Rosh Hashanah 2007

Each year, on the second day of Rosh Hashana we
read the Akeida - the story of the binding and near
sacrifice of Isaac. W read this story on Rosh
Hashana to rem nd God of Abrahamis act of [oyalty
In order to win for ourselves, during this period
of judgnent, sone nerit on account of our
ancestors. And we rem nd oursel ves of the kind of
devotion to principles that is required of a
commtted Jew. The nedi eval Spanish Jew sh

phi | osopher Arbabanel wites in his conmentary of
Breishit: "The Binding of Isaac is forever on our
lips and in our prayers. For init lies the entire
strength of Israel and their nmerit before their
Heavenly Father." Al t hough an angel intervenes,
the traditional nessage is that there are val ues
worth sacrificing for; sone values are worth dying
for; and sonme values are even worth endangering and
sacrificing our children for. And it is precisely
our ability to sacrifice for higher val ues that
makes us worthy, and allows us to survive as a

peopl e.

This year, as | read the text, | was struck with —
what | think is - an atypical reaction; it occurred
to me that while Abrahamwas certainly subject to a



terrible test, he no doubt clearly heard God' s
command to him He knew that sacrifice was

requi red, and al though we can argue until next Rosh
Hashanah about whether he responded correctly by
not questioning God's words to him the fact that

God nmade such a denmand of Abrahamis not disputed.

For Abraham God's word was direct. For us, that
IS no longer true. God used to speak directly

t hrough his prophets, but he does so no | onger.

That path of revelation is closed. W cannot | ook
to contenporary prophets for consolation or noral
gui dance. Eliezer Berkovits nay have been correct
when he stated that God’s encounters with man are,
by necessity, extrenely rare in history in order to
| eave room for doubt; this safeguards our spiritual
freedom which is the nost noble quality of faith.
But that | eaves us in what | would suggest is an
even nore difficult place than Abraham - we need to
make sacrifices without even being sure we are
followng God s commands. How difficult are our
daily tests, when our guidance is unclear? How do
we take direction in this era? How do we know we
are hearing God s voice?

The Akeida tells us that there are sone val ues t hat
are worth sacrificing for, but does not tell us



exactly what those are. The Akeida tells us that
sone sacrifices are necessary, but others are
clearly inappropriate. How do we know which are

whi ch? How do we know when it is God speaking to
us, or when it is just our fears, insecurities, and

I nner denons that we hear?

Wil e our tasks are not as profound as sacrificing
our children, many of them can have an i nportant

| mpact . Sacrifice is not just physical martyrdom
the giving of alife, but it is all the little
things we relinquish for the sake of our communal
val ues. The adult child who spends hours caring
for an aged parent; the parent who stays hone to
rai se his or her children, at the cost of career
advancenent and nonetary conpensation, is
sacrificing for values. Those who give up their
time and their noney to help the poor, or the day
school, or this mnyon, are sacrificing for val ues,
and they are depriving their own children of that
very tinme and noney now diverted to these greater

t ranscendent causes. And com ng closer to the
Akeida itself, there are those of us who have sent
or will send their children to serve on behal f of
the | DF or perhaps the US arny.



In a tinme without prophets, when we nmake our own
sacrifices, we sonehow need to ascertain what it is
that God wants fromus. W need to get closer to
God, we need to understand God. Mai noni des agrees.
According to Mainonides (in his Guide of the

Perpl exed, Ill, chapter 54), people strive for
perfection in 4 areas: nmaterial possessions,

physi cal shape, noral virtues, and rational
attainnents, but only the final area has any real
value. (1 woul d have thought it was the 3¢
category, which he calls “noral virtues” and by
that, he nmeans foll ow ng hal acha. But he di sm sses
this as nerely a preparation for sonething el se and
not an end in itself.) That final category, the one
Mai noni des calls “rational attainnments,” is exactly
what we have been tal king about: it is

appr ehensi on of God — hearing God’ s voi ce.

Mai noni des expl ai ns how he thinks this can be done.
He says we can achieve our need and desire to know
CGod by |l earning and exhi biting | oving-kindness
(chesed), judgnent (m shpat) and righteousness

(t zedakah). Muai noni des seens to suggest, although
he is not clear about this, that by imtating these
Codly traits, we will get closer to God — and in
fact, it is our desire to imtate CGod that
engenders our good qualities.



