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Put in perspective, it was a minor event, but it boosted the spirits of an entire nation. 

This past August, for the first time in history, the State of Israel brought home a gold medal in 

the Athenian Olympics. A country ravaged by four years of intifada and suicide bombings put 

everything aside and celebrated. Finally, it seemed, there was some good news. Greek Jews 

streamed into Athens from all over the country to sing Hatikvah with gusto. In a world torn apart 

by terrorism, much of it aimed at the Jewish people, the gold medal was a brief reminder that 

once in a while, at least, good times still shine on the Jewish people. 

I must admit that the degree of enthusiasm for a victory in a traditionally Hellenistic competition, 

held – this year – in the very cradle of Hellenism, made me a bit uncomfortable. But what was 

downright perplexing, to my mind, was the sport in which Israel emerged victorious: 

Windsurfing. 

Windsurfing? 

What’s a good Jewish boy doing windsurfing? 

Windsurfing is for blonde, all-American boys from California. Jewish boys from Israel don’t do 

windsurfing. The ultimate Jewish competitive sport is something along the lines of chess. 

Basketball, for the more outdoorsy. Maybe paddleball. But windsurfing? Doesn’t make sense. 

Things, though, are not always what they seem. And if we reflect on the holiday of Rosh 

Hashana for a moment, I think we’ll see that it made perfect sense that a Jewish windsurfer 

would carry home the gold. 

 

As children all of us have fears. We dread the dark; we worry about the monsters under the bed. 

As we get older, our fears grow older with us. The biggest fear that burdens our adult lives is the 

fear of FAILURE. 

We constantly worry about failure, some of us obsessively. And true to our fears, failure 

inevitably comes. In some cases failure hits us hard. It may be dreams of achievement which are 

cruelly dashed. It may be a marriage which disintegrates, or one that is technically intact but is 

emotionally empty. Some of us watch our children grow up in ways which disappoint us. For 

others our health – or the health of those we love – fails us, leaving life a mocking shadow of 

what could have been. 

For many of us failure strikes in more subtle ways. Deep down, all of us harbor visions of the 

person we want to become. We have spiritual dreams – we want to be that tzaddik or tzaddekes, 

that talmid chacham. We want to be the model parent. We want to be valued parts of our 

community, people to whom others turn in times of need. We know that we have failed, in many 

cases miserably so. Our personalities fall far short of our expectations. 

As much as there is personal failure, there is such a thing as national failure, as well. At many 

points during these last few years, it seemed as if the world itself is a failure. Less than a week 

ago we observed the third anniversary of 9/11. The structure of normal life collapsed that day, 

together with the physical structures that crumbled. The hope of a peaceful twenty-first century 

was dashed at the outset. A failure! President Bush spoke correctly when he indicated that the 

war against terrorism is one with no easy victory in sight. Whatever the outcome of our struggle 



against the international network of terror, any expectations we might have had after the end of 

the Cold War that the world would simply shape up have failed. The world is a dangerous place. 

It may stay that way for a long time. 

How do we handle failure? What do we do when it inevitably comes our way? 

The Torah teaches us that when we sound the Shofar on Rosh Hashana we produce a Terua – 

described by the Talmud as the sound of either weeping (our Terua) or groaning (our Shevorim). 

The Terua is the quintessential sound of the Shofar. Rosh HaShana itself is described by the 

Torah as the “Yom Terua” – the Day of the Terua. The Terua is the sound of a life shattered, an 

existence marked by failure. Besides the sound itself – a staccato series of blasts – the very word 

“Terua” means broken. Rosh HaShana – the Day of the broken Terua – is the day which 

highlights our failures. In that sense it is the ultimate day of judgment, a judgment in which we 

are found to be severely wanting. 

Yet, somehow, our broken Terua is a source of pride for us. “Ashrei Ho’om Yodei Terua; 

Hashem – B’Or Ponecha Yehaleichun.” “Fortunate is the people who knows Terua; Hashem – 

They will walk in the light of Your countenance.” “B’shimcha Y’gilun Kol HaYom.” “They will 

rejoice all day in Your Name.” How can we be so happy, knowing that our lives are nothing 

more than a pitiful Terua? 

R’ Yitzchok Hutner, the late Rosh Yeshiva of Mesivta Chaim Berlin, has a beautiful letter 

addressed to a student who, it seems, was emotionally distraught. His best efforts to succeed in 

his path to spiritual growth were met with failure. He seemed doomed to lead a failed existence. 

Rav Hutner sharply reprimanded him for his defeatest attitude. He writes: 

 

My dear one, realize that your very letter itself gives the lie to all of the negative self-description 

contained therein. Let me explain what I mean. It is very unfortunate that when we discuss the 

spiritual accomplishments of our Gedolim, our great men, we focus on their final achievements. 

We recount their untainted ways, while glossing over their internal struggles. When we speak of 

our Gedolim we leave the impression that they were created already fully formed. We all express 

amazement at the verbal self-control of the Chofetz Chaim. But who knows all the wars, the 

struggles, the pitfalls, the failures, and the defeats which the Chofetz Chaim encountered as he 

struggled with his evil inclination... 

Realize, my dear one, that the root of your soul is not a serene life of virtue, but the struggle to 

achieve virtue ... In English we say, ‘Lose a battle and win the war.’ You have certainly failed, 

and you will fail. But I promise you that after you lose all those battles you will emerge from the 

war with the crown of victory upon your head ... The wisest of men, King Solomon, says in 

Proverbs that “The righteous man falls seven times and yet rises.” Foolish people think that the 

verse means: Despite the fact that the righteous man falls, he still is able to rise. The wise people, 

however, know that only by falling seven times can the righteous man hope to get up. 

 

Failure makes us stronger. If we are crushed -- spiritually, physically, emotionally ---our defeats 

force us to realize how much we need G-d in our lives. Failure reinforces our humility, and 

strengthens our resolve. We need to fall those seven times in order to eventually come out on 

top. 

Rav Soloveitchik explained that this is the message of the Terua. The Torah dictates that every 

Terua be flanked by a Tekia -- a clear, unbroken sound -- before and after the Terua: Peshuta 

L’foneha U’Peshuta L’Achareha. We start out life unblemished, unbroken, like the Tekia. We 

will all go through our personal Teruos. The trick is to transform them once again into the 



unbroken sound of the Tekia. We have to utilize our falls as the key to our growth. 

“Ashrei Ho’om Yodei Terua” -- Fortunate is the people who know how to transform the crying 

of the Terua. The word Terua, besides meaning broken, also means friendship (“Rei’us”). 

Greatness lies in converting broken into a bond. 

 

Which brings us back to windsurfing. 

Let me offer a disclaimer that I have never windsurfed, nor do I know that much about 

windsurfing. But from my limited understanding, the challenge of windsurfing lies in the fact 

that the elements are lined up against the surfer. He has no control over the waves. More often 

than not, the wind is blowing against him, forcing him to naturally travel backwards. The genius 

of the successful windsurfer lies in confronting an environment doomed to failure and, by being 

clever and agile, transforming the elements to work in his favor. With the right movements, the 

wind can be harnessed as a helpful force. The elements of failure can be put to work in the 

service of success. 

Transforming failure into success. That’s a very Jewish sport after all. Ashrei Ho’om Yodei 

Terua. 

Let us heed the sound of the Terua. And let us all make this a year where we bring home the 

gold. 

 


