:4)

However, last week’s Parsah Re’eh, begins with the words:
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See, this day I set before you blessing and curse:
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blessing, if you obey the commandments of the ETERNAL your God that I enjoin upon you this
day; (Ibid 11:26-27)

It asks us to see clearly as well.
In this weeks Parsah, Shoftim, we too discover that Judaism does not ask us only to hear.

Parashat Shoftim, is fundamentally concerned with justice. Moses instructs the Israelites to
appoint judges and officers:
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“You shall appoint for yourself judges and officers in all your gates.”
And then comes one of the most powerful commandments in the Torah:
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“You shall not pervert justice.”

And a few verses later:
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“You shall show no partiality.” (Ibid 16:18-19)

In other words, a judge must learn how to see without prejudice.



And a judge must learn how to hear without prejudice.

That is not easy.

Because we human beings do not simply see what is in front of us.
We see through our assumptions.

We see through our experiences.

We see through our fears and our hopes.

Sometimes we don't see another person as they really are. We see what we have already decided
they are.

And sometimes we hear another person's words without actually hearing their voice.
This is why the Torah's insistence on both seeing and hearing is so important.

Rabbi Jonathan Sacks, in his essay “Seeing and Hearing,” argues that Judaism is fundamentally a
religion of listening rather than seeing.

And with all the respect and admiration I have for Rabbi Sacks, I would gently disagree.
Judaism is certainly a religion of listening.

But Judaism is also a religion of vision.

Consider Abraham.

Abraham's encounter with God is connected to his ability to look at the natural world and see
something beyond it. He looks at the heavens and sees a message.

Consider Moses.

His life-changing encounter with God begins by seeing a bush that burns but is not consumed.
And consider Sinai.

The Torah gives us one of the strangest and most beautiful verses in all of Scripture:
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“And all the people saw the sounds.” (Exodus 20:15)

Saw the sounds!

How can you see a sound?

Normally, we see what is visible and hear what is audible.

But at Sinai, something extraordinary happened.

The boundaries between seeing and hearing disappeared.

The people didn't merely hear the commandments.

They saw the voices.

The sages noticed this paradox.



Rabbi Yishmael understands the verse in the conventional way: they saw what was visible and
heard what was audible.

But Rabbi Akiva offers something much more radical.

For Rabbi Akiva, the people at Sinai experienced God's word so powerfully that what was
normally heard became something that could be seen.

(Mekhilta DeRabbi Yishmael, Tractate Bachodesh, Chapter 9)

The voice of God became visible.

And perhaps Rabbi Akiva is teaching us something essential:

It is not enough to hear words. We must learn to see what those words mean.
And perhaps the opposite is also true:

It is not enough to see. We must learn to hear what lies behind what we see.
That is especially important in Shoftim.

Because justice requires both.

A judge must hear the testimony.

But a judge must also see the human beings standing before them.

A judge must listen to the facts.

But must also see the circumstances.

A judge must hear the accusation.

But must also see the person who is being accused.

And above all, a judge must learn not to allow appearances to determine truth.
Our matriarch Leah thought us an example of these two spiritual capacities.

In Genesis (29:32-33) when Leah gives birth to her first son, she names him Reuven.
Why?

She says:
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“For God has seen my affliction.”

God saw her suffering.

Then Leah gives birth to another son, and she names him Shimon.

This time she says:
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“For God has heard.”

God heard her pain.

Leah gives us both words:



Reuven — seeing.
Shimon — hearing.
First, God saw.
Then, God heard.

And perhaps Leah is teaching us that compassion begins when another person's suffering
becomes visible to us—and then becomes audible.

There are people whose pain is visible but whose voices we ignore.

And there are people who speak to us about their pain, but we fail to really see what they are
experiencing.

To be truly compassionate is to do both.

See the person. Hear the person.

This is particularly relevant to the world in which we live.

We live in an age of images.

We are surrounded by photographs, videos, advertisements and social media.
We are constantly looking.

