
 

We Are All Isaac 
by Rabbi Joshua Lesser 

...“Father!”  Isaac said.  

“Yes, my son.”  

And Isaac said, “Here are the flint and the wood; but where is the sheep for the 

burnt offering?” 

And Abraham said, “God will see to the sheep for His burnt offering, my son.”  

And the two of them walked on together. They arrived at the place which 

God had told him. Abraham built an altar there; he laid out the wood; he bound 

his son Isaac; he laid him on the altar, on top of the wood. And Abraham picked 

up the knife to slay his son. (Genesis 22:7-10) 

Take a moment, envision Isaac bound on the altar. What does he look like? 

(pause) It would not be surprising if many of you, like some of the most familiar 

paintings of this traumatic moment, pictured Isaac as a young boy or a small teen. The 

early rabbis, in a collection of stories and legal interpretations based on Genesis, depict 

Isaac as a 37-year-old man. Far from a young child, he was an adult. How does that 

change the impact of the story for you?  It changes the story quite a bit, doesn’t it? 

If we look through their lens, Isaac can no longer be the docile boy that was 

easily subdued by his elderly father’s strength, but a grown adult who understood and 

participated in his own sacrifice either willingly or through denial. Isaac is no longer a 

victim of his father’s blind faith but the inheritor of it. 

So was Isaac really willing to sacrifice himself, or did he refuse to recognize the 

impending doom of his situation and relinquish his own power in the situation? Was he 



 

counting on a savior like an angel and the ram to rescue him? More importantly, what 

does it say about so many of us who persist in seeing Isaac as a young child, rather 

than as an adult? This understanding of an adult Isaac is not new, it’s centuries-old. We 

have even studied this midrash together, more than once. So why do we resist or reject 

the likelihood of Issac’s adulthood and consent in this harrowing story?  

We are left with profound questions of an adult Isaac and what light it shines 

upon our behaviors. Considering the complex implications is unsettling that as an adult, 

Isaac made such a confounding choice? Entertaining the possibility that Isaac was an 

adult at his near-sacrifice requires us to do some spiritual adulting ourselves because 

the idea reminds us that we too are capable of making flawed choices in the face of 

challenging circumstances. Since our last presidential election season, a growing 

number of people continue to express their overwhelm and confusion about what to do. 

Some confess about the need to choose denial or others who place hopes in someone 

else to save the day. Then there are those of us who overextend beyond our 

capabilities and risk a different kind of self-sacrifice. We obscure the nature of the 

challenges; we diminish our responsibility, our own choices, and our power.  

In these chaotic times, each of us is being called to step into our greatest 

awareness of how best to respond. We must seek a closer relationship with the truth, as 

dire as it is. Spiritual adulting requires that we move past our denial and own our power 

and abilities to make potent life-affirming choices. 

 In the conversation between Abraham and Isaac, Isaac perceived that 

something was not right. He realized that they were equipped with all of the materials 



 

for making a sacrifice, except for the offering. As an adult, Isaac likely had the capacity 

to understand the implications.  And yet, he remained silent.  This is symbolic of how we 

encounter the chaotic nature of our times. Who among us wants to confront the rise of 

fascism at home and around the world, the increasing antisemitism, racism, and bigotry, 

our refugee catastrophe or the truths about our climate collapse? Not to mention the 

personal struggles that many of us face. It can feel like it is too much to fathom and we 

are rendered silent. Of course, no one wants to take note of these things, but it is our 

reality. It is happening. No wonder we imagine an Isaac naive and helpless. As horrible 

as that story is, Abraham gets to be the bad guy.  If Isaac is an adult then he is complicit 

and that is a more disturbing story. However, we need not make the same mistake as 

the adult Isaac carrying the wood for his own demise in a haze of denial or magical 

thinking. 

 It is true that denial is a way of self-protection. Denial can be helpful at first, 

allowing us to adjust and relate to a stressful reality. It helps us to absorb the facts of a 

new reality at a pace that does not break us. Yet, eventually, it ceases being helpful. 

Denial becomes dangerous because it prevents us from confronting what is happening 

and responding to the challenges before us, putting us in harm’s way. If calamity is 

coming, we are better off knowing that it is on its way so that we may be able to dull its 

impact or even prevent it. Before we can act powerfully, we have to be aware of our 

choices as unpalatable they may be.  

Many of us heard activist Greta Thunberg’s bracing remarks to the U.N. about 

our climate reality. Courageously, she said, "This is all wrong. I shouldn't be up 



 

here...Yet you all come to us young people for hope. How dare you! ...People are dying. 

Entire ecosystems are collapsing. We are in the beginning of a mass extinction...For 

more than 30 years, the science has been crystal clear. How dare you continue to look 

away and come here saying that you're doing enough when the politics and solutions 

needed are still nowhere in sight. You say you understand the urgency. But no matter 

how sad and angry I am, I do not want to believe that. Because if you really understood 

the situation and still kept on failing to act, then you would be evil. And that I refuse to 

believe.” 

