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Shanah tovah.  Years ago, a Beth Shalom member shared a comment

with us concerning some of her friends that has stuck with us.  These

friends, she said, women who are Jewishly committed and otherwise

comfortable in services, don’t come to shul on Rosh HaShanah.  These

women don’t have children and coming to services on Rosh HaShanah

had just become too painful, too much of a space where they didn’t feel

they belonged.

There are strong personal and social forces at play in that discomfort.  It

can be hard to welcome another year in which your family doesn’t look

the way you hoped it would.  It can be painful to take stock of the

difference between plans and prayers, and reality.  It can be hard to

come to services and see people we haven’t seen in a while, or go to a

Rosh HaShanah meal and see family members we haven’t seen in a

while, and maybe be asked prodding or painful questions.  It can be a

time of year when we feel tremendous pressure to have the “perfect

Jewish family,” whatever that means.
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On top of that, the Rosh HaShanah Torah and Haftarah readings really

bang us over the head with stories about fertility, and infertility, and

having children, and not having children, and losing children.

At first glance, these stories seem like they have happy endings.  In

today’s Torah reading, after prolonged infertility, Sarah gives birth to

Yitzchak, who will inherit Avraham’s patriarchal role.  In today’s

haftarah, Chanah prays for a child and is granted one.  In tomorrow’s

haftarah, God will comfort a crying Rachel, reassuring her that her

children will one day return from exile.  And in tomorrow’s Torah

reading, after the drama of Akeidat Yitzchak, the binding of Isaac,

Yitzchak will emerge physically unscathed.

But despite those narrative arcs towards fulfilling resolutions, all of

these stories are actually incredibly painful and complicated.  God tells

Rachel to stop crying because her children will return, but tomorrow’s

haftarah doesn’t tell us whether Rachel was actually comforted by
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God’s words or when her children will return.  Chanah is granted a son,

Shmuel, but he only remains with her until he is weaned, and then she

gives him up to serve God, just as she had vowed to do, but in so doing,

is then again without a child.

But perhaps most striking of all of these stories is the one of Sarah and

Yitzchak, and Avraham, and Hagar and Yishmael.

It begins with infertility.  Then Sarah gives her maidservant Hagar to

Avraham, so that she can have a child through her.  We have no idea

how Hagar felt about this, but it’s effectively forced surrogacy.  That

pregnancy is a source of strife between Sarah and Hagar, but ultimately

Yishmael is born.  And from a close reading of the text, it’s pretty clear

that we’re supposed to understand Yishmael in some sense as Sarah’s

son, not Hagar’s-- as Sarah expresses: י האּוַל֥ ּנָהִאָּבֶנ֖ ִמֶּמ֑ , “perhaps I will

have a son through her.”
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But Sarah will also give birth to a biological son, Yitzchak.  And some

time later, for reasons that are not totally clear to us, Sarah decides that

Yishmael does not have a place in her life, and that she does not want

him to inherit alongside Yitzchak.  The Torah then tells us that Avraham

was greatly distressed by this, on account of his son, but God steps in

and tells Avraham to listen to Sarah’s voice.  And indeed, that’s what

happens-- Hagar and Yishmael are sent off into the wilderness, mostly

(though not completely) written out of this story going forward.  And to

make matters even more interesting and complicated, Sarah really gets

written out of the story at this point, too.  The next time we hear of her

is her death.

There is so much pain in this story.  Sarah’s pain, Hagar’s pain,

Avraham’s pain-- to say nothing of Yitzchak and Yishmael’s experiences

here.  The pain of sending away a child, a child who had been

desperately wanted.  The pain of being sent away.  The pain of a couple

who want different things for their children.  The pain of needing to
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make gut-wrenching choices about your family.  The pain of not even

having the agency to make those choices.

We read this story (and therefore talk about this story) every Rosh

HaShanah and it is SO TEMPTING to come into it ready to pass moral

judgment.

Who thought forcing Hagar into surrogacy on Avraham and Sarah’s

behalf was a good idea?   How could Sarah expel Yishmael, in some

senses, her own son?  Why doesn’t Avraham protest or try to reason

with Sarah?  Why does God side with Sarah?  Could Yishmael actually

be a terrible influence on Yitzchak and sending him away is the right

thing to do?