But paradoxically, the more we see, the harder it can become to truly see.

We may see someone's vacation photograph, but we don't see their loneliness.
We may see someone's success, but we don't see their struggles.

We may see someone's political position, but we don't see the human being behind the opinion.
We may see someone's face, but we don't know their story.

And sometimes an image creates an illusion of knowledge.

We think:

“I saw it, therefore I know it.”

Shoftim teaches us to be much more careful.

A judge cannot judge simply by appearances.

And neither can we.

The Torah commands:
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“Do not show partiality.”

Literally, the Torah warns us not to recognize —or favor—{faces.

Don't let the face determine the judgment.

Don't let status determine the judgment.

Don't let wealth determine the judgment.



Don't let familiarity determine the judgment.

And perhaps this command has an application far beyond the courtroom.
Every day, we make judgments about other people.

We meet someone for the first time.

We hear an opinion we dislike.

We see someone dressed differently.

We encounter someone whose life seems foreign to our own.
And almost instantly, our minds begin to judge.

Shoftim asks us to slow down and ask ourselves.

What do we really see?

And perhaps even more importantly:

What have we failed to see?

But there is another side to this.

In our digital age, we are also surrounded by sound.
Everyone has a voice.

Everyone has an opinion.

Everyone is speaking.

And yet, hearing has become surprisingly difficult.

We hear words without listening to meaning.

We hear disagreement and immediately prepare our response.
We hear criticism and become defensive.

We hear an unfamiliar opinion and stop listening altogether.
Judaism teaches us:

Shema — Listen.

Not simply “hear.”

Listen.

Listen long enough to understand.

Listen carefully enough to discover what lies beneath the words.
Listen for the fear behind the anger.

Listen for the loneliness behind the silence.

Listen for the hope behind the question.

Listen for the human being behind the argument.



And perhaps that is what Rabbi Akiva meant when he taught that at Sinai the people saw the
sounds.

The deepest listening allows us to see.

And the deepest seeing allows us to hear.

The prophet Isaiah (40:26) gives us a beautiful challenge:
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“Lift high your eyes and see: Who created these?”
Sometimes we need to lift our eyes.

We spend so much time looking down at screens.
Sometimes Judaism tells us:

Look up.

See the heavens.

See the world.

See the people around you.

See the blessings you have stopped noticing.

See the possibilities that others have given up on.
And perhaps most importantly:

See God.

Not necessarily with our physical eyes.

But with the eyes of imagination.

With the eyes of faith.

With the eyes of the soul.

The Psalmist (128:5) says:
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“May you see the good of Jerusalem all the days of your life.”

A Hasidic master interrupted this beautiful prayer to mean not simply that Jerusalem should be
good.

But that we should be able to see the good.

Because sometimes the problem isn't that there is no blessing.
The problem is that we have stopped noticing it.

And perhaps this is one of the deepest lessons of Shoftim.

A society needs laws.

It needs judges.



It needs institutions.

It needs justice.

But none of those things can survive without human beings who possess a moral vision.
We need people who can see injustice and refuse to accept it.

We need people who can hear suffering and refuse to ignore it.

We need people who can look beyond appearances.

We need people who can imagine a world that does not yet exist.

Because Judaism doesn't only ask us to preserve the world as it is.

It asks us to to be 0% 77— A light to the nations (Isaiah 42:6).

Our mission is to help others to be able to see in the darkness.

To teach the world how See clearly and Listen carefully.

—Who knows where the title of today’s sermon comes from?
David Bowie wrote a song in 1977 called “‘Sound and Vision.”
“Don't you wonder sometimes

About sound and vision...

I will sit right down

Waiting for the gift

Of sound and vision

And I will sing

Waiting for the gift

Of sound and vision

Drifting into my solitude

Over my head

Don't you wonder sometimes

About sound and vision”’

May God grant us the gift of sound and vision —
to “Listen with tolerance,

to see with compassion,

and to speak with love” (Rumi).

Shabbat Shalom!