Aviva Zornberg takes this a bit further. In her
book “The Begi nning of Desire,” she suggests that
we can cone closest to God when we recogni ze that

we can create the world with God.

What does she nean? How can we create a world wth
God? One way Zornberg suggests, and this is rather
hard to grasp, is that we nust cone to know and
express the spontaneous, unforced energy in
ourselves (this is what she calls chesed).

Zornberg agrees with Ranbam that we shoul dn’t act
in a world of obedience alone; that is not God-

| i ke. Instead, we should operate in the world of
chesed, which for her neans we act “spontaneously,
naturally, of our owmn free will and unforced

consci ousness.” | think Zornberg is referring to
the way in which we express our gratitude for our
worl d, for God, for our blessings and our Torah; it
Is the way in which we approach our obligations or
mtzvot.

And in case that’s difficult to understand or

achi eve, Zornberg suggests another related path —
in order to create a world with God, in order to
get closer to God and understand God, she says we
must pray, we nmust converse about the world with



God. She relies on a passage of Rashi to nmake this
point. In this passage, Rashi wites of the need
for human communi cation in the creation of the

wor | d:

Bef ore man was created, the vegetation
had not energed, even though God had
declared, on the third day of

Creation, ‘let the earth bring forth
grass.’ The vegetation had stopped
growing at the very surface of the
earth, and had not energed until the
si xth day. Way? Because God had not
sent rain. And why had God not sent
rain? ‘Because there was no nan to
work the ground’” — that is, there was
no one who coul d appreciate the
goodness of rain. Wen man cane, and
knew that rain is needed by the worl d,
he prayed for it, and it fell, and the
trees and grasses grew.

Thi s passage of Rashi suggests that our prayer
actually was the cause for bringing grass into
being. W knew grass stood at the very surface of
the earth ---- it was absent, and yet it had
potential and there was need for it. Qur prayer



operated on the edge of trust and need. Qut of our
hunger, we found the |anguage that touched off
CGod's original intent. God did not send the rain
initially — He restrained hinself — until nan cane
to exist — man, capable of know ng his separat eness
fromthe world, his own need, and his love for the
wor | d.

Prayer is existentially different fromall other
activities. Wwen we pray, we stand in the presence
of God. Prayer is an act involving body and spirit
in relationship with God. The whol e point of
prayer is to dimnish distance between oursel ves
and God — to create closeness. Prayer is a process
where we can experience intimacy with God —
Zornberg says it is a dynam c process, in which our

desire confronts our alienation.

So, inthis age of God’'s silence, in order to
apprehend God and know what sacrifices He wants
fromus, we need to pray — and, |ike that passage
from Rashi, we nust pray with both trust and need
in our hearts. W nust pray despite alienation,
and because of our desire. W nust pray with the
know edge of what we bring to the covenant — our
own creativity, our own spontaneity, our own joy,

our own | ove for the world. Through this prayer



we hope to find God's voice and God’ s purpose for

us.

At Kol Sasson, we have set up a community of
prayer, singing, and spirituality. W pray as a
community where nen and wonen freely voice their
prayers together — a whol e which becones nuch
greater than the sumof its parts. This prayer
results in a Kol Sasson — a voice of gladness. Qur
goal has al ways been neani ngful engagenent of
everyone who participates and joins us; to

experi ence ruach and spirituality, seriousness and
enthusiasmin tefillah. This is an anbitious goal,
a worthwhile goal, a goal worth sacrificing for.

Mai noni des concl udes his mamot h Gui de of the
Perpl exed with the followi ng words “God is very
near to everyone who calls, If he calls truly and
has no distractions; He is found by every seeker
who searches for Hm If he marches toward H m and

goes not astray.”

| hope that this year, with each other’s help, we
each find the strength to seek God, and to
recogni ze our own responsibility in fulfilling the
covenant. | pray that we get divine inspiration as



to what our own individual sacrifices should be for

this year.

The Akei dah begins with God calling to Abraham and
Abraham responds with the untransl atable word

“Hi neni .” H neni indicates readi ness, alertness,
attentiveness, receptivity, and responsiveness.

May we have the faith that we are follow ng God’' s
comandnents, so that we can al so respond “H neni”
to God when we are call ed.

Shanah Tovah U net ukah.



