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5780 Rosh Hashanah Morning 
Rabbi Yaron Kapitulnik 

Breaking Walls  

  

What do Berlin, Pink Floyd, China, Jerusalem and a Street Journal have in 
common? 

What is the one thing we can hit our heads against, have our backs to, dine 
at a hole in the or see the writing on…? 

Yes….  It’s a wall. 

Take a deep breath - NOT that wall. 

But, walls do play a major role in our lives.  

We teach our children the story about the walls of Jericho. We sense awe 
seeing or standing on the Great Wall of China, we were inspired by the fall 
of the Berlin Wall, and we are, in one way or another emotionally disturbed 
by the heated debate we have about the wall on our Southern border. But 
we know too well that those walls are not the most formidable walls in our 
lives. Rather it is the walls we build around our hearts and minds and souls 
that have a deeper meaning and play a much more significant role in our 
lives.  

The idea that a wall is not just a thing of the physical realm is part of our 
Jewish DNA. For 2000 years the Western or Wailing Wall, the Kotel, has 
been both a physical reminder of destruction and a spiritual icon of hope 
and faith.  

Can you remember the first time you approached the wall, your hands 
searching for a crack in the stones to insert your note? It was more than a 
physical experience - wasn’t it? 

There is a famous story about the CNN journalist who heard about a very 
old Jewish man who had been going to the Wailing Wall, the Western Wall 
to pray, twice a day, every day, for a long, long time. So, she went to check 
it out.  

http://jokes4all.net/praying-jokes
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She watched him pray and after about 45 minutes, when he turned to 
leave, she approached him for an interview. 

"I'm Rebecca Smith from CNN. Sir, how long have you been coming to the 
Wall and praying?" 

"For about 60 years." 

"60 years! That's amazing! What do you pray for?" 

"I pray for peace between the Christians, Jews and the Muslims. I pray for 
all the hatred to stop and I pray for all our children to grow up in safety and 
friendship." 

"How do you feel after doing this for 60 years?" 

"To tell you the truth ...Like I'm talking to a wall." 

The walls be built, physical and emotional have many purposes. But they 
are mostly built to keep other people away. 

David Frye reveals in his book, Walls: A History of Civilization in Blood and 
Brick,  that the idea of constructing barriers or walls to keep people out or 
in, is as ancient a concept as human civilization. The only thing that has 
changed are the people being shut out or locked in. 

 And in ancient times, he adds, walls had a good reputation.  They were a 
symbol of strength, safety and power. In the Bible, walls are used as 
metaphors to describe not just physical strength, but rather spiritual 
strength. In a world full of uncertainty, and danger, a physical wall was 
something to rely on; massive, firm, reassuring. And with physical walls 
came mental comfort, tranquility and even a vague promise of happiness.  

But we know too well, that physical and emotional walls can be a source of 
despair, self defense mechanisms we build to people away, blocking hope 
for a better future for them and for us.  

Robert Frost identified this duality about walls in his poem, where he both 
argues that walls make good neighbors but also states: “Before I built a 
wall I'd ask to know, what I was walling in or walling out, and to whom I was 
likely to give offense.”  

https://www.goodreads.com/book/show/36622725-walls
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Frost draws a direct line between the physical walls we build and the 
emotional walls we build within us - for him both are debilitating, constraints 
on our ability to grow, to connect and sympathize, to seek new horizons 
and fight apathy.  

Another prime example of a wall that has both a physical and spiritual 
meaning is the Berlin Wall. For almost three decades, this wall stood as a 
visual reminder of the hostility that existed between the parties on either 
side of the wall. It served both as a physical barrier, but also as a means to 
crash any hope for freedom and liberty, hope for peaceful relationships 
between people and countries.  

When President Reagan in 1989 called out to Chairman Gorbachev: “Tear 
down this wall,” he spoke of a greater vision than just seeing the wall being 
physically destroyed. He was sending a message of hope to the world – 
faith in the ability of people to overcome fear and hatred. To Believe in 
something greater then themselves 

The Berlin Wall was not just a physical barrier, it was also a mental wall 
representing prejudice, fear and hatred of strangers. It was more a mental 
barrier than a physical one, until still today, people in East Berlin and West 
Berlin feel as if they have little in common, the physical Wall of Berlin might 
have fallen, the emotional wall in the hearts of people still stands strong. 

