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Ekev
To Lead Is to Listen
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| fonly you would listen to these laws....” (Deut. 7:12). These words
with which Parashat Ekev begins contain a verb that is a fundamental
motif of the book of Deuteronomy. The verb is sH-M-A. It occurred in
the previous parasha in the most famous line of the whole of Judaism,
Shema Yisrael. It occurs later in Parashat Ekev in the second paragraph of
% the Shema, “It shall be if you surely listen [shamo®a tishme’u]” (Deut. 1:13).
It appears no less than ninety-two times in Deuteronomy as a whole.
We often miss the significance of this word because of what I
call the fallacy of translatability: the assumption that one language is
fully translatable into another. We hear a word translated from one
|\ language to another and assume that it has the same meaning in both.
But often it does not. Languages are only partially translatable into
one another.' The key terms of one civilisation are often not fully

1. Robert Frost said: “Poetry is what gets lost in translation” Cervantes compared
translation to the other side of a tapestry. At best, we see 2 rough outline of the
pattern we know exists on the other side, but it lacks definition and is full of loose
threads.

>
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Deuteronomy

reproducible in another. The Greek word megalopsychos, for example,

Aristotle’s “great-souled man” who is greatand knows he is, who carries
himself with aristocratic pride, is untranslatable into a moral system like
Judaism in which humilitys a virtue. The English word “tact” has no
precise equivalent in Hebrew. And so on.

This is particularly so in the case of the Hebrew verb SH-M-A.,
Listen, for example, to the way the opening words of Parashat Ekev have
been translated into English: ;

If you hearken to these precepts...
Ifyou completely obey these laws ...
Ifyou pay attention to these laws ...
Ifyou heed these ordinances....
Because you hear these judgements ...

‘There is no single English word that means to hear, to listen, to
heed, to pay attention to, and to obey. sH-M-A also means “to under-
stand,” as in the story of the Tower of Babel, when God says, “Come,
let us go down and confuse their language so they will not understand
[yishme'u] each other” (Gen. 1:7).

As I have argued elsewhere, one of the most striking facts about

‘the Torah is that, although it contains 613 commands, it does not contain

aword that means “to obey” When such a word was needed in modern
Hebrew, the verb letzayet was borrowed from Aramaic. The verb used
by the Torah in place of “to obey” is SH-M-A. This is of the highest pos-
sible significance. It means that blind obedience is not a virtue in Judaism.
God wants us to understand the laws He has commanded us. He wants
us to reflect on why this law, not that, He wants us to listen, to reflect,
to seek to understand, to internalise, and to respond. He wants us to
become a listening people.

Ancient Greece was a visual culture, a culture of art, architecture,
theatre, and spectacle. For the Greeks generally, and Plato specifically,
knowing was a form of seeing. Judaism, as Freud pointed out in Moses and
Monotheism,” is a non-visual culture. We worship a God who cannot be

2. Vintage, 195s.

252

‘ Ekev: To Lead Is to Listen

seen; making sacred images, icons, is absolutely forbidden. IQJ“}:lqgu_ism we
do not see God; we hear God. Knowing is a form of listening. [ronually,
Freud himself, deeply ambivalent though he was about judaism, invented
the listening cure in psychoanalysis: listening as therapy.?

It follows that in Judaism, listening is a deeply spiritual act. To
listen to God is to be apen to God. That is what Moses is saying through-
out Deuteronomy: “If only you would listen.” So it is with leadership —
indeed with all forms of interpersonal relationship. Often the greatest
gift we can give someone is to listen to them.

Viktor Frankl, who survived Auschwitz and went on to create a
new form of psychotherapy based on “man’s search for meaning,” once
told the story of a patient of his who phoned him in the middle of the
night to tell him, calmly, that she was about to commit suicide. He kept
her on the phone for two hours, giving her every conceivable reason
to live. Eventually she said that she had changed her mind and would
not end her life. When he next saw the woman he asked her which of
his many reasons had persuaded her to change her mind. “None,” she
replied. “Why then did you decide not to commit suicide?” he asked.
She replied that the fact that someone was prepared to listen to her for
two hours in the mid‘d'lért‘)‘f‘ the night convinced her that life was worth
living afterall*

* As Chief Rabbi, I was involved in resolving a number of highly
intractable aguna cases, situations in which a husband was unwilling to
give his wife a get so that she could remarry. We resolved all these cases
not by using legal devices but by the simple act of listening: deep listen-
ing, in which we were able to convince both sides that we had heard their
pain and their sense of injustice. This took many hours of total concen-
tration and a principled absence of judgement and direction. Eventually
our listening absorbed the acrimony and the couple was able to resolve
its difterences together. Listening is intensely therapeutic,

3. Anna O. (Bertha Pappenheim) famously described Freudian psychoanalysis as “the
talking cure,” but it is in fact a listening cure. Only through the active listening of
the analyst can there be the therapeutic or cathartic talking of the patient.

