We Hear What We Want to Hear

The gemara (27a) says that in general we assume people cannot properly hear and concentrate when two different sounds occur simultaneously. Therefore, if a person has an obligation to listen to something, there cannot be any other sounds at the same time. However, there are a few exceptions. The mishna (26b) says that they used to blow trumpets at the same time that they blew the shofar on Rosh Hashana. Similarly, even many people may simultaneously recite hallel or read Megilat Esther to fulfill the obligation of the community. The gemara explains that these mitzvoth are “chaviv,” especially dear to people. Therefore, people will pay extra attention and will be able to discern the words and sounds even when many people are talking or blowing the shofar at the same time. 


Rashi explains that hallel and Megilat Esther are chaviv because they are relatively infrequent and thus exciting mitzvoth. However, many of the poskim, including the Mishna Berurah (488:8) quote another reason. They say that because the megilah discusses the miracles of the Purim story and hallel describes the miracles of leaving Egypt, people enjoy them and pay extra attention to them. 


The Mishna Berurah continues to cite a custom that in many places on Shabbat and Yom Tov all of the adult males recite kiddush out loud in unison for everyone else present. Since kiddush also mentions the miracles of leaving Egypt, it too is “chaviv;” therefore, people will be able to focus even when two people say it at the same time. The Mishna Berurah concludes, though, that not withstanding this custom, it is preferable to not have many people say kiddush at the same time. However, he doesn’t explain this preference. Perhaps, it’s because this custom doesn’t fit with Rashi on our gemara. Rashi explained that hallel and the megilah are chaviv because they are not common mitzvoth, but Kiddush we say every week. This being the case, according to Rashi, kiddush isn’t chaviv and therefore only one person should say it at a time.


The P’ri Megadim (EA, 488:2) writes that even when there is no obligation to hear the person talking, if people don’t have the appropriate sidurim or chumashim in front of them we should not have more than one person talking at a time. Besides for any halachik problem, it’s simply distracting and confusing when many people try to speak simultaneously. However, the Mishna Berura (Sha’ar HaTzion 8) points out that the custom in his day was not so, at least when it came to benching. At that time, he writes, it was customary for the leader to say the first beracha of benching out loud with everyone else in an undertone. For the rest of benching, though, everyone said it out loud together, even when people didn’t have benchers in front of them. Apparently, we assume that at least for something as common as benching, we are not worried that the many different voices will be distracting or confusing. 

