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Haftarah No. 11: Second Day Rosh haShanah—Jeremiah 31;1-19 

 

Megillah 31a points to this as the appropriate text for the second day of Rosh haShanah, but 

refers to it by the last verse, “haben yakir li Epraim, Ephraim is a dear son to me.” In addition, 

the Talmud points to a different Torah portion than we actually read, so it is not the connecton 

with the Torah reading that militates in favor of this selection of Scripture. Rashi sees the end of 

the verse, "zachor ezkerenu od, I will yet remember him” as the important part, a promise that 

God will remember us in a good light, essential for us on Rosh HaShanah. 

 

That leaves two questions: First, why read the whole chapter, if all we care about is the last 

verse? We could easily have started a few verses later than we do. Second, it is possible that the 

Talmud only cared about the end of that verse, but it would be prettier if the verse the Talmud 

quotes was also an important part of the reason the selection was chosen. Beauty is not always 

required, but if we can explain the choice of this section both plausibly and beautifully, how 

much the better, no? 

 

Verses 1-5: The Experience of the Desert Created Eternal Love 
The first five verses of the haftarah have God reminding us that we found favor in the desert, 

having fled the sword of Egypt (as Rashi explains), seeking rest in Israel. In response to that, or 

to the Patriarchs’ merits, God appears to Jeremiah, promises His eternal love, that we will be 

fully rebuilt, that the day will come that Ephraim’s watchers will say, let us go up to Zion. 

 

The Sages offer 2 comments I want to share. Makkot 24a sees Jeremiah’s mention of "holech 

l'hargi'o," going to rest,” as the reversal of the Torah’s warning that in times of punishment “lo 

targia, you’ll have no rest” among the nations to whom you will be exiled. The idea that one 

prophet’s words respond to those of an earlier one, even repairing or counteracting them, seems 

to assume that prophets are sometimes required to stress one side of God’s truth over another, 

leaving later prophets to offer the opposite and balancing approach. 

 

Sotah 11a suggests that the verse in the Torah describing Miriam as watching the baby Moses in 

the river from afar is a veiled reference to God. The prooftext that the word “?????, from afar” in 

that verse means God is from our haftarah, where Jeremiah describes God as appearing from 

afar, using the same word. More than a Midrash about that one event, I think the Talmud is 

suggesting that the idea of watching from afar is always true of God. The challenge (at least for 

Jews) is to bring our relationship closer; it is always there no matter what we do. 

 

Berachot 11a cites our verse’s mention of God’s eternal love as the source for saying “Ahavat 

Olam, eternal love” as the second blessing before reciting Shema, as opposed to ahavah rabbah, 

a great love. The two versions differ as to whether to focus on the magnitude of God’s love, or 

its lasting quality. In our haftarah, we care about constancy, particularly appropriate to a day 



when we seek to squeak through a judgment of pure justice. 

 

Verses 6-8: Eternal Love Eventually Leads to Redemption 
In this section, God tells us to call out with joy, given the promise to redeem us, and that we will 

all be brought back, including the weak, injured, and pregnant. Radak notes that God tells us to 

celebrate, then to call out. He understands that to mean that after the announcement of the 

Redemption, Jews will need to supplicate Him to bring it about, but does not explain why that 

should be necessary.  

 

For me, this indicates God’s “desire” to have the redemption of the world be a partnership 

between God, the Jewish people, and all of humanity, to the extent possible. This explains verse 

9, where God tells the the prophet to predict that redemption will only occur in all its glory once 

non-Jews in faraway places call out about it. 

 

The verse singles out the weak, injured, and pregnant; Radak thinks it means to say that the pace 

of the redemption will allow even such people to keep up. In our times, that could mean the 

redemption will use modes of travel that allow even such people to get back to Eretz Yisrael, or 

that it will unfold in a way that even people ordinarily leery of travel will have the confidence to 

join. 

 

The Lessons They Teach Us 
Citing this verse, the Sages assume that in the future women will become pregnant and give birth 

on the same day. In Baba Batra 16a, where the Talmud comments that Job was shown a bit of the 

world to come, Rashi names this miracle as the one he saw, his wife becoming pregnant and 

giving birth in one day. 

 

I wonder whether the point is that the world will return to a time before Adam and Eve ate from 

the Tree of Knowledge, when the process of childbirth was meant to be painless. Babies will still 

be born (which seems to assume that death will still occur), but the process will no longer take as 

long or be as hard. The time of the Messiah, here and elsewhere, is when we can finally leave 

behind the consequences of the Garden, and get back to the real work of serving God. 

 

Verse 14, 15-16: Rachel, Ephraim, and the Jewish People 
Verse 14 envisions the Matriarch Rachel seeing the Jews going out to exile and crying for them. 

Some read Rachel as Ephraim, an example of how the Jewish people as a whole are here being 

referred to as Ephraim, probably because they were the majority. The use of Rachel as an image 

usefully connects to God’s stress on unbreakable love for the Jewish people. Just as Jacob 

maintained his connection to Rachel through all the years he had to work for her, all the troubles 

with their children, and even hearkened back to her in his final commands to Joseph (long after 

she had died), so, too, God focuses on us, as it were. 

 

Verses 17-19: Bringing It All Together 
That view of the Rachel metaphor brings us to the goal of the prophecy as a whole, and the 

reason the Talmud would refer to it by the words “Ephraim is a dear son.” We are being 

reminded of God’s unbreakable connection to us, which “forces” God to linger over the positive 

memories we have together.  



 

Reading it on this day, we are hoping that the words of Jeremiah, the promise that God’s 

“memory” of us is always fond will help us avoid the kind of judgment that the Attribute of 

Perfect Justice would be likely to produce. Best wishes for a Shana Tova, a sweet and happy 

New Year.  

 


