
I believe that the Rabbi’s spoken word is important, even as I believe that there are other more critical 
interpersonal functions of the Rabbi. Here is what I said to the congregation at the very beginning of my tenure, 
and in this version towards its end, on the value of the spoken word.  This approach has guided my preparation 
of sermons and classes throughout my tenure. 
  

“The Power of the Spoken Word” 
Parshat Beresheet 
5771 / 1970 (my first sermon in a slightly different form) and this version again in 5775/2014 
Rabbi Gerald L. Zelizer   
  

 I am returning to my very first sermon on Shabbat Beresheet, 1970. I shall find it relevant, maybe more 
so, because when I wrote it, I could not imagine electronic communication. 

After being in the congregation for 45 years, and delivering so many sermons, I think I have heard all 
the jokes about sermons.  For example, as the rabbi speaks, a man falls asleep in the front row next to his wife. 

The rabbi says to the wife, "Madam, wake up your husband, please. To which the wife responds, "You put him 
to sleep, rabbi, so you wake him up." And I have even made some jokes myself like “I am like an 

anesthesiologist, but in contrast, I can’t wake people up after putting them to sleep.” 
At the Jewish Theological Seminary, where for five years I instructed senior rabbinical students on the 

subject of homiletics- simply a fancy word for the art of structuring sermons and classes, and crafting messages 
from bona fide traditional Jewish sources- I took up with my students the question of whether there is still value 

to the oral sermon. Jenna Joselit, an American Jewish historian, writes that the sermon of the rabbi had great 
value with the immigrant generation, because it demonstrated that one could be religious, worldly, and speak 

impeccable English at the same time. She argues, though, that in this day and age, dialogue, conversation and 
written electronic conversation from the rabbi to the congregant may have a greater value than the oral sermon. 

So what is all the humor and skepticism about sermons really all about? 
I have concluded the issue is much broader than sermons. It reflects a general cynicism about the spoken 

words especially as contrasted with the written word, now the electronic word.  
Even the voice media such as radio and television acknowledge the vulnerability of spoken words. Did 

you ever notice for example, on radio stations that convey the news, how they change speakers frequently? This 
practice is not because of the speaker but because of the listener. The person who listens can only handle so 

many words from the same voice. 
In ancient times the Greek Sophists were world philosophers who trained themselves to confuse 

opponents not through logic but through expert manipulation of the spoken word. 
There is another reason why we are so suspect of the spoken word - the realization that there are 

moments in our lives when words are inadequate to express what you and I feel. In the most sublime moments 
of life, as Dante wrote “My vision surpasses my speech.” Consider, for example, your first look at your 

newborn child or grandchild. Whatever you said in words like “Wonderful,” “A Miracle,” or even “Wow,” was 
inadequate to really capture the depth of your feeling. Your vision surpassed your speech. In the most painful 



moments of life, too, words fail us. Greeting someone who has just lost a dear one to death, at that time, too, 
whatever you say is considerate and kind, but you know and they know that the words fail you. In a house of 

shivah, especially in the most tragic circumstances, hugs and tears may convey what spoken words cannot. 
So why do I bring up the subject this morning? Why do rabbis continue to formulate words, irrespective 

of the jokes? Why do laity expect clergy to speak in addition to write? What did I tell my students who shall 
serve as the next generation of rabbis? Because Judaism, indeed in today’s Sidrah, is counterintuitive. In 

Judaism, the spoken word, prior to the written word created worlds. What do those first words of Genesis say? 
God spoke “Let there be light.” God spoke “Let us make man in our image.”  To the extent that the Midrash 

accentuates the spoken word with the simple statement “Baasarah Maamarot Nivra Halolam”  “With ten words 
the world was created.” What do our prayers say? “Baruch Sheomar Vehayay Haloam” – Praised is the Lord 

who spoke and created worlds. They add later “Ki Hu Amar Vayehi”-God spoke and it came to pass. In contrast 
to our humor, in contrast to our contemporary skepticism, the notion of Judaism is that great events occur 

because of the spoken word. 
The very Torah that we venerate was spoken long before it was written. Communism was an intellectual 

exercise in the minds of Marx until Lenin spoke it publicly. The Zionist movement was a mere written wish in 
the Siddur until Theodore Hertzl moved people through the spoken word. Consider the power of President 

Clinton’s two words at Rabin’s Funeral “Shalom Haver.” Or the dexterity of Shimon Peres with the English 
words. 

Of course, the flip side is that the spoken word is as powerful to destroy worlds and as potent as to build 
them. Consider how in the current Congress, a polarization virtually unprecedented in recent American history, 

much of it driven by harsh language. 
So the Midrashic punctuation of the fact that in Genesis “Basarah Maamarot Nivra Haolam” – “With 

ten words the world was created” is not by chance. Speech is a gift from God that distinguishes us from the 
animal kingdom. At the same time that privilege brings with it great power and responsibility. 

Let me close with something which was written about the spoken word. It frames the value of the 
spoken word not in contrast to the written word, but to an even more succinct form of communication, pictures. 

It goes something like this:  
You say that ‘one picture is worth one thousand words?’ 

You give me one picture and I will give you “A sonnet” by Shakespeare 
Lincoln’s Gettysburg Address 

The 23rd Psalm read at a funeral 
Franklin Delano Roosevelt’s Days of Infamy radio speech announcing the attack on Pearl Harbor. And I 

dare add in our time the last words uttered from the towers and airplanes to the loved ones on the ground who 
would survive them.  

And if you still have a few words left over: 
Maybe the recitation of the Shma to begin the day and to end life. 



Yes, those words are in written in books now. But the Gettysburg Address, and the 23rd psalm, and 
Roosevelt’s radio speech, and the good- bye messages from those on 9-11, and the Shma were spoken before 

they were submitted to writing. 
“With ten words the world was created.”  Don’t minimize the significance of spoken words, from your 

physician, from your spouse, from your business associate. Yes, even from your rabbi. 
  


