Shana Tova!
In preparing for this year’s high holidays, I had the pleasurable experience of meeting several times with Donald Abrams and Ray Bernstein, my fellow darshanim.  It was interesting when we spoke, that we all had common reactions to receiving The Call, the invitation from Rabbi Angel to deliver one of the drashes during the holidays.  I of course was highly honored to be asked, but then came the clincher, Rabbi Angel suggested that I strongly consider speaking about Israel.
Oy!  Was my initial stunned reaction, not the I-word.  Clearly I needed to do some serious t’shuvah if this task was being thrust on me, at this of all seasons.  I so wanted to avoid this topic and talk about something else, anything else  – maybe something simple, easy and straightforward like today’s torah reading, the story of the binding of Isaac…
So I had to ask myself, why was I so scared to speak on this subject? This wasn’t a hard question, why I perceived Israel as the “3rd rail” topic for drash-givers.  Certainly we all know how divisive this subject is in our community.  Like most people, I am happiest and most prefer it when my listeners agree with me when I speak, and like what I have to say.  No matter what I said about Israel, I assumed that I was guaranteed to piss-off at least half of the congregation.  But I had to admit this wasn’t the only reason for my reluctance.  It was also due to my own extreme ambivalence on the topic.  
I was raised as a young child to have a great love for Israel: from my family – especially my socialist Zionist grandfather and my cousins who founded a kibbutz; from the messages I received at Hebrew School, youth group and Jewish summer camp, as well as from those in my community who survived the Holocaust, who taught that we need a safe and secure homeland; and from my pride as a ten year old after the Six-Day War in Israel, my people and myself.  This love was like an adolescent crush - unquestioning and idealized.  As a youth I was taught a particular view of Israel's creation, fight for independence, and ongoing struggle with its Arab neighbors, which I now realize was biased and one-sided.
When I was older and actually able to travel to Israel and see the land for myself, my affection – although undiminished – became more realistic.  I have had the pleasure of visiting that country three times, at very different points in my life.  Each trip was meaningful – not just a fun, adventure and vacation in an incredibly beautiful place, although it was all that, but because the experiences touched me deeply.  I was in the geographic place of my historic roots, yet in the present modern time; the life of my people and our history was living and breathing all around me.  And this land was filled with my people, my family; deep in my kishkes I was connected and home.  It was my language being spoken, my holidays and culture being celebrated, the people walking down the street, working the counter at the stores and elbowing me to be first getting on the bus looked just like my relatives.  The feelings were somewhat parallel to how it felt when I first came to Sha’ar Zahav – this is someplace where I can just be who I am, without a constant need to explain.
But if my early relationship with Israel was like a first crush- that early idealized infatuation had to give way as reality set in.  Over time I arrived to a rude awakening when the idealistic images and history lessons from my childhood abruptly clashed with the complex reality on the ground – what I saw during my travels, and over the years in the news reports, what I learned as I studied more.  And then, Israel again and again continues to engage in behavior and conduct which I find egregious and reprehensible.  It pains me deeply when Israel takes action that is morally wrong, contrary to international law, and in violation of Jewish values and principles.  
While talking about my struggles with my relationship with Israel as being analogous to one with a lover, I can’t help but think of my relationship with the love of my life, Rena, my lawful spouse and partner of twenty-seven plus years.  As with any new love, when the starry romance of our initial honeymoon period faded, we became shockingly aware of each other’s foibles and weaknesses.  But rather than diminishing the power of our relationship, this awareness strengthened it.  One of the things that keeps amazing me about Rena even after all these years, is how well she knows me, blemishes and all, and still sticks around and loves me.  That is true matured love.  
And one of the things that Rena and I trust each other to do – is to notice when the other one is making a mistake.  I rely on Rena to point out to me, not too harshly I hope, when I am screwing up.  It would not be love if she failed to share these insights with me.  
