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“Will we Pass the Test in Year Ahead? – Rosh Hashanah 5781 Day 2  
Rabbi Ron Segal 
 

Following the conclusion of our Shabbat and Rosh Hashanah Eve service, shortly after learning the 

distressing, sad news of the death of Justice Ruth Bader Ginsburg, z”l, a good friend forwarded me a 

tweet which read: “That sound you hear is thousands of rabbis rewriting their Rosh Hashanah sermons.”  

For any rabbi who had not already pre-recorded his/her Holy Day message, the truth within what is 

otherwise a witty post is unquestionable. Delivering a sermon in real time this morning, how could I or 

other any rabbis given this opportunity not acknowledge the passing of such an influential and 

significant Jewish figure in our lives and country, the notorious RBG, a paragon of justice whom 

President Clinton lauded for fighting for all Americans who do not receive the equal protection of our 

laws or within our legal system, any in our country who do not have equal access to the halls of power. 

Justice Ginsburg surely deserves our great praise and honor on this holy day of Rosh Hashanah, not only 

because we should take pride in her appointment as the first Jewish woman to the Court, and not only 

because of the profound and enduring impact she made in all of our lives - furthering the rights of 

women in profoundly important ways, fighting for gender equality, standing up for the rights of the 

oppressed, the outsider, and the poor. Justice Ginsburg deserves our great praise and honor because 

she also made it expressly and repeatedly clear - in the most public, proud, and unapologetic of ways – 

that her Judaism and Jewish tradition played a critical role in influencing her life and career. Throughout 

her life and exemplary career on the bench, through her words, actions, and choices, RBG embodied the 

seminal and values of justice and morality woven inextricably into the fabric and wisdom of Torah, 

beautifully illustrated by the words of Deuteronomy that proudly hung on the walls of her chambers: 

“Tzedek, tzedek, tirdof – Justice, justice shall you pursue.” Approved by the Senate with 96 affirmative 

votes when nominated to the Court in 1993, Justice Ginsburg most assuredly deserves our praise and 

honor today, for she unquestionably brought the same to the Jewish people. Let us honor her not only 

in the way we continue to remember her for blessing, but also in the ways we emulate her example and 

strive to embody the messages of justice and morality that call out to us from the sacred words of 

Torah. 

 

Certainly, it is not only verses in Deuteronomy that proclaim this lesson. Words from every book of 

Torah similarly call out the imperative to choose a path that is good and just, including…the verses from 

Genesis chanted moments ago in a disconcerting narrative known as the Akeidah, or the binding of 
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Isaac, a passage which has arguably generated as much if not more commentary, art, poetry, debate, 

consternation, and questions than any other in the Torah.  

 

God’s call to Abraham at the outset of the passage elicits Abraham’s ‘all in’ faithful response “Hineini – I 

am here.” The narrative then continues with God’s command to Abraham to bring his beloved son Isaac 

to the top of Mt. Moriah and offer him there as a sacrifice, and Abraham’s unquestioning, solitary 

astonishing preparedness to do so. The two set out and ultimately reach the mountaintop, exchanging 

little more than a line of dialogue en route, where the father ties his son to the altar and raises the knife, 

prepared to fulfill what he believes is God’s will, until an angel of God calls out at the last second to stop 

the unthinkable from happening. “Now I know that you fear Adonai” the angel proclaims, so Abraham 

loosens his son’s bindings and sacrifices a ram standing nearby instead. The harrowing account ends 

with Abraham coming down from Mt. Moriah, though he is notably unaccompanied by his son Isaac 

whom he never sees or speaks to again, and he heads toward Beer Sheva only to discover that his 

beloved wife Sarah has died while he was away with Isaac on the mountain, reportedly from a broken 

heart upon learning of Abraham’s intentions. Adding to the gravity of his loss, it becomes quickly 

apparent to Abraham that even God is suddenly inaccessible to him, as his unique connection with the 

Eternal seems to have been permanently severed with the near sacrifice of his son. To recap - the Torah 

verses prescribed for this morning of Rosh Hashanah depict our patriarch Abraham acting from a place 

of profound faith, and in the process, he loses his son, his wife, and his personal connection with God…   

Our understandable question as to “why” this should be faithful Abraham’s fate, I contend, is the result 

of his failure to act in a manner that was just.  

 

It is in the opening verse of the Akeidah that we discover Abraham is actually being tested: “Vay’hi achar 

had’varim ha’eileh v’ha’Elohim nisah et Avraham – And so it came to be that God tested Abraham” (Gen 

22:1).  Numerous sources from our tradition, however, make it clear that this was not the first time; 

Abraham had already encountered and passed nine tests of faith. Of particular interest, commentators 

point us to the test Abraham passed upon learning of God’s planned destruction of the cities of Sodom 

and Gomorroh, specifically Abraham’s willingness to question God’s intended destruction, prevailing 

upon God to spare the cities if even ten righteous individuals could be found: “Shall the judge of the 

earth act unjustly?” Abraham challenges. The penultimate test - chanted by our students during 

yesterday’s service – called upon Abraham to make the emotionally difficult choice to send Hagar and 
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his firstborn son Ishmael off into the wilderness, a sure death sentence, for the sake of shalom bayit 

(peace in the home). One imagines that Abraham trusted God would care for them. 

