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We are reading the last portions of the book of Deuteronomy these days.  And in fact,
many of the words in this book ring brilliantly with the themes of these days of Awe.
Yet it became the practice of Israel to pause in our Deuteronomic reading, and instead
read from other parts of Torah during Rosh Hashanah and Yom Kippur. 

On Yom Kippur, a section on sexual immorality from Leviticus became the traditional
choice.  Well, there is no question that it is in this realm that a pretty vast number of
transgressions find their origins.  But the majority of liberal congregations in several
denominations have eschewed this reading, and many have returned to the
Deuteronomy that was too quickly dismissed.  That is our custom, and our Yom Kippur
reading comes from two of these last portions that we are reading in the regular cycle:
Nitzavim and Vayelech.

But on Rosh Hashanah, every congregation worldwide seems to be on the same page.
We read portions from way back in Genesis, or maybe, a bit forward in Genesis, for
after all, we begin the reading cycle all over again in just a few weeks. We read
chapters 21 and 22.  

In some Reform congregations, that have decided to hold only one day of Rosh
Hashanah, only Genesis 22, but frankly, half of whatever esoteric point is being made
is lost with that decision. This is really the major reason why we of Ahavat Achim still
hold the two days.  

In fact, many congregations even in Israel, where the very concept of the second day
Yontif does not even technically apply, also hold services and Torah readings on two
days.  One sage put it thus: It is not so much that we have two days of Rosh
Hashanah, but that the awesome holiness of the day cannot be contained within 24
hours.  What we have is a single 48 hour day.

Alas that many congregants who do not attend services for the second day miss
chapter 22, the Akeda story, the Binding of Isaac.  This portion has been debated,
studied, and analyzed endlessly by both Jewish and Christian scholars for two
millennia.  There is always something to say about it, and it is even alluded to during
the triple shofar service liturgy. The real question is why we read chapter 21 today.

It is a rather infamous tale, in which Ishmael is sent into exile by Abraham, prompted
by both Sarah and God.  What redemptive value does this tale have for us? Is it to
remind us that Ishmael, father of the Arab peoples, is our brother and just as much a
son of our father Abraham?  We remember that both sons come together again, after
years of estrangement, in order to bury their father.  Are we to hope that someday our
own estrangement with the Arab peoples will also end?  Once we were close, once we
were safe in the house of Ishmael even when our Christian cousins were hunting us.
Things have changed.  Can we all be reconciled someday?
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The brothers returned for a funeral. If only this were not so true for so many of us in
non-symbolic ways: how often do we see family that we would not see except for
funerals. maybe we can work on that this year.

Still, it took a funeral for Isaac and Ishmael to come together.  What would such a thing
mean today? Whose funeral?  I wonder if the funeral might not be the commemoration
of the death of old regimes, old animosities based upon hundred year old situations.
Maybe there are new babies being born, infant reconciliations, and it is time to bury
outdated hatred?

Look what has happened with the deaths and suffering in Syria these last few years.  It
may not be on the news as much, but it is still happening.  The tens and even
hundreds of thousands of refugees are still pouring out of that land, the land once
called Aram, and looking for a home.  Just as our father Abraham was once himself a
wandering Aramean. So many Jewish hearts were opened to the people who, not long
before, were considered our greatest foes.  Is this not a development of biblical
proportions?

But as for tomorrow’s portion: it ends (and if this is a spoiler for you then you have not
been paying attention these last twenty-five hundred years...) with Abraham not
sacrificing Isaac, but a ram instead.  Jewish tradition goes behind the scenes of Torah
in order to teach that Abraham, after this offering, made two shofarot from the horns of
this divinely appointed ram.

The smaller of the two was the shofar heard at Mt. Sinai when we received Torah.  The
text tells us that its sound continued on and on, way beyond the breath of any mortal,
for it was God personally blowing that horn.

The larger of the two is being saved for the day when redemption finally comes, as was
alluded to during the Shofarot section of the triple service.  And every time we hear the
shofar blown, we can wonder if this is that day.

