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Rosh Hashanah Sermon – Day II 

Rabbi Edward Elkin 

In late July 1846, a New England writer and recluse named Henry David Thoreau 
left the cottage near Walden Pond in Massachusetts, where he had taken up 
residence in order to visit a cobbler in Concord, to pick up a shoe he had brought 
in for repair. On the way, he bumped into the local constable, who reminded 
Thoreau that he owed six years worth of poll taxes which were then collected 
from all male adults between the ages of twenty and seventy. The constable told 
Thoreau that if he didn’t pay up, he’d be thrown in jail. Thoreau refused to pay --
and spent the night in jail. Why this refusal? Thoreau explained that refusing to 
pay taxes in a country that tolerated slavery was not a crime, but rather a moral 
obligation. His words on this subject were later published under the title “On the 
Duty of Civil Disobedience.” 

Thoreau’s theory of dissent, accompanied by acts such as serving as a conductor 
on the Underground Railroad have inspired non-conformists for generations, 
including Martin Luther King. Yet for all his passionate opposition to slavery, 
Thoreau never actually called on his fellow citizens to come together to end the 
institution of slavery altogether. “It is not a man’s duty,” he wrote, “to devote 
himself to the eradication of any, even the most enormous, wrong.” Thoreau’s 
focus when it came to the evil he saw around him in society was to personally 
avoid being tainted by it. He wanted to wash his hands of the evil, in this case 
slavery, and in so doing maintain his own personal moral purity1. Thoreau was not 
a leader. He never got involved in the always messy world of political action in 
order to change the system. Politics would not have fit well with his 
uncompromising nature. His famous withdrawal to Walden Pond itself was 
consistent with this approach – his desire for simplicity, harmony, and beauty 
required him to retreat from the demands and distractions and inevitable 
corruption of civilization. 

I’m opening my sermon for the second day of Rosh Hashanah this year with a 
reference to Henry David Thoreau, because I find his approach to the ills of 
society useful to consider as we contemplate our lives and our responsibilities at 
the turn of this tumultuous year. What do you think a Jewish response to 
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Thoreau’s model might be? On the one hand, these yamim noraim are very much 
about the individual spiritual work that each of us is mandated to engage in, and 
that would seem quite in line with Thoreau’s emphasis on the primacy of the 
individual, and the imperative for individuals to stand apart from the crowd and 
live a life of integrity and authenticity. Yet there is something about the Thoreau 
model which I find profoundly unsettling from a Jewish point of view. Yes of 
course I have to do what I think is right, but don’t I also have a responsibility to try 
and change the system for the better? 

This year that we are concluding has reminded us, in case we’d forgotten, that the 
issue of race in our society remains unresolved. Yes, more than a century has 
passed since the emancipation of slaves south of the border. But the George 
Floyd murder there, and the heightened consciousness of ongoing racial prejudice 
on both sides of the border that has resulted from that murder and the ensuing 
protests around the world, have put the issue of our own responsibility squarely 
on our spiritual agenda. Is it enough to say, “I’m not a racist” and cross that one 
off our list? Can we, like Thoreau, assume that as long as we are personally 
untainted (whatever that means), we’ve done what we need to do? Or do we 
have some responsibility to work with others to try and change the system in 
which the evil is embedded? We’ve heard the term “systemic racism” a lot over 
the last few months. We are privileged to live in a democratic society, unlike 
many places in the world which have either never been free or, as in Hong Kong, 
have seen their freedoms taken away. But how do we use our freedom? How 
have we used our freedom to address our collective failures, as individuals, as a 
Jewish community, as a society, around this stubborn issue of race? 

There has been progress since Thoreau’s day, for sure. But not nearly enough. You 
may be wondering: is this a Jewish issue? Don’t we have enough to worry about 
with rising anti-Semitism in the world? We Jews are rightly concerned about rising 
anti-Semitism and we certainly need to be vigilant. Too often we tolerate anti-
Semitism that comes from our own political camp. Wherever we are on the 
political spectrum, only anti-Semitism that comes from the other camp is 
considered threatening and worthy of condemnation.2 We need to find the 
courage to speak up about anti-Semitism within our own orbits, as that’s where 
we can have the most influence.  