4. Anna Redsand, Viktor Frankl: A Life Worth Living (New York: Clarion Books, 2006),
3 -14.
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Before I became Chief Rabbi [ was head of our rabbinical train
ing seminary, Jews’ College. There in the 1980s we ran one of the most
advanced practical rabbinics programmes ever devised. It included a
three-year programme in counselling. The professionals we recruited
to run the course told us that they had one precondition. We had to
agree to take all the participants away to an enclosed location for two
days. Only those who were willing to do this would be admitted to the
course. We did not know in advance what the counsellors were planning
to do, but we soon discovered. They planned to teach us the method
pioneered by Carl Rogers, known as non-directive or person-centred
therapy. This involves active listening and reflective questioning, but no
guidance on the part of the therapist.

As the nature of the method became clear, the rabbis began to
object. It seemed to oppose everything they stood for. To be a rabbi is
to teach, to direct, to tell people what to do. The tension between the
counsellors and the rabbis grew almost to the point of erisis, so much
so that we had to stop the course for an hour while we sought some way
of reconciling what the counsellors were doing with what the Torah
seemed to be saying. That is when we began to reflect, for the first time
as a group, on the spiritual dimension of listening, of Shema Yisrael,

‘The deep truth behind person-centred therapy is that listening
is the key virtue of the religious life. That is what Moses was saying
throughout Deuteronomy. If we want God to listen to us, we have to
be prepared to listen to Him. And if we learn to listen to Him, then we
eventually learn to listen to our fellow humans: the silent cry of the
lonely, the poor, the weak, the vulnerable, the people in existential pain.

When God appeared to King Solomon in a dream and asked
him what he would like to be given, Solomon replied: lev shome'a, liter-
ally “a listening heart” to judge the people (1 Kings 3:9). The choice of
words is significant. Solomon’s wisdom lay, at least in part, in his abil-
ity to listen, to hear the emotion behind the words, to sense what was
being left unsaid as well as what was said. [t is common to find leaders
who speak; it is very rare to find leaders who listen, But listening often
makes the difference.

Listening matters in a moral environment as insistent on human
dignity as Judaism. The very act of listening is a form of respect. The
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We know that Judaism hates paganism. the poly-
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monotheistic. and both Christianity and Islam fundamentally accept the message of monothe-
ism carried by the jew—the whole issue of monotheism versus politheism has lost its signifi-
cince. Who is an idol worshipper in our midst? The relentless struggle in which Moses and
our prophets engaged millennia ago is, in our age. an anachronism. People either believe in one
God or they do not believe at all, instead finding delight in agnosticism or atheistic doctrines.
Who professes faith in a multitude of gods?

When we read the prophets carefully, we discern that the prophets did not foresee the defeat
of paganism at an early historical stage. They were not optimistic at all about the prospects of
an easy and quick victory over polytheism. Of course. they beheld a great and fascinating vi-
sion. They were captivated by the sublime goal. the awe-inspiring destiny of man, when God
will reign supreme over all nations. However, all these visions, hopes. and prophecies were
related to a very distant time, to a day replete with majesty and glory. remote and beyond the
reach of historical occurrence, somewhere on the fringes of time at the end of days. In short.
the prophets were eschatologically minded when they spoke in glowing and passicnate words
of the universal kingdom of God.

Indeed, we still pray to God and plead with Him to wipe out idol worship from the face of
the earth. And vet. as [ walk out of the synagogue on Rosh Hashanah. 1 have never noticed a
figure of the abominable and cynical Baal with horns. nor a statue of aging Zeus with his deter-
mined and energetic face. Judaism apparently has a different concept of paganism than the one
to which the reader of history is accustomed.

Who, then, is the perennial idol that man worships. the deity whom man adores. the god
to whom man is unqualifiedly committed? It is man himself! The most horrible. repulsive. and
menacing idolatrous warship is the deification and absofutization B’ﬁéﬁ“ﬁﬁmﬁﬁ
but if we forget even for a fraction of a second that he is als

5 very small, we commit the sin of .
idolatry. Man is divine, vet when he is not always aware of his satanic nature. he errs and is_
guilty of a grave offense. Absolutization of man’s worth. hypostatization of his capabilities and

accomplishments, idealization of his nature—these are tantamount to the most barbarous form

of idolatry. The world will be rehabilitated and redeemed only when man has adopted with re-

gard 1o himself 2 dual value judgment and looks at himself not only with admiration but with

suspicion as well. (Vision and Leadership. pp. 132-136}




