
A Word Before Rosh HaShanah 

Hineini… that is the word that Abraham utters several times during our Rosh Hashanah 

morning Torah reading. But it is more than a mere “Here I am”—it signifies a 

willingness to engage. The Hebrew word for zerizut captures the intentionality here; 

that word implies an attentiveness that we bring to our engagement with God. But what 

really gives depth to the word is the exchange between God and Abraham in the opening 

verses of the Akeydah. In Genesis 22:2 after Abraham responds with his first Hineini, 

God says: “Take your son, your favored one, Isaac, whom you love, and go to the land of 

Moriah, and offer him there as a burnt offering on one of the heights that I will point out 

to you.”  

The medieval sage RaSHI who lived in the 11th century believed that this verse was part 

of a conversation between God and Abraham. Citing a classic Midrash, RaSHI believed 

that each statement had a response from Abraham that Torah did not record. “Take 

your son… Abraham: I have 2 sons…. your favored one… Abraham: one is the favored 

son of each of their mothers…  whom you love… Abraham: I love both of them…. Take 

Isaac… and go to the land of Moriah and offer him there as a burnt offering… Abraham 

swallowed hard. 

The teachers among us will understand the application of the Socratic method here. 

Asking questions to building context and connection is a common technique that God 

uses here. By the end, Abraham understands the depth of the task being asked and the 

challenge that it implied. More than heightening the drama in a literary sense, Abraham 

had the struggle thrust in front of him before the journey started. And there were 3 days 

for him to obsess over what God was asking. He had three days in which he could have 

turned around at any point, but he persisted. Surely, he was consumed with was being 

asked of him and the ramifications. 19th century Italian thinker Rabbi Samuel David 

Luzzutto [the SHaDaL] believed that God only wanted him to offer him up or bind him 

as a sacrifice rather than to slaughter him and actually do it! 

Let’s explore that exchange and the sacred pause found in the text—both what Abraham 

could have said and what Abraham thought for 3 days. This inner struggle can resonate 

with us. No, I am not talking about us offering our children up as a sacrifice—but the 



stewing, thinking, and contemplating about what to do. That adds to our sense of 

Hineini. We need to think and to struggle, challenge and inquire, probe and question in 

order to understand ourselves in relationship with the year ahead. That is why THE 

most powerful line in our liturgy is found at the end of the Unetaneh Tokef prayer [the 

one that asks “who shall live and who shall die?”]—"Prayer, repentance and charity 

tempers the severe decree.” These are OUR responses to confront the challenges placed 

before us. These are in OUR control that let’s us own control to God’s commands, no 

matter how challenging they are.  

Keep that in mind as we say it in synagogue on Monday morning. It is a solid metaphor 

for us as a struggle to figure out who we are and what to expect in the year ahead. Our 

mahzor/prayer book will help us find our voices. Student Cantor Ze’evi will encourage 

us to use that voice to reflect the solemnity of the season. The Torah will echo God’s 

voice and challenge us to look deeply into ourselves so we can affirm with a steady 

Hineini as we approach every day that unfolds before us after we leave the sanctuary. 

 

Shanah Tovah U’Metuka!! A good and sweet New Year for each one of us!! 


