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A 60 year old woman has a heart attack and is taken to the hospital. While on the 

operating table she has a near death experience. She sees the white light and then she sees 

God. “Am I going to die?” she asks.  

 

“Absolutely not,” God says. “You have another 43 years, 8 months and 11 days to live." 

 

The procedure is a success and the woman has a complete recovery. She’s so excited by 

her epiphany that she decides now she’s really going to live it up. As long as she’s in the 

hospital, she figures, why not take advantage. She has a face-lift and a tummy tuck. She 

dyes here hair, whitens her teeth and walks out of the hospital feeling like a million 

bucks.  

 

She strolls out the front door, she’s crossing the street and sure enough – she’s struck by a 

speeding ambulance and she dies.  

 

She gets up to heaven. She’s standing before God and she’s furious. “You said I had 

another 43 years! Why didn't you pull me out from the path of that ambulance?" 

 

God says: "I would have – but I didn't recognize you." 

 

The קריאת התורה that we choose for Rosh Hashana is enigmatic at best. If today is 

the anniversary of creation, why not read the opening chapters of Bereishis? Or as the 

Mishna itself suggests, why not read an excerpt from Vayikra that deals with the service 

of the day and the sounding of the shofar? How are we to understand the gemara’s 

selection of the 21
st
 and 22

nd
 chapters of Bereishis as our קריאה for today and tomorrow? 

What does the birth of Yizchak, the banishing of Yishmael or the Akeidah have to do 

with the theme of the day? 

 

There are of course many solutions to this query. Perhaps, like Avraham, we 

should be thinking today about what it means to sacrifice. Or maybe as the gemara tells 

us, we select this reading because Hashem remembered Sarah on Rosh Hashana.    

 

But I’d like to suggest something else entirely. When you put the two chapters 

together and read them as one, you’ll notice that a pattern begins to emerge. Over and 

again, a character is absolutely certain of a particular conviction – and every time fate 

conspires to create a totally unexpected outcome. In a word, these two chapters are a kind 

of testimony against those who subscribe to the notion of finality. Seldom indeed are the 

moments in life where the end is certain. 

 

• Sarah is convinced beyond a shadow of a doubt that she is condemned to live a 

life of childlessness. And yet our קריאה opens with her conceiving and giving birth 

at the age of 90.  
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• Avraham is sure that Yishmael, his firstborn son, will become the heir to his 

spiritual legacy. He won’t even listen to Sarah’s compelling case until Hashem 

himself intervenes. In the end, though, everything Avraham had expected turns on 

a dime. 

• Without water in the blazing heat of the desert, Hagar knows her son will perish. 

She’s so sure – so resigned to what she believes is the undeniable end – she 

moves away from her son because she cannot bear to watch. Until she opens her 

eyes and discovers an oasis. She and her son will live to see another day. 

• And finally in the story of the Akeidah: Avraham is convinced that he will have to 

slaughter is son, so convinced in fact that the angel must call out twice – Avraham 

Avraham – before he is willing to stop short of sacrificing Yitzchak. The 

conclusion of the story is so different from the way Avraham had envisioned it. 

 

These verses offer a profound commentary on the Day of Judgment. As much as 

we may believe that our fates are sealed or that our small actions can’t possibly matter in 

the grand scheme of things – the Torah is telling us that the outcomes we take for granted 

may not in fact come out the way we had expected. 

It’s actually the Rambam’s central message in Hilchos Teshuva. Never give in to 

the belief that says it’s too late or that the remaining chapters of life’s script have already 

been written. Always conceive of a world, he writes, in which the ending is uncertain – a 

world in which human actions matter. 

 

This morning, I’d like to suggest that we entertain the notion that change is 

possible – if only we’re willing to make it so. 

 

 Let us consider for a moment three close relationships that we should be thinking 

about on Rosh Hashana – and whether we’ve relegated them to the realm of end-stage or 

whether we believe there is still the hope that they might change or even grow.   

 

We have to begin of course with ourselves – with our own families – our own 

parents and children.  

There are two stunning midrashim that – when read side by side – create a 

narrative that should resonate deeply with each of us today. 

 The first medrash tells a story. It’s the untold story of Avraham seeking out his 

banished son. Three years after sending him off into the desert, the medrash says, 

Avraham – against the protestations of Sarah – sets off to the land of Moav to inquire 

after Yishmael. More than anything, he wants to know what kind of life his beloved son 

is leading. At the story’s end, when Avraham discovers that Yishmael has chosen a kind 

and generous wife, he davens for his child and Hashem blesses Yishmael with all kinds 

of bracha. 

 The second medrash is well-known, but we glide past it too quickly. The Torah 

tells us at the beginning of the Akeidah narrative that Avraham and Yitzchak were not 

traveling alone on their journey. ויקח את שני נעריו אתו – Avraham took with him two lads. 

Who were they? The medrash tells us: Eliezer and Yishmael.  
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 Yishmael? Really? Had he not years earlier been banished from Avraham’s 

home? Sarah, if you’ll remember, is still living. Had she recanted? Was Yishmael 

welcomed back into Avraham’s tent? 

The medrash doesn’t give us the answers to these questions. But his civil and 

silent presence alongside his father and brother should give us pause.  

 

I believe the medrash takes our original argument to another level entirely. On the 

surface, the Torah is telling us – and reminding us today on Rosh Hashana – that we Jews 

believe neither in fatalism nor in finalism. There is always room to hope because 

something or someone or the world itself might change. But the medrash adds a totally 

new dimension. Be hopeful, the medrash says, because – when it comes to family 

relationships – beneath the breaks and the fractures and the alienation is an almost 

genetically ingrained sense of love. It’s so fundamental and so core – that when one digs 

deep enough – one almost always discovers an ember of hope just waiting to be 

rekindled. 