But our Jewish covenant with God also mandates us to expand our field of 
concern beyond the Jewish community and its challenges. We also need to 
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educate ourselves about racism and prejudice experienced by other groups in 
society such as our Black neighbours, our indigenous neighbours, and others. We 
can’t keep ourselves insulated from their concerns. Of course, we can’t fix the 
system by ourselves. But we also can’t absolve ourselves of responsibility for it. 
When we gather next week on Yom Kippur, we’re going to confess our sins in the 
plural – ashamnu, bagadnu, al heit she-hatanu. If I could meet up with Henry 
David Thoreau for a coffee, that’s the Jewish idea I’d like to challenge him with. 
The premise of the first-person plural prayers is that we can’t declare ourselves 
pure and unimplicated, while injustice takes place all around us. Many of us may 
find various ways to keep the hard edges of race, poverty, and crime at some 
distance from our lives3. But at the end of the day, they are our problems too. As I 
see it, racism is as much a theological problem as a political one.4 Our faith 
teaches that every human being possesses equal and infinite dignity as an image 
of God, so how can we treat some people differently based on the colour of their 
skin? 

When we read about horrors that take place in the world, it is easy to judge the 
perpetrators or the bystanders, like the local populations during the Shoah, the 
administrators of residential schools, the managers of the port in Beirut, flouters 
of social distancing practices during the pandemic, etc. It is much harder to 
acknowledge how often we avoid making uncomfortable choices by attributing 
injustices to the system which is beyond our control, or to the circumstances, or 
our superiors. How rarely we bother to ask what role our own passivity and 
acquiescence play in enabling unconscionable things to be done in our name.5 

We are basically good, yes, and God loves us, yes. But as the writer Anne Lamott 
noted -- God loves us just the way we are, and God loves us too much to want us 
to stay that way. We all have areas where we can grow. Human beings are the 
only creatures that can choose to remain less than they can be6. But we can also 
choose to stretch ourselves to be better than we’ve been – not out of a sense of 
naive optimism in human perfectibility, but out of a fierce determination to work 
hard to be better, to be more aware, to find that crucial balance between 
challenging ourselves and having compassion on ourselves. The issue of race is 
one area where we are being called on by the events of this year to be better, to 
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let down some of our defenses and allow other perspectives, some quite 
uncomfortable, in.  

The Torah reading for today, the Akedah, has been the subject of so much 
commentary across the generations. How can we understand Abraham’s actions 
in this story? What are we supposed to take away from it? In one sense, we may 
read Abraham as a Thoreau-like figure, maintaining his own individual purity as he 
saw it, by obeying God’s command to sacrifice his son – at the cost of staying true 
to other imperatives, like the imperative of a father to protect his child’s life, like 
the imperative of a husband to consult his wife, like the imperative of the founder 
of a new faith to perpetuate it by transmitting it to a next generation, etc. But an 
alternative way to read the moral of the Akedah is not as a validation of 
Abraham’s lonely faith, but as a call-out to all of us to create a world where all 
children are safe, because we’re prepared to be the interceding angels who say 
no, stop, not in my name! this is not what God wants. 

As we consider Abraham marching up that mountain, as we consider Thoreau 
spending that lonely night in jail, as we consider ourselves at this impossibly 
complex time in human history, let’s pray that God may grant us the wisdom to 
know how to do what is right to preserve life, and health, and community, and 
tradition – and to make the world safe for people of all skin colours and 
ethnicities.  

These days are a tremendous gift. Communally, we’re not celebrating them in the 
usual way this year – because of circumstances beyond our control. Individually, 
there is still so much good work of teshuvah waiting to be done, there is so much 
that is within our power to do. Let’s roll up our sleeves and get to it. 

 


