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Rosh Hashanah is a time to focus on the power and the pitfalls of communal prayer; about what we strive for as a community when we pray, and what we should be concerned about. 

I especially want to focus on one aspect of communal prayer: the repetition of the silent Amidah—the chazarat hashatz. 

The source for chazarat hashatz is actually based upon the laws learned from the blowing of the shofar on Rosh Hashanah.  

The last Mishnah in Massekhet Rosh Hashanah teaches: “kol yachid ve-yachid chayyav, everyone is obligated to blow the shofar on Rosh Hashanah.”  There is an obligation for every person to blast the shofar (or hear it blasted) on Rosh Hashanah.  The great sage, Rabbi Gamliel, adds to this position.  He says: shaliach tzibbur motzi et harabbim yedei chovatan, the representative of the community blasts the shofar and thus fulfills the obligation on behalf of everyone else.”

My interpretation of this Mishnah (and there are different ways to read it) is that Rabbi Gamliel is adding to the position of the tannah kammah, the anonymous author of the Mishnah.  The author of the Mishnah puts forward the position that it is preferable that everyone blasts the shofar on their own, individually, for themselves.  Rabbi Gamliel then adds that one person—the leader—should blast the shofar on behalf of everyone.

Rabbi Gamliel’s position seems to be that when praying to God, the ideal is that the entire community should also be represented with one sound.  Prayer should go up separately from individuals, and also as a complete unit on behalf of the entire community.  

The shofar is a trumpet sound, but it is also a prayer.  It is the purest prayer that goes directly to God.  The way we blow shofar today, it is also a communal prayer. One person blows the shofar as a prayer on behalf of the community.  

When it comes to our prayers today, we follow both suggestions of the Mishnah.  We have individual and communal prayers.  We pray a silent Amidah, which represents our individual prayers.  And through the leader of the congregation we repeat the Amidah.  

The source for this repetition of the Amidah is Rabbi Gamliel’s teaching.  Just like Rabbi Gamliel counseled that one person should blast the shofar on behalf of everyone, so too, one person should recite the words of the Amidah aloud on behalf of everyone.  

Think about what we do when the shofar is blasted.  Many of us are on the edge of our seats.  Many of us are praying silently.  Many of us are focused entirely on the actions of the shofar.  That is the paradigm of communal prayer.

So too, the chazarat hashatz should be seen as a communal Amidah.  It is like the single blast of the shofar by the leader in that it represents the community’s prayer.  Just as the shofar is blasted by one and intended for all, so too the communal Amidah is said by one and intended for all.

Therefore, when we hear the repetition of the Amidah, it is a time to focus on prayers on behalf of the community.  It’s a time to think of communal needs.  These are tough times for our community.  There are communal threats, major communal concerns.  During the silent Amidah we prayed for our own thoughts, during the repetition we shift gears and focus on the needs of the community.

There is also something else occurring during the chazarat hashatz.  I want to explain what it is by sharing another rabbinic statement.  

There is a comment upon Rabbi Gamliel’s position found in the Talmud that states: The people in the fields (am she-besadot), who were busy working and unable to come to pray, fulfilled their obligations for prayer through the communal Amidah (Rosh Hashanah, 35a).  The point is that they fulfilled their obligation to pray even though they did not hear the communal prayer at all!

How is this possible?  How could the people in the fields who were unable to pray fulfill their obligation of prayer?  

In this halakhah is contained the power of communal prayer.  When a community gathers and prays together, then the power of their prayers spread far and wide.  When a community focuses on the communal Amidah and treats it with the same respect that they treat their own personal Amidah, then it affects not only those in their own minyan, but also those in the wider world. 

When the communal Amidah is done properly, it represents a sensitivity and concern for the larger community.  It symbolizes a caring for those beyond our own immediate four walls.  It speaks of a yearning for a connection with people throughout the world.  This is why the people in the fields can fulfill their obligation without doing anything.  The powerful communal Amidah has reached them.

So the communal Amidah carries with it two powerful messages.  Like the blast of the shofar, it represents the desire to offer one united prayer to God.  And it seeks to connect with those throughout the world who might not know how to pray at all.

About communal prayer a story is told in the Or HaChochmah: 

Once a splendid bird, more beautiful than any that had ever been seen before, was seen at the top of the tallest tree in a certain country.  The bird’s feathers contained within it all of the feathers in the world.  But the bird was so high up, that no single person could ever hope to reach it.

When news of the bird reached the ears of the king, he ordered that a number of people should try and bring the bird to him.  They were to stand on each other’s shoulders until the highest person could reach the bird and bring it to the king.  The people gathered near the tree, but while they were standing on each other’s shoulders, some of those near the bottom decided to wander off.  As soon as the first person moved, the whole chain fell injuring several of the people.  The bird escaped.

The people had doubly failed the king.  For even greater than his desire to see the bird was his wish to see the people so closely joined to one another. (From Jack Riemer, The World of the High Holidays.)

Every time we have a communal Amidah in this sanctuary we have the ability to work together to see the “beauty of the bird.”  The most powerful time of all is Mussaf, because Mussaf is the time when most people are gathered together to pray as one family.  During the communal Amidah we have the opportunity to focus as one and to unite in our blessings and hopes for our community.  This is what we can be doing during chazarat hashatz.

This is the atmosphere that we are trying to create in our sanctuary.  We should feel confident that we can create such an atmosphere, because we have successfully created such a sacred space for mourners to recite Kaddish.  During mourners Kaddish, we can feel proud that our congregation is attentive to the words of the mourners.  We understand that the purpose of Kaddish is for the mourner to call out to God within the context of community, which is why it is so important that the community be attentive; through our response to the Kaddish we have the opportunity to help aid the mourners in their daily struggle with their new reality.  Just as we attend to the needs of the mourners during Kaddish, we can also attend to the needs of the larger community during chazarat hashatz.

This is what that story of the beautiful bird is all about.  The King, who represents God, says to his people, “The purpose of prayer is not only for an individual to see the beauty.  It is for everyone together to see the beauty.”  In order to get there we need everyone’s help.