 The medrash says Yishmael was guilty of the worst imaginable crimes – idolatry, 

murder and adultery. He violated every possible ethical code. Imagine: the father of 

monotheism watching his oldest son worshipping idols; the man dedicated to a life of 

moral righteousness witnessing his own son commit the gravest offenses possible.  

Avraham has no choice. He’s commanded by God to banish his son. It’s the 

archetypal moment of fracture between a parent and child amdist adolescent rebellion. 

The child has crossed the line and the parent has no choice but to act – to say this cannot 

continue.  

It’s the most painful moment in the life of Avraham; and the most painful in the 

life of Yishmael. 

And yet – through it all – there is an unbreakable bond between father and son – 

between parent and child. Avraham cannot help but care about Yishmael. And likewise, 

Yishmael cannot help but return home. 

Even when there’s a rupture – it’s not really possible, the medrash is saying, for a 

parent to stop loving his child or for a child to stop loving his parent.  

 

Sometimes we experience a fracture in a relationship. Maybe by virtue of 

something that’s happened – or maybe the absence of something – we come to believe 

that we’ve reached the final stage. We’re convinced that the status quo cannot be altered.   

 

I’m not asking you to put it all past you and make amends. And I don’t mean for a 

second to deny that there may be real pain or hurt. But I am asking you to consider the 

possibility that somewhere deep down is a relic of the original bond. A memory or an 

experience in which the two of you were close. Rosh Hashana is a day filled with 

aspirations and hope – a day brimming with possibility. Have we decided it’s too late or 

is it still possible there’s a kernel somewhere to which we could return? 

 

The second relationship I would ask you to think about today is your relationship 

to the Torah.  

My grandmother used to tell stories about how the children in her shtetl would 

learn. Each child would know how to read from a different angle. One could read right 
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side up; another could read upside down; someone else knew how to read sideways. That 

way, when they would sit in a circle, everyone could follow as all the children in the class 

shared the one book they had.  

In the year 5770 virtually any Jewish text of interest to you is a click away. Are 

we content with our knowledge of Torah and mitzvos – or is it possible that we might yet 

learn something new? Or even more to the point, is it possible that in a new stage of life 

we could re-learn something old and see it from an entirely new perspective?  

Simply put – in our lives – is the Torah a closed book or an open one? 

 

And finally – and this is the hardest – have we decided – consciously or otherwise 

– that our connection to God will occupy just so much space in our lives – or is it still 

possible to grow our relationship with Hashem ? 

When you think of davening, do you instinctively place it in the category of ritual 

or is there something personal about it, too? 

Maybe we’re at a distance from God because of something that’s happened. I’ve 

been disappointed or made to feel abandoned. So I keep God at arm’s length.  

 I would submit to you that despite this – or maybe because of it – it’s possible to 

come back to Hashem’s embrace and make His presence a relevant part of your lives.  

  

 In an interview, someone once asked the founder of a well-known Jewish 

publishing company how he came to be so passionate about Judaism. And he told the 

following story: 

I grew up in a very religious home, but my heart was never really in it. In yeshiva, 

I wasn’t a very good student. Learning never really interested me that much. In my 

cheder, my rebbe had a rule. If you misbehaved, he would write your name on the 

blackboard.  

One day when I was in the fourth grade, the Rosh Yeshiva visited our class. Now 

– you have to understand – the Rosh Yeshiva never visited our class. He was the most 

imposing figure you could imagine. Just the sight of him elicited a sense of dread from all 

the talmidim. 

I hadn’t been on my best behavior that day and sure enough when the Rosh 

Yeshiva walked in, my name was on the blackboard. I started to sink into my chair.  

And then I noticed that my rebbe had positioned himself in just such a way that 

the Rosh Yeshiva wouldn’t be able to see my name on the board. And then I saw my 

rebbe go like this (swaying back and forth in front of the chalkboard). He was 

surreptitiously wiping my name off the board.  

When I followed my rebbe out of class that day and I saw the chalk on the back of 

his beckische – that’s when it all changed. Because I realized that however hard he was 

on me – however many times he scolded me or put my name on the board – deep down 

he really loved me and wanted to protect me.    

 

 Maybe it feels as if we’ve been called out on something by God – as if our name 

is on that blackboard. Have we resigned ourselves to this ending or can we be open to 

another possibility? Can we find the inspiration within ourselves to engage in a 

conversation about what it means to be in a loving relationship with our Creator?  
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Like Avraham and Yishmael, moments of fracture need not keep people apart 

forever. There is something elemental in the relationship that allows for its repair – or 

even its rebirth – if we are but willing to take that lonely first step.   

 

Maybe we have dozens of years to live. Or ר"ל – maybe we don’t. There are no 

guarantees. We stand here today not knowing what the year ahead will bring for us and 

our families. It’s all on the line.   

But if our קריאת התורה teaches us one thing – it’s that finality is overrated. More 

often than we think, there is room for another possibility – a creative way to look at the 

world anew or a reasoned way to breathe fresh hope into the world of old. Either way, 

there is great comfort in the knowledge that even moribund relationships can come to life 

once again. 

Let us seize this opportunity to connect and re-connect to our families, our Torah 

and to Hashem. And in the merit of seeing God’s world through the lens of possibility, 

may Hashem see us through that selfsame lens – and may He grant us the potential to 

make this new year one of bracha and prosperity for our families, our community and the 

entire Jewish people.  

 

 