We, and many other congregations, have associated ourselves with HIAS, the
immigrant and refugee advocacy and aid society which began its history aiding us
during the decades when hundreds of thousands of Jewish refugees poured into this
country.  Now others need help.  Here are some ideas adapted from a piece of liturgy
sent to us by HAIS:

As one year comes to an end and another begins, we journey from Yom Teruah: the

Day of Sounding and Calling, to Yom Kippur: the Day of Atonement and Reckoning.

Our journey begins with the sounds of the shofar.  Its blasts awaken our soul to the
work at hand, the work of teshuva, of individually and communally turning and
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returning to our best selves.  At once plaintive and energizing, the shofar calls us to
remember the depths of suffering that still exist in our world as we are drawn out of our
complacency and into action.  There are three shofar calls, and each has its meaning. 

The uninterrupted and long call of tekiah guides our thoughts to the uninterrupted and
long train of 68 million people around the world still making terrifying journeys away
from violence and persecution to search for freedom, sometimes without an end in
sight. 

The broken call of shevarim remind us of the relentless attempts over very recent past
years to break the long tradition of welcome in our own country, to close our doors to
those seeking safety on our shores.  

The staccato call of teruah pierces our hearts, pounding upon our hearts in an urgent
drumbeat, its shouts calling us to action.  

But what will happen when the reverberation of this year’s shofar blasts stops? For
each of us and all of us together, may the commandment to hear the shofar not end
when we rise from our seats on this day. 

May we instead continue to sound the shofar for one another, inspiring each other to
take action on behalf of the worlds refugees. 

May we continue to sound the shofar for those who have closed their ears to the cries
of those who are most vulnerable, reminding them of our American and Jewish
obligation to welcome, love, and protect the stranger.  

As we arrive at the Day of Atonement and commit ourselves to do more and better in
the year to come, may we not just hear the shofar, but may we be the shofar: a
ceaseless call to justice for all.

We thank HIAS for this prayer.  Let us also recall, especially, again, the powerful
second day of Rosh Hashanah, that it is on that day that we really hear the shofar.  For
at the end of that day’s prayers, however much shorter they may be than today’s, there
are the forty tekiah blasts of the shofar.

Forty, the age Rabbi Akiva was before he began the studies that would make him the
preeminent sage of his generation, showing that it is never too late to strive for the
good.  

Forty, the days of rain that destroyed the earth, but finally came to an end and gave us
a second chance to build a righteous world. 

Forty, the years of our own refugee wandering in the wilderness that finally came to an
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end and brought us to a land flowing with milk and honey.

Like Ishmael in today’s portion, there have been many times when we were cast out,
not knowing where we were to go; homeless, friendless.  And the tens, even hundreds
of thousands of us who have perished during these expulsions and migrations remind
us that the Torah story of Hagar and Ishmael nearly perishing in the desert is not just
an old bible tale, but an eternal tale that happens again and again: to our people, and
to countless other peoples of this earth.

And like Isaac in tomorrow’s portion, there have been many, all too many occasions
during our long, long history when we found ourselves bound to an altar, the knife
ready to slash our throats.  But somehow, even as we must mourn the stupendous
losses we have suffered, we survived, and have come even to thrive.  We have been
brought to the promised land many times.

We are one of the longest, if not the longest historied peoples upon this planet. If
anybody knows the highs and the lows of life’s experience, it is certainly us. A Jew
cannot turn his or her back to suffering.

We have all heard this famous formulation of the great sage Hillel:

?hk hn hk hbt iht ot
?hbt vn hnmgk hbtafu
?h,nht 'uhafg tk otu

If I am not for me, who will be for me?
And when I am being for myself, what am I?

And if not now, when?

Let us to carefully consider the second line: “and when I am being for myself, what am
I?”  Words that do not mean, as is often interpreted, that sometimes I work for myself
and sometimes I work for others. 

Rather, Hillel meant that when I am myself, that self must not be the petty, egoistic self
that a bad reading of the first line would imply.  The line means that my own-most self
must become so large that in doing for myself I am doing for others.  That the very
distinction between selfish and selfless become blurred.  That we are all in this
together. That we are our brothers’ keepers.  That the work we do to benefit ourselves
be the sort of work that benefits the world.