So if I love Israel, and I believe I do, then it is incumbent on me to critique her.  Doing so is in the best interests of Israel, of the Palestinians, the Middle East region, the United States, and is in keeping with what I believe are my obligations as a Jew.  And in my opinion, Israel has made mistakes, some doozies:
(Israel is holding onto the occupied territories, in violation of international law, in derogation of the humanity of the Palestinian residents who live there, and contrary to its own goals of security and democracy.
(It discriminates against its Arab citizens and communities – too often denying them proper schools, housing, roads, equal access to grazing land and water, and other services.
(In spite of its claim that a blockade of Gaza is necessary to stop Hamas from building up its arsenal, the blockade has not had that effect, and has led to great human suffering.
(Israel refuses to freeze the building of further settlements as a concession for peace.
(and even when exercising its legitimate rights to self-defense, Israel has responded with excessive military force, killing innocents and harming itself in the eyes of the international community.
By my way of thinking, to speak out against these despicable acts isn't to hate Israel, but rather is how I show my love.
No matter how much we might disagree about something, or be upset by a wrong the other has committed, there is one thing that is a given between Rena and myself.  Our dedication to each other and to our ongoing relationship is never in question.  That is in part what it means for us to be spouses, to be family.  Similarly, my criticisms of the Israeli government should not be misunderstood as a question of my devotion and steadfast loyalty to Israel’s ongoing right and need to exist.
That is one of my concerns with the BDS movement – I know that sounds like something to do with bondage and kinky sex, but it stands for boycott, divestment and sanctions.  Some members of that movement are very well intentioned, but they are aligning themselves with others who make no attempts to disguise either their anti-semitism or their rejection of the existence of the State of Israel.  Although I continue to struggle with my own ambivalence on the right way to achieve the political change we seek in Israel, I am concerned that the BDS movement does not really target Israel's policies, but rather targets Israel's legitimacy. 
And yet I cannot completely agree with those who argue that by singling out Israel and applying double standards, the BDS movement is only coming from a place of anti-semitism.  Yes, there is Israel-bashing due to anti-Semitism, and Israel is often treated in a prejudicial way by the international community, the world media and the progressive left community in the Bay Area.  But when Israel’s defenders point out that the Israeli government is so much better than others which are not being boycotted – that it has not committed the human rights abuses of say North Korea, Zimbabwe or Somalia – I have to ask, is that the yardstick which we as moral Jews wish to measure ourselves against?  We’re not as bad as Somalia?! 
It’s true; many of us are harder on Israel.  And it’s true as well that at times that disproportionate response is motivated by anti-semitism  But I am harder on Israel because I expect more of Israel – which at the time of its founding stated in its Declaration of Independence that it will be “based on the precepts of liberty, justice and peace taught by the Hebrew prophets…”  As a Jew, when I see Israel fail to realize this goal, it matters to me.  As a U.S. citizen whose tax dollars are being used by Israel in harmful and atrocious ways, I must speak out.  It reminds me of my reaction as a parent when one of my kids seeks to avoid a punishment for wrongful behavior, just because other children did something similar or even worse. My response is still to impose a consequence, because regardless of what other kids have gotten away with, I am still concerned that my kids’ behavior was wrong, and we don’t do THAT in OUR family.
It is hard to say which pains me more – the conflict-ridden situation in the Middle East over Israel/Palestine or the extreme divisiveness in our Jewish community here at home, in the Bay Area and even at Sha’ar Zahav over our differences of opinion on this subject.  I, along with many others, have been called a self-hating Jew, a Nazi, an anti-semite and worse, called this by other Jews, because of the various positions I’ve taken on this subject.  And I’ve been thought of as a racist, a fascist, a lover of imperialism because of my support for Israel and belief in its legitimate right to exist.  Needless to say I cannot be all of these things, and honestly do not believe I am any of them.
