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Tefilla 
Beyond 
Words

The story is told of an ignorant shep-
herd boy who was passing by a shul 
and heard the beautiful Tefillot ema-

nating from within. He ran inside, excited 
to join them. He was eager to connect to 
Hashem through Tefilla. But he had a 
problem – he didn’t know how to read and 
didn’t know the words of any of the Tefillot. 
So instead, he began to whistle. The other 
congregants heard him whistling and got 
very upset – they wanted to remove him 
from the shul for his inappropriate behav-
ior. The Rabbi of the shul turned to them 
and exclaimed – “This boy’s whistling is 
at least as precious, if not more, than the 
other Tefillot that were recited here today! 
His heartfelt whistling surely went straight 
up to Shamayim!”

In this column, we have been exploring 
the words of Tefillot HaShachar. This is 
of course a very important endeavor as it 
enables us to try and get the most out of the 
morning Tefillot we recite on a daily basis. 
But what this story illustrates is that while 
the words of our davening are certainly 
significant, they sometimes can impede 

our ability to truly let ourselves express 
our innermost yearnings and emotions. On 
Rosh Hashana, we have the opportunity to 
pray to Hashem without words, to express 
ourselves totally and completely through 
the sound of Shofar.

The Baal HaTanya in his Likutei Torah 
(quoted in the Rav Soloveitchik machzor 
p.440) explains that the Shofar represents 
an inarticulate shriek, the reaction of some-
one who is shocked out of complacency, 
one who does not have the presence of 
mind to compose a well-formulated prayer. 
In other words, the shofar blasts have the 
power to take our raw emotions and throw 
them straight up to Shamayim.

Rav Soloveitchik writes in Noraot HaRav 
(Volume 1, p.161) that “the spoken word 
often misrepresents thoughts; words do 
not always accurately express a thought 
but rather can alter it. Moreover, words can 
mean different things to different people. 
The Shofar, however, expresses unmedi-
ated emotion without the need for words.”

He explains that Shofar blowing is actually 
considered a type of Tefilla, which we see 
played out in the Halacha. The Rambam 
in Hilchot Shofar 1:1 (based on Gemara 
Rosh Hashana 26b) rules that a shofar 
is required to be bent, and not straight. 
Why? Because when one davens, he should 
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