It is so easy for us to walk into this story ready to judge.  But before we

do, let’s take a step back.
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When Avraham is upset by Sarah’s desire to banish Yishmael and Hagar,

God tells him:

ּה" ע ְּבקָֹל֑ ה ְׁשַמ֣ י� ָׂשָר֖ ר ֵאֶל֛ ר ּתֹאַמ֥ "ּכֹל֩ ֲאֶׁש֨

Which our Machzor translates as “whatever Sarah tells you, do as she

says.”  Or in a more word for word translation, “whatever Sarah tells

you, listen to her voice.”

Now this is actually a pretty interesting move on God’s part.  God

usually tells people what to do.  Often, exactly what to do.  Based on

the way that God interacts in human affairs throughout the Torah, and

especially in the book of Bereishit, we might expect God to say: “Send

out Yishmael!” or “do not send out Yishmael!” or “Pack a skin of water

and a loaf of bread and some choice meat and cast out Yishmael early

in the morning.”  Or something like that.

But God doesn’t come in to tell Avraham what should happen to

Yishmael.  Instead, God really leaves things in Sarah’s hands and

instructs Avraham only to listen to her voice.
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There is a long rabbinic tradition stretching back to the midrash in

Bereishit Rabbah that imagines that when God says “listen to her

voice,” it means, “listen to the ruach hakodesh, the sacred spirit, within

it.”  Listen.  Carefully.  Hear Sarah’s pain, her fear, her concerns, which

the Torah does not preserve clearly for us.  This is her decision to make.

Your role, Avraham, is to listen.  And God’s role, it seems, is to step

back.  Not to be a genie with a magic wand, swooping in to make

everything ok.  Not to give Avraham, or Sarah, or us all of the answers.

Not to intervene.

Instead, in this moment in our Torah reading, God’s role is not to judge

who is right and who is wrong, who will be at peace and who will be

troubled, who will be serene and who will be disturbed, who will be

tranquil and who will be tormented, but rather to remind Avraham to

listen.  To teach Avraham how to find holiness through hearing the

voice of another human being.
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And on this Yom HaDin, this Day of Judgment, when we imagine God as

Judge with a capital J-- well, if God’s role as judge looks like puting up

God’s metaphorical hands and saying, “trust Sarah, listen to her”-- well

then maybe we ought to step back from our judgment here as well and

learn to listen to people’s individual voices and stories, affirming their

agency over their own lives.

From the outside, whether that’s as readers of this text or observers of

others’ lives, we never have the whole story.  This morning’s Torah

reading reminds us that life circumstances are complicated, and that

our wants and needs change.  Few things in life, bringing children into

this world included, materialize exactly the way we envision.

Our instinct, I think, in reading these texts-- at least on a surface level--

is that finally having children equals a good happy resolution to all of

the matriarchs’ problems.  And maybe all of the patriarchs’ problems,

too.  But the midrash in Bereishit Rabbah brings a surprising perspective
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to that assumption.  In response to the question of why the matriarchs

struggled with infertility for so long, Rabbi Huna in the name of Rabbi

Chiya bar Abba teaches: “so that they could spend the majority of their

years without enslavement.”  In the context of a tradition that considers

being fruitful and multiplying a mitzvah, Rabbi Chiya bar Abba

acknowledges that birthing and raising children also entails an

extraordinary amount of physical and emotional labor, akin, in his mind,

to slavery.  Rabbi Chiya bar Abba realizes: having children is not only a

mitzvah or a blessing, it is also a burden.  He implies that having the

matriarchs spared that burden for so many years freed them up for

other responsibilities.

This reading obviously minimizes the pain, both physical and emotional,

experienced by those who long for children in the face of infertility.  But

it also feels refreshingly honest about the weight of bringing children

into this world.
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And in the same vein, a closer look at this morning’s haftarah reveals a

similar understanding on Chanah’s part.  We generally read her simply,

as yet another barren woman in our tradition who longs for a son.  But

if we look closely at the text of Shmuel, it never actually tells us that she

wants children.  It tells us that “God has closed her womb” and that she

is “miserable”-- but the cause of her misery is that her co-wife, Peninah,

taunts her over her infertility.  Chanah prays for a son, but she promises,

on her own initiative, to dedicate him to a life of service in the

sanctuary at Shiloh.  She prays for a son whom she knows she will not

actually raise.