I think that our distinctive inability to engage in healthy dialogue on this topic, to at least listen to one another with an open mind and be willing to have our own opinions challenged, is the true great tragedy – and one which directly parallels the underlying basis for the conflict in Israel/Palestine.  It stems from our lack of mutual empathy, our inability to recognize the humanity of the other side.  Whether speaking with our fellow Jews with whom we disagree about the Middle East, or learning to understand the experience of Arabs and Palestinians, we need to move past our perception of “the other” as less evolved, less human, and learn to speak honestly from our own heart without attacking, or challenging the legitimacy of anyone else’s pain.  It’s about sharing our own sorrow yet allowing ourselves to experience the other’s hurt, and recognizing that even though apparently at odds, both, at once, can be true. 
Israel’s conduct, as Amos Oz has so beautifully written, is often dictated by fear and uncertainty.  Both Israelis and Palestinians are unable to stop thinking of themselves as victims and operating from that place, without recognizing their power to destroy, and the awesome responsibility which is inherent in that power.  This is fueled by fundamentalists and radicals on both sides and a demonizing hatred of the other is cultivated on both sides.  Each side refuses to recognize the shared humanity in the narrative of the other – despite how many commonalities can be found in those narratives.
This is all so complicated and painful it should be clear why I wanted to take the easier route and instead talk about the Akedah.  I’ve always felt uncomfortable with the passage we read from the Torah this morning. The Binding of Isaac is one of the most analyzed stories in the Torah.  Yet every time I read it, I understand it less, and the more questions I have. 
As a child the story horrified me, as an adult it angered me – and as a parent myself, I now reject this story and some of its more standard interpretations, with every fiber of my being. Why would God want Abraham to sacrifice Isaac? What sort of test is that?
And even worse, what sort of father is Abraham that he said yes?  No God that I could believe in would ask this of a parent.
The first line of the portion tells us that God put Abraham to the test. Did Abraham pass? What exactly was the content and purpose of this protect-my-child versus obey-my-God test?  The Torah never explicitly tells us what the test was. Speaking as the professor that I am, we don’t know what a “pass” looks like, or a “fail;” an “A” grade or a “C.”  The text doesn’t explicitly state what was being sought as the hoped for or best possible response.
Historically, the dominant interpretation has been that Abraham passed the test by being willing to sacrifice what he loved most.  The story is understood as showcasing Abraham’s deep and abiding faith.  The moral, according to this interpretation, is that Abraham passed God’s test of faith by being willing and able to carry out God’s command, even when it seemed grotesque and wrong to do so. In submitting to God’s will in this way, Abraham showed that the epitome of faith is the willingness to obey the will of God no matter what.  I do not accept that.   
Instead I think the lesson of this torah portion is that Abraham fundamentally misunderstood and failed the test.  The true test was not whether Abraham would indeed offer up his son, but whether he would not.  Instead, when God initially summons Abraham to do this deed, God calls his name once, and Abraham responds "hinneni"--here I am. In contrast, when God's messenger calls upon Abraham to stop, at the last moment, it is with a two fold repetition, "Abraham, Abraham"--Abraham must be asked only once to raise the knife, but twice before he will stay it, so unyielding was he in his zealous devotion to complete his mission.  
Supporting the view that Abraham failed the test, Rabbi Shlomo Riskin has suggested that this is why after the angel stays Abraham’s hand there is never again any direct communication between Abraham and God.  The story ends in a kind of mutual estrangement.  Abraham’s blind obedience cost him his relationship with his son and with his God.  The Torah tells us that Abraham and Isaac went up the mountain together, but Abraham comes down the mountain alone.
I hope that God would have loved Abraham more if Abraham had argued for Isaac's life. And I hope that if God ever tests me in such a manner, I will not unquestioningly obey, but will apply the principles of justice and morality to that test. I believe that is what God wants. 
Thus the point of the story is that we need to learn how to interpret carefully what God wants of us without doing harm in the process. This is never as clear or as simple as it might seem. Immanuel Kant, the German philosopher, in his Lectures on Ethics strongly criticizes Abraham's behavior. Kant maintains that "we ought ... to do a thing not because God wills it but because it is righteous and good in itself - and it is because it is good in itself that God wills it and demands it of us." 