 

Having repeatedly proven the depth of his faith, why was this 10th test of the Akedah necessary?  How 

could God ask Abraham to do such a thing?  Amidst the countless commentaries put forth by venerated 

sages and modern commentators alike, one theory I have found intriguing (and one which also makes 

the text far more theologically palatable) is the suggestion that in this final test, God sought a different 

answer. Having already witnessed such characteristics in Abraham, when God told him to take his son 

up to the mountain and sacrifice him, the answer God was seeking was “No!”  Not a demonstration of 

blind faith, but rather a willingness to challenge what was undeniably wrong, a demonstration of 

righteous indignation and moral sense is what God wanted to see in this final test. Unfortunately, 

Abraham failed. 

 

Undoubtedly, this is surely not the only analysis of the Akeidah. Some suggest that what is being asked 

of Abraham is not clear, a fact that makes it difficult to offer an opinion of the passage. Here is the 

scenario recast in a different setting to illustrate:  

College student Abraham is handed a final exam by his professor. At the top of an otherwise 

blank page are some basic instructions followed by a single essay prompt. In 18 verses or less, 

write your response to the following:  “You have been told by God to bring your son to the top 

of a mountain and sacrifice him.” We have the essay Abraham submitted; remarkably, it mirrors 

the words in Genesis. But how should it be scored?  Does the professor want to measure the 

extent of Abraham’s devotion? If so, “A+”, and throw in a few bonus points for the beautiful 

calligraphy. However, what if this final exam seeks to assess Abraham’s moral compass and 

sensibility, his capacity to push back against authority as often as necessary in the face of blatant 

wrong and injustice? If so, then a failing grade cannot be in doubt.  

 

The abundance of opinions and perspectives analyzing Abraham’s decision seems endless, including 

philosophical works still cited with frequency concerning the depth of Abraham’s profound and lonely 

faith. None that I read, however, satisfactorily addressed the dramatic and sudden change in God’s 

relationship with Abraham in mid- narrative. From the moment Abraham raised that knife in the air, God 

never speaks with Abraham again, an observation that presents us with a most compelling lesson, a test 

of our own if you will - to maintain a Godly connection in our lives, the faith that is necessary is one that 
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inspires not blind obedience but an abiding commitment to the moral good along an unwavering ability 

to overcome any impediments we may confront in the continued pursuit of that justice.  

  

As we enter this New Year with a pandemic still impacting so many aspects of our lives, it is likely the 

case that tests of a much different nature are on people’s minds. While many in our community may 

have been tested for Covid over the past six months, all of us have surely been tested by it. And if we are 

to be honest, this test will continue in the foreseeable future, especially as we - to use a fitting verb – 

zoom out and consider the broader, communal context where the lessons of this morning’s parasha 

speak with unambiguous clarity.  

 

An objective look at our country and world yields a vista marked by a staggering expanse of pain and 

brokenness. It seems every direction we turn presents us with another test: apocalyptic wildfires, a 

historic hurricane season, record heat indices and other climate crises. The pandemic that continues to 

claim peoples’ lives and livelihoods is becoming further entrenched politically, there is rampant hunger, 

homelessness, child-trafficking, anti-Semitism, the rise of white supremacy, and viral online conspiracy 

theories. There is an untenable degree of partisanship further exacerbated by the approaching election, 

a broken, unequal, and inhumane criminal justice system, and societal structures and systems that 

clearly target and undeniably disadvantage individuals with black and brown skin. There is so much 

pain… it is truly difficult to breathe.   

 

Yet breathe we must, for we are going to need an immeasurable amount of oxygen to respond to these 

significant, real human challenges confronting us, each a test of our moral compass and our capacity to 

embody the words of Torah through words, choices, and actions. To what will we respond “Hineini – I 

am here”?  How might we find ways of individually, communally and collaboratively addressing what we 

– all of us - objectively know to be morally untenable and broken?  In the words of Justice Ginsburg, how 

can “fight for the things we care about in a way that will lead others to join us?”  I pray we will find the 

paths of repair on which to walk together in the pursuit of justice within our congregational family, for 

as we learn from this morning’s Torah, the eventual consequences of failure are staggering - nothing less 

than spiritual and familial bankruptcy. 

 

In his Rosh Hashanah message and prayer for the greater Reform Jewish world, Rabbi Gilad Kariv, 

President and CEO of the Israel Movement for Progressive Judaism, notes an inherent connection 
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between two Hebrew terms - the word for isolation we are all confronting during the pandemic and the 

verb that means ‘to intentionally confine oneself to solitude in order to search the soul.’ “May we use 

this time of isolation” he writes, “as an instrument and an opportunity to look inwards into our own 

journey in order to replenish our spiritual resilience and forge ahead with renewed strength.” To his 

words I add the following wish, that as we enter 5781, may this spiritual resilience and renewed strength 

embolden and inspire us to make choices each day that reflect the values and wisdom or our tradition.  

As we confront societal injustice and the moral challenges that await us, may we remember that, if 

faced with the choice of whether to speak out and work for change or silently accept the status quo, 

Judaism makes the answer clear: to embody words of Torah, pursuing justice is the correct test answer 

every single time.  May this so in the year ahead.   Amen.        

          