Perhaps Chanah has seen up close what having children and raising

them is like, with the house full of Peninah’s children.  And so she

decides that she desperately wants a child and also doesn’t.  It is clear

that she wants Peninah’s scoffing to end.  Perhaps she wants to know

that God is listening.  Perhaps she wants to experience pregnancy and

childbirth firsthand.  Perhaps she wants to raise a child herself but is
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afraid to ask too much of God, and so tries to strike a bargain.  Perhaps

she wants to raise a child herself but knows that she cannot physically

or emotionally bear that burden.

We can do our best to read this short story (even if it’s long for a

haftarah!), and try to surmise what Chanah did or didn’t want.  But of

course we’ll never truly know, because Chanah isn’t here to tell us.

The book of Mishlei, Proverbs, teaches us: “ ב ת֭יֹוֵדַעֵל֗ נְַפׁ֑שֹוָמַּר֣ ,” “The

heart alone knows its own bitterness.”1 In the Talmud, the rabbis use

this verse as the basis of the halakhah that a sick person is trusted when

they say they need to eat on Yom Kippur.  Even if a doctor says that they

are healthy enough to continue fasting, the rabbis teach: the individual

alone knows their own body, their own reality.  Only the person

affected knows in their heart what is right for them, what they can

handle.

1 Proverbs 14:10
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My colleague, Rabbi Becky Silverstein, astutely points out that this

principle brings a deep wisdom to the choices we make about having

children and not having children, about seeking an abortion and seeking

fertility treatment, about all of the burdens our bodies bear.  Lev yode’a

marat nafsho: we each know the bitterness of the limits to what our

own souls and bodies can sustain.

On this day where we evaluate our lives, pray for life, and immerse

ourselves in a liturgy full of metaphors of birth and renewal, our Torah

reading and haftarah reading force us to face a reality that we might

want to gloss over: that this is not all joyful, there’s not always a happy

ending, or an ending that is only happy.   That journeys of bringing new

life into this world don’t always work out the way people want, or the

way that they had expected to want.  That whatever the end result, we

so often face agonizing decisions along the way.  And that even when

things seem straightforward, there is often so much concealed beneath

the surface.
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(Rabbi Rose and I) / (Rabbi Borodin and I) wrote this d’var Torah

together, something we’ve never done before.  We did that for a few

reasons, including a desire to have the same d’var Torah in both of our

Rosh HaShanah services.  One of the reasons that we did this together

is that we felt teaching this Torah demanded the collective weight of

both of our stories: our personal experiences around bringing new life

into this world, but also everything each of us has learned from you--

the prayers and pains and sorrows and joys that you have entrusted

with us.  We want to remind you that we’re both available to continue

this conversation in the new year.  We know that we raised topics this

morning that weigh heavily for so many, especially as reproductive

rights and choices are taking center stage in the national conversation.

In that conversation, the dominant religious voices come from some

Christian perspectives, and we are here to bring a different religious

voice, a Jewish voice to this sensitive conversation.
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Classical Jewish legal texts have a great deal of nuanced and complex

material about reproductive choices, and we hope in the new year to

have more opportunities to learn about them together.  But halakhic

texts aside, as God tells Avraham to do, we’re here to listen to your

voices, to trust you, to hear your pain, and also your joy and your love

and your fear.

HaYom Harat Olam-- Today the world is reborn, emerging into a new

year.  And today is Yom HaDin, the day on which the Ultimate Judge

decrees what this new year will bring.  Today, may we take a step back

from our own judgement and thereby make space to listen to the voices

of others.  May we truly listen, not just hearing the simple stories on the

surface, but actually honoring the depth of each other’s reality.  And as

we listen, may we have the humility to remember: Only the heart

knows its own bitterness.  Unless it’s our own story, we never know the

whole story.
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L’Shanah Tovah Tikateivu - May we be inscribed for a good year, a year

in which our hearts experience less bitterness, a year in which we are

free from agonizing decisions, a year in which our voices are heard and

supported, a year in which our dreams come true.


