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Can You Hear My Story?
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Two years after October 7, Jews around the world mark Simchat Torah, finishing and beginning again the
reading of the Torah, and thinking about our stories, both ancient and present. How do we tell our stories
in a world and to a world that doesn’t seem to want to hear them? On this episode of TEXTing IRL, Elana
Stein Hain and Yoni Appelbaum, deputy executive editor at The Atlantic, study the writings of Rav
Soloveitchik, uncovering how the ability to be heard when telling one’s story makes one free, and how
listening with empathy and humility allows one to tell the truest and most compelling stories.

This source sheet is part of the October 13, 2025 episode of the podcast TEXTing IRL - Ideas for Real Life. Host Elana
Stein Hain sits down with guests who are accomplished practitioners in their fields to explore how classic and modern
Jewish texts can help us wrestle with and act with integrity in the face of the big dilemmas of our time.



Elana Stein Hain is the Rosh Beit Midrash and a senior research fellow at the Shalom Hartman
Institute of North America, where she serves as lead faculty and consults on the content of lay
and professional programs.

A widely well-regarded thinker and teacher, Elana is passionate about bringing rabbinic thought
into conversation with contemporary life. To this end, she hosts TEXTing IRL, a bi-weekly podcast
that considers issues relevant to Jewish life through the lens of classical and modern Torah
texts; she also teaches Talmud from the Balcony, an occasional learning seminar exposing the big

ideas, questions, and issues motivating rabbinic discussions. Elana is the author of Circumventing
the Law: Rabbinic Perspectives on Legal Loopholes and Integrity (Penn Press, 2024) which uses

loopholes as a lens for understanding rabbinic views on law and ethics.

She earned her doctorate in Religion at Columbia University and is an alumna of the Yeshiva
University Graduate Program in Advanced Talmudic Studies (GPATS) as well as the Consortium in
Jewish Studies and Legal Theory Graduate Fellowship at Cardozo School of Law. She also served
for eight years as a clergy member on the Upper West Side of Manhattan, at both Lincoln Square
Synagogue and the Jewish Center, has taught at the Wagner School at NYU, and sits on the board
of Sefaria: A Living Library of Jewish Texts.

Elana is currently living in Jerusalem with her family.

Yoni Appelbaum is a deputy executive editor at The Atlantic and the author of Stuck: How the

Privileged and the Propertied Broke the Engine of American Opportunity. Appelbaum is a social

and cultural historian of the United States. Before joining The Atlantic, he was a lecturer on
history and literature at Harvard University. He previously taught at Babson College and at
Brandeis University, where he received his Ph.D. in American history.

The Shalom Hartman Institute is a leading research and educational center serving Israel and world Jewry. We
work to enrich the moral and spiritual life of Israel and the Jewish people, deepen the commitment to pluralism
and Israel’s Jewish and democratic character, and rebuild the covenant between Israel and the Jewish world.
Through our community of outstanding scholars and educators, the Institute develops innovative responses to the
challenges of our time, cultivates a new generation of leaders and change agents, and builds transformational
educational projects that help inspire a better Judaism and a better Israel for the 21st century.

Shalom Hartman Institute of North America
475 Riverside Drive, Suite 1800
New York, NY 10115
212-268-0300
info@shalomhartman.org | www.shalomhartman.org
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What is redemption? Redemption involves a movement by an individual or a community from
the periphery of history to its center. . . . A history-making people is one that leads a speaking,
story-telling, communing free existence. . . . Free man who is eager to tell his story, is always
surrounded by an audience willing to listen to his story. The slave has neither a story nor a curious
audience.
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And Moses spake before the Lord, saying: “Behold, the children of Israel have not harkened unto
me, how then shall Pharaoh hear me, who am of uncircumcised lips?” How did Moses dare say
this? Had not the Holy One already promised him, when he said that he was not eloquent, that
He “will be with his mouth” (Exodus 4, 10-12)? Or did the Holy One not keep His promise?
However, there is here an inner meaning. Moses was then in the grade of “Voice,” and the grade
of “Utterance” was then in exile. Hence he said, “How shall Pharaoh hear me, seeing that my
‘utterance’ is in bondage to him, | being only ‘voice,” and lacking ‘utterance.”” Therefore God
joined with him Aaron, who was “utterance” without “voice.” When Moses came, the Voice
appeared, but it was “a voice without speech.” This lasted until Israel approached Mount Sinai to
receive the Torah. Then the Voice was united with the Utterance, and the word was spoken, as
it says, “and the Lord spake all these words” (Exodus 20, 1). Then Moses was in full possession of
the Word, Voice and Word being united. That was the cause of Moses' complaint (v. 23), that he
lacked the word save at the time when it broke forth in complaint and “God spake to Moses.”
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Whoever permits his legitimate needs to go unsatisfied will never be sympathetic to the crying
needs of others. A human morality based on love and friendship, on sharing in the travail of
others, cannot be practiced if the person's own need-awareness is dull, and he does not know
what suffering is. Hence Judaism rejected models of existence which deny human need, such as
the angelic or the monastic.
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