In an article published by the New York Times, Costica Bradatan concludes 
that “Walls are built not for security, but for a sense of security. What a wall 
satisfies is not so much a material need as a mental one. Walls protect 
people not from barbarians, but from anxieties and fears, which can often 
be more terrible than the worst vandals. In this way, they are built not for 
those who live outside them, threatening as they may be, but for those who 
dwell within. In a certain sense, then, what is built is not a wall, but a state 
of mind.” 

This year we will celebrate 30 years since the fall of the Berlin Wall, and I 
can sadly say that rather than seeing more walls fall we are living in a 
modern world where walls seem to be built faster than ever, walls between 
countries, pretending to prevent mostly the passing of unwanted drugs or 
immigrants, or in the case of Israel, a security wall built a decade ago with 
the need of preventing terrorists from sending suicide bombers into Israeli 
territory. 
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Six months ago, I was humbled by the experience of seeing that wall, for 
the first time, from the other side in the part where it separates Bethlehem 
in Hebrew Beit lechem, from Jerusalem. 

It was a profound experience for me as the last time I was in Bethlehem 
was 17 years ago, as a 33-year-old reserve duty soldier with the 
Jerusalemite brigade, participating in operation “Defensive Shield” - the 
Israeli response to yet another wave of terror that hit Israel in 2002. 

 In fact, it was during that operation, 17 years ago, in Bethlehem, that I 
received a phone call from the Jewish Federation in Palm Beach Count 
asking me to become the Jewish Educator at the local JCC. And as they 
say, the rest is history. 

 So, there I was, six months ago -in Beit Lechem, this time as a Rabbi co-
leading an Interfaith Mission of Temple Judea and Saint Marks Church and 
visiting the Church of the Nativity when our guide asked if we wanted to 
tour the security/ separation wall. A stop not originally on the itinerary and 
something I hadn’t anticipated. 

I walked near the wall amazed by some of the artistic graffiti expressions - 
a mixture of images expressing both hope and hate, dark humor and 
sarcasm -like the painting shouting out “Make Hummus not walls.” Or the 
image of a Palestinian teen throwing a flower rather than a rock. One 
image shook me to the core, it was an image of a young Palestinian girl, 
holding a balloon in the shape of a heart and flying upward as if she could 
go over this wall, just with this simple gesture of love and aspiration. 

I stood there looking at the tall cement wall, barbed wire on top, 
surveillance cameras every few feet, I felt sick to my stomach. I knew on 
one hand how important this wall was for the security of my family and 
friends in Jerusalem, just miles away. I remember too well the horrible 
months where one suicide bomber followed another into the city. And I 
know, for a fact, that building this wall made it almost impossible for 
terrorists to execute their plans.  

But at the same time, I stood there thinking to myself, what hope is there? 
What is this wall teaching a young Palestinian child? Will they be able to 
see anything positive about the people on the other side of the wall? This 
wall gave no sense of future, no cracks to allow rays of sun or hope to 
shine through. 
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This wall represents all that is good about walls and all that is bad. I 
couldn’t stop asking myself about the price we pay when we build walls. 

We can keep building physical walls – but at what price?  

We can keep building emotional walls – but at what price? 

We all build walls. Most of us, at any given moment are hiding behind a 
self-inflicted, self-serving and personally constructed wall. 

We build walls because as strong as we might look or feel, we are all 
vulnerable and over the course of our lives, we learn how to protect 
ourselves, how to reduce and hide from pain in hope that we will not have 
to deal with the evil on the other side. And while we still get hurt from time 
to time, by building a symbolic wall and keeping people out – on the other 
side - away from how we really feel, we have the illusion of safety. We 
survive. 

The walls we build, and maintain for a long time, strip us from experiencing 
real joy, forgiveness, and prevent the chance of healing. 

We build high dividing walls between husbands and wives, children and 
parents, between friends, between political rivals, between neighbors 
arguing about the color of their fences...sometimes we build walls just 
between ourselves and our feelings. Thick walls made with bricks of pain 
and pride, betrayals and busyness, abuse and neglect, fear and 
misinformation.  And we just don’t know how to tear them down. 

I know there are people sitting here today who have not spoken to a friend, 
a child, a sister, a brother or a parent for far too long. People who are afraid 
to deal with their own emotions, who dismiss any suggestion to engage in 
soul searching, in therapy or self-reflection. 

