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Life brings both triumph and agonies. As your rabbi for so many years, I have walked beside you during the 
“wails” of life, and have counseled you how to return back into life’s optimism.. 

 “Life’s Wails” 
Metuchen 2007 / 5768 
Rabbi Gerald L. Zelizer    

 The well known painting “The Scream” by Edward Munch has been stolen more than once in Norway. 

On most occasions, the thieves were apprehended. On one occasion, though, I read, the thieves voluntarily 

returned the painting. There is much conjecture as to why the thieves voluntarily returned the painting. Some 

say that it was to distract attention from other artistic burglaries in process. Others say that it was simply guilt 

over their taking a national treasure of Norway. I have my own theory. The thieves had to look at that silent 

scream daily and it reminded them of their own anguish, at the vicissitudes of their lives. The painting was 

simply too realistic. So they returned it.  

 And I think of the Shofar that we blow this morning. There is a discussion in the Talmud about the 

second note – “teruah” – which is the word used in the Torah “Yom Teruah Yeheye Lachem.” “Rosh Hashanah is 

a day of the sounding of the Teruah. The argument is whether that sound should be “y’lalah” – wailing, or 

whether the sound should be like “g’nichah” – groaning. Maimonides, explains that we need both. Why? 

“Shekach Derechch Chadoeg. Myael Tehilah, V’achar Kach Meganech” – “Because that is the way of 

somebody who is laden with worry. He begins with groaning, he ends up wailing.” 

In my role as rabbi in this larger community, I attend civic events where “a moment of silence” is 

invoked for some collective communal tragedy. This past Tuesday it happened at a communal observance for 

9/11 at the Metuchen train station memorial. “And now for “a moment of silence,” intoned the mayor.” It occurs 

to me, “why silence” at such times? A moment of “teruah” – of collective groaning and wailing would more 

accurately express the anguish. 
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 Do I sense that the sound of the teruah - groaning and even wailing in many before me today? As your 

rabbi, for so many decades, I know more than anyone the groaning and wailing of so many in this congregation. 

There is the muted groan at the death of a parent; the wail at the death of a spouse, and the unbearable shriek 

when a child is lost. There is the steady groan when a child deeply disappoints, the wail when health has been 

lost, when physical or mental activity has diminished. There is the groan of a middle-aged child or spouse who 

finds herself as the caretaker or manager of the chronic illnesses of an aged parent or life’s partner. And it is not 

only the old who sound the Teruah in this manner. The young join in, too. A marriage gone wrong. A parent not 

there when most needed. A frustrated career. 

 The subject I want to address this morning is: “How do we proceed from the Teruah, the groan and wail, 

to the Tekiah, the triumphant and positive sound of life?” 

 The first strategy then is to acknowledge to ourselves that all of life, whether it is a child, a fortune, a 

parent, health, is not entitlement, but is on loan to us. Rabbi Harold Kushner writes: “God loaned to Sarah a 

precious gift. God said to her, I have made your soul in such a way that you are capable of connecting with 

another person, husband and wife, parent and child, brother and sister, even friend.” And understanding that all 

of these life blessings are actually on loan – whether a person, health, fortune, youth, the return of the loan 

should not be a surprise, but rather a deep appreciation that we have had the loan so long.  

 Rabbi Kushner continues: “So when we come to shul on Rosh Hashanah and we say to God “Why do 

you tease us like this, God? Why did you send these beautiful people or things into our lives and then take them 

away when we need them most?” He points out that God says, “I can’t do that. I can’t cure a sick person every 

time someone prays for him. I can’t postpone death indefinitely because someone is loved. I can’t guarantee 

every young person’s career or romantic aspirations. That’s what I tried to warn Abraham and Sarah that this 

precious gift I was giving them was theirs to love as a loan, but not to keep.”  
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Let me tell you about someone in this congregation who this past year got beyond his Teruah back to the 

Tekiah. 

This man was suddenly diagnosed and treated for a potentially life threatening disease. The news was 

shocking because there had been no symptoms. After a period when the silent scream engulfed him and his 

family, he consciously decided to escape – “Back into Life.” He cut back on his work and decided while still in 

full vigor to do those things for which he never had time in life. He studies piano; he immerses himself in a 

Spanish Ulpan; he reads all those books that piled up on his shelf; he designated travel locations. Of course, this 

man had the financial resources to “escape into life” in this fashion. But it’s his attitude, not the specifics that 

inspired me, and that I recommend as a strategy. 

Another suggestion is to invite into these moments the presence of someone in our life that we respect 

and admire for their courage and vision at such a similar moment. This may be a person who is with us or one 

who has gone to the great beyond. For example, at the loss of her mother, Edna St. Vincent Mallay did that. She 

wrote: 

 “The courage that my mother had was with her and is still with her. 
 Rock from New England Quarry, Now granite in a granite fill. 
 The golden broach my mother wore, she left behind for me to wear. 
 I have no other thing that I treasure more. 
 Yet it is something that I could spare. 
 Oh, if instead she left me the thing that she took into the grave! 
 That courage like a rock. 
 Which she has no more need of, and I have.” 

 Certainly there is fear to continue after we have been rocked so badly. The poet Carl Wilson Baer wrote 

“courage is an armor a blind man wears.” That is, courage is the fortitude to venture forth after being rocked “as 

a blind man would” – in spite of the uncertainty.  

Each of us, after that first Teruah – the first wails after being shocked, has limited knowledge and 

insufficient evidence about the future. That first step after being rocked requires the most courage. The younger 

person whose romance has soured must courageously seek the next one. The older person whose spouse has 
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died must hesitatingly, but courageously, do life’s business anew. That is what Baer means by, “courage that a 

blind man wears.”  

Escaping “back into life” is a process, not an event. Processes unfold. They do not happen all at once. 

They do not go up in a straight line. A better analogy is the curve of lighting. Healing will come with small 

progressions, and sharp regressions. Healing and getting up will emerge from confused states of denial, anger, 

depression, and recovery.  

I talked before of attitude, that all is on loan. There is a second attitudinal change which can help. After 

the first wails and groans, one should stop feeling sorry for him/her self. Is that a callous approach from a rabbi? 

Job declares that a human is “born into trouble as surely as the sparks fly upward.” (Job 5:7) What that means is 

that loss and pain are not gate crashers in the arena of our lives! They have reserved seats in our lives! The 23rd 

Psalm which talks about “the valley of death,” declares that death and loss and disappointment are not intruders. 

They are the only expected and guaranteed experiences that equalize all people. The question is not complaining 

“Why me?” In the context of the 23rd Psalm the question should be “Why not me?”  

Another advice I have is to adjust our expectations. One who has been rocked in life can recover, but 

maybe not to the high place where he/she started. And the recovery, including the emotional, will be in slow, 

faltering steps, not giant leaps. 

When we go through life’s wails, we should not expect matters to return as they were. Realistically, our 

wail, our groan, will not end. That should not be our goal. Our goal should be that the pauses between the wails 

are longer. That we can achieve. We should aim for the pause, not the stop. 

May your “Teruah” in 5768 transform into a “Tekiah,” the strong , affirmative blast. May your wails and 

groans be further and further apart. May these insights from our Torah tradition and beyond help you to achieve 

the  pause.