What was remarkable is that despite her excoriating message, people 

applauded. She is the Isaac that I wish were in our Torah story. A voice that says to 

Abraham, “This is all wrong. I shouldn’t be up here.”  She is the child acting like the 

adult waking up the adults who are acting in denial like children. As painful as her words 

are, people appreciated the courageous act of someone piercing the denial and 

delivering the unvarnished truth. Wholeness necessitates that we move towards 

understanding and engaging with reality, otherwise, the consequences can be 

devastating. Every good prophet, from Isaiah to Heschel, to our most recent Greta, 

strives to wake us up from the dangers of denial and calls us to wake up to the truth and 

our own agency. Being present to our reality in its full discomfort is the only way to claim 

the power we have and we often have greater agency and ability then we realize. The 

process of accepting the truth and acting upon it is the spiritual adulting we need to 

cultivate.  



 

We are fortunate because we come from a long line of Jewish people who under 

the harshest conditions of fascism, oppression and religious persecution left us with a 

spiritual and historic tradition of facing reality, finding meaning and using our agency 

wisely to respond. Part of that spiritual inheritance, Rosh Hashanah demands that we 

rectify our relationship with the truth. The point of the prayers and the shofar is to 

shatter our denial helping us migrate towards acceptance of reality. A focal point prayer 

on these holy days, the Unetaneh Tokef embodies a call to truth. It claims that Rosh 

Hashanah is an awe-filled day: one where we envision the Source of Life enthroned on 

Truth as the great Shofar is sounded. We are exhorted to wake up and face our reality: 

the awareness of life and death. Written during the crucible of the Crusades, it layers on 

an even deeper sense of urgency to work through our denial and encounter the facts. 

The author powerfully confronted the painful nature of his time period and urged people 

not to hide, but respond with acts of prayer, integrity, and justice. 

Spiritual adulting does not just require facing the truth, it also means that we 

must own our responsibility to respond, as the Torah states emphatically, we must not 

stand idly by.  We cannot reasonably expect rams tucked away in the thickets to save 

us, heroes to swoop in and rescue us, or abdicate our own response. Peacemaker 

Najeeba Sayeed warns us that our culture is addicted to false inspiration. Instead of 

claiming our own power, we allow ourselves to feel good by the adjacent works of 

others. Instead of placing people who do justice and peace work on pillars, and feeling 

relieved vicariously, she urges us to learn from others and put into practice our own 

actions. 



 

Similarly, I worry that too many of us are tempted by thinking that the solution to 

our current situation is simply to choose the presidential best candidate and support 

their campaign. There is no perfect candidate and even if there were it would not solve 

our immediate problems. No matter how inspired we might be, it does abdicate our role. 

We have yet to have a president in my lifetime where white supremacy was uprooted, 

where violence against women was eradicated, or where immigrants were fully 

welcome, where human and civil rights flourished, where access to healthcare was 

unfettered or where environmental concerns trumped corporate interests. I am not 

saying that better candidates won’t make a difference, but it will not relieve us from the 

justice work in our daily lives. Spiritual maturity means embracing the poetic words of 

June Jordan, made famous by President Obama, “We are the ones we have been 

waiting for.” 

Which is different than the message many of us received from our parents, “Nu, 

what are you waiting for?” Spiritual adulting is also internalizing Rabbi Hillel’s version of 

that question, “If not now, when?”  In addition to the overwhelm and the denial, I have 

watched in awe and appreciation how so many of you have discovered ways to engage 

with our current reality with potency and with integrity.  For some, it has been through 

supporting the health and the future of our synagogue. You have helped us contend 

with our own mortality in sacred ways through establishing a Hevre Kadisha (a burial 

society), a cemetery and a Yizkor (memorial) Wall. Others of you have reevaluated our 

own internal values by examining how our Shabbat traditions nourish us, or by 

reevaluating the Prayer for the End of Hiding, our practices welcoming transgender 



 

folks, Jews of Color and Jews by choice. I have witnessed song and art being created. 

And then there are dozens of you registering new immigrants to vote or joining together 

for our visits to El Refugio and Stewart Detention Center.  Many of us are engaging in 

racial justice advocacy, women’s and LGBT human rights work, marching in the streets, 

volunteering in community gardens, food banks, restoring bee colonies, working on 

campaigns, writing letters to congress, educating youth, preserving democracy, 

advocating for energy conservation and emission-reducing legislation, speaking out 

against antisemitism, engaging in Israeli politics, working for the end of the occupation 

and so much more. We are often the only Jews in the spaces we serve.  

I see you. I honor this commitment. I am humbled. This is what a community that 

is spiritual adulting looks like. And I am so grateful for a community that does this 

together. And yet, as we stand before this New Year 5780, we are expected to struggle 

with our denial and stand in honesty. Are we responding as we are able?  We are all 

Isaac walking up the mountain. We have the tools in our hands. Will we have the 

courage to use them for the great sacrifices ahead? Or will we allow ourselves to be 

bound in our denial, overwhelm and the underestimation of our power? Will we act 

courageously and bolder than ever or will we take the gamble that an angel and a ram 

are waiting to save us? Will we muster all we have so when our time comes, we can say 

we laid it all on the altar of service for a better world or will we just lie down on the altar? 

I wish these were not the questions before us, but my friends, they are. But what I do 

know is we are more powerful together and that we have the ability to respond more 

powerfully than we know. It is our birthright and it will be our legacy. 



 

 

 

 