 I look at you, and I know that these walls make you feel safe, that you do 
not want to get hurt again and that you believe that there is no other way 
but to remain behind these walls.  But I want to believe, and I hope you will 
believe, that as we embark on this journey in this New Year, that these 
walls, over time, can be torn down, and with the bricks of the wall you can 
start to build something new. 
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And maybe, just maybe, we can now understand the story of the walls of 
Jericho in a whole different way… 

As the children of Israel cross the Jordan River, and enter the Promised 
Land under the new leadership of Joshua, the first city they encounter is 
the city of Jericho. The city appears to be indestructible because of its 
perceived huge city walls. These are the biggest, strongest, most 
frightening walls the Israelites have ever seen. However, for any of us that 
have been to Jericho, and seen these same walls, we all know they are not 
that formidable, not that scary.  

So perhaps what the Torah is talking about is not the physical stature of 
those walls, but rather the overbearing fear - the mental wall - the Israelites 
faced.  The same type of wall we all face many times during our lives. 

For you see, the Israelites just lost their great leader, Moses. Imagine that 
after 40 years of being the guiding force in their lives they find themselves 
in a state of despair, uncertainty and the deep grief of not being able to 
share a significant achievement with a loved one.  

Many of us can relate to the dark cloud of loss, to the despair in feeling left 
alone, robbed of the joy of sharing our simchas with loved ones. 

From this place of loss, fear and abandonment, the walls of Jericho look so 
much bigger and insurmountable.  

But this is not the only challenge they were facing; the Israelites were 
confronting the fear of starting a completely new life in a whole new place. 
Many of us can relate to the sense of fear of entering a new stage of life, be 
it a new school, leaving home for college, becoming a new parent, being 
newly retired, or encountering the end of a long relationship.  How 
damaging are the walls we build when faced with the unknown? 

And finally, the Israelites were facing unknown enemies and potential 
physical harm. Here too, we are not different.  In today's world – thousands 
of years later - we are vulnerable. we face an endless list of unknown 
enemies. Be it random shootings, natural disasters or a new life-
threatening epidemic.  And on the most personal level the frightening test 
result, that forever changes your life. 
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This fear, which is recognized as a healthy biological mechanism to protect 
us and our loved ones, is paralyzing, Mental and emotional walls built so 
thick and tall, that we forget that they are there to just protect us temporarily 
- we start believing they can never come down. 

But they can, the walls can come down, just like in Jericho – but they have 
to come down one brick at a time. Any attempt to tear the walls down in an 
instant is bound to fail, but if we start removing one brick at a time; the brick 
of insecurity, the brick of revenge, the brick of ignorance, the brick of hate, 
the brick of impatience,  the brick of laziness, the brick of self-doubt, the 
brick of complacency. The brick of lies we tell ourselves and excuses we 
tell others. If we slowly remove one brick at a time, Light rays can penetrate 
from the other side, and we can see that there is light and hope, and a 
Promised Land behind the wall.  
 
The rabbis teach that the Israelites circled the walls of the city of Jericho for 
seven days, as they walked around the city, they slowly took out bricks 
from the bottom of the wall. Until today we remind ourselves of this story, 
when in a Jewish wedding, the bride and groom circle each other seven 
times to symbolize that all the emotional, spiritual and physical walls 
separating them are removed. 

At the end of the 7th day the Israelites are commanded to blow the Shofar 
and we read: “And when a long blast is sounded on the horn—as soon as 
you hear that sound of the horn—all the people shall give a mighty shout. 
Thereupon the city wall will collapse, and the people shall advance, every 
man straight ahead.” 

In a moment we will hear the sound of the Shofar. In past years, I have 
stood here and told you that this sound is supposed to awaken us to 
engage in the hard work of repentance, of self-examination and 
introspection.  
 
Today I stand before you and pray, that the sound of the Shofar, will be the 
sound that pierces your hearts, that breaks the first brick in the walls you 
have built around your hearts, the walls that give you a false sense of 
security. The walls that stop you from seeing the pain and needs of others. 
That stop you from reaching out to those you pushed behind the wall that 
stop you from truly connecting with your true feelings.  
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May the sound of the Shofar help break through the mental walls you built 
which do not allow you to admit that you are wrong, that block new ideas 
from taking the place of prejudice, of misinformation and lies you have 
been telling yourself and others.  

May the sound of the Shofar bring down the spiritual walls that stop you 
from feeling the presence and wonder of God, that deprive you from living 
in a sense of awe and gratitude, the walls standing between you and the 
Promised Land behind the tall walls. The walls that stop you from being 
who you must become. 

May the sound of the Shofar, echo the same sentiment heard in Berlin 30 
years ago, may it encourage us to: “Tear these walls down.” 