 And of course, thinking about this teaching brings me around full circle to my thoughts about Israel/Palestine – a sad conflict riddled with people both in the Middle East and here in our community, who are showing their faithfulness by following God’s commands, whether properly understood or not,  without question or compunction.  In this age of extremism, in which so-called religious leaders call for the death of innocents because they are convinced God told them so, and in which young men and women blow themselves up, along with countless others, all because they are convinced that they are carrying out God’s will, a definition of faith that requires blind obedience to theological ideals is frankly disturbing. This vision of faith is one that has haunted us in every age and caused suffering to countless numbers of people. It is this kind of faith that, quite honestly, gives faith a bad name.  The belief that we know for certain what God wants and that nothing else matters, whether that is the life of others, the health of the planet, or the life of one’s own child, is one of the most dangerous beliefs held by people today or in any age. 
Accepting the traditional interpretive thrust of the Akedah story leads to a fanaticism in which no act, no matter how repugnant, could be ruled out. Rabbi Norman Cohen wrote in his book Self, Struggle, and Change that “We are all like Abraham; so involved in our outside world — our careers, interests, or principles — that we do not or cannot see that it is our child, or spouse or parent that is bound on the altar. We are so adept at sacrificing that which is truly important to us on the altars we have erected that we may ask whether we are capable of hearing the cry of the angel before it’s too late.”  I read this and wonder what values have each of us been at risk of sacrificing through our misunderstandings of the Middle East conflict – and can we hear the angel crying out?

So why did the Rabbis choose this of all readings for Rosh Hashanah, the start of the New Year?  I can only guess that this complicated and disturbing story is meant as a warning to us, so that we may learn from Abraham’s mistakes, the risks of a fanatic zeal to do God’s will when combined with an unwavering certainty that we correctly understand what God’s will is.  We cannot accept a Muslim fanatic’s conviction that the Western world and especially Israel must be brought to its knees by violence and terrorism, and we dare not accept a Jewish fanatic’s belief that God’s promise of 3000 years ago has to be fulfilled by us at the cost of dehumanizing and displacing a people who have equally strong ties and claims to the land.
Pirkei Avot, a section of the Mishnah devoted to advice for ethical and reverent living, quotes a list of ten special, miraculous things that were created on the last day of Creation at twilight, just on the eve of Shabbat - things that can't be explained in any normal or rational or scientific manner. The last of these specially created things was "the ram for Abraham our father,” – which got its horns caught in the bushes and was sacrificed in place of Isaac.
Now a ram is a fairly ordinary creature, not generally thought of as miraculous.  But what if the fulfillment of the miracle weren't in the ram itself, but the miracle was in Abraham? The text says Abraham "lifted up his eyes," and saw something that he hadn't noticed before--a ram caught in the thicket. Perhaps he was so focused on his dreadful and seemingly inescapable task that he could not see what was there all along, nearby and in plain sight.  Abraham had to redirect not only his hand--away from his son--but also his perception--away from the idea that God really demanded such an awful sacrifice. The miracle is that Abraham is able to undergo a change of spiritual understanding just in time, and see alternatives just at the moment he is most "caught by the horns" in a horrible situation.  The miracle noted in Pirkei Avot isn't so much about a conveniently appearing mountain sheep as it is about our own potential to grow in understanding and insight. When Abraham "lifted up his eyes"--the ram was always there in the sense that God never intended for Abraham to kill Isaac, but the ability to see the ram- that is, to perceive the better choice--can be understood as the true miracle.
 My prayer for this Rosh Hashanah is that we develop our ability to see the image of God in each other, and therefore become willing to listen to voices that differ from our own – as we struggle to reach understandings both within and across communities.  In the end Isaac and Ishmael meet to bury their father and make peace
