
1 
 

Rabbi Michael Beals    Rosh Hashana 5781 Day Two  

 

Good Yontif. 

 In contemplating the time we live in, a congregant recently asked me: 

“what do you do when the only option is a bad option?”   

Have you felt that way?  Have you explored both sides of a problem and realized--

-the solutions are not good? 

 This  question immediately brought to mind today’s Torah reading.  After a 

lifetime of serving God, Abraham faces the ultimate test. “Kach-na,” “Take 

please,” says God to Abraham, “take-please, your son, your only son, the one that 

you love, Isaac, and lech-lecha, verily go – GO with an exclamation mark – to the 

Land of Moriah, and offer him there as a burnt offering.” 

 This is just a horrendous choice for Abraham.  After a lifetime of obedience 

to God, could Abraham just throw away the covenant he made disobeying God?. 

 On the other hand, by obeying God, he would lose his son and might 

forever destroy his relationship with Sarah.   

 What a choice. 
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 What do you do when the only bad option is a bad option?  Well in 

Abraham’s case, he chooses obedience.  He does not offer his son as God 

provides the ram as an alternative.  Abraham gets our gratitude and is forever 

known as Abraham, God’s Faithful Servant because of his willingness to make that 

sacrifice.  But the cost to Abraham is high indeed.  His devotion to God was not 

likely appreciated by his family. There is no evidence of them speaking with one 

another after that event.   

 In my 16 years of service here at Congregation Beth Shalom, I have met 

congregants who have had to make really hard, Abraham-quality choices as well. 

 Take for example, the young lady who went through our Hebrew School, 

had her bat mitzvah, her confirmation, was brought up always expecting to marry 

Jewish.  But after years and years of dating with no success – she finally meets a 

wonderful man to marry – but he’s NOT Jewish.  What to do?  Does she turn her 

back on her parents’ expectations andon her Jewish education and culture? Or 

does she stay true to her family and Jewish legacy – but run the risk of losing the 

love of her life?  What do you do when the only choice is a bad choice?  And yet, 

unlike the Abraham story, with its binary choice, this Jewish woman, might find a 

third way. 
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Even though she marries outside our faith, she may still raise committed Jewish 

children, especially with a supportive synagogue, like ours, to support the 

interfaith couple.  I’ve seen this outcome many times, and it is so encouraging. 

 More heartbreaking is a congregant whose elderly mother never left a 

health directive, and now the congregant has to choose whether or not to put 

their mom on a ventilator and a feeding tube, in order to sustain her life.  And 

even if the child makes that impossible decision, then there’s the next decision.   

What DO you do, when the only decision is a bad one? 

[[Pause]] 

 I truly feel for the leaders of houses of worship in New Castle County, and 

around the country, regarding how to respond to the COVID19 pandemic. Not 

having a place for people to pray and seek fellowship is harmful for some, but 

gathering in large numbers can be deadly while this virus persists.  

I fall back on the Jewish teaching of pekuah nefesh – we should do nothing to 

endanger life.  That is why we are providing you with virtual services this year, 

virtual daily minyan services, and virtual Shabbat services.  We are blessed with 

techno maivens, access to Zoom, Live Stream, and computers.  I have a minister 

colleague on my Delaware Council of Faith-Based Partnerships.   
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His church has NO access to the type of tech we have.  So he has held in-person 

Sunday services.  No masks.  No social distancing.  And he claims no COVID19 thus 

far.  “The Lord is good,” he tells me. I am so tempted to judge – he has a duty to 

keep his congregants safe. And yet those services are his community’s life blood.  

If he were to follow COVID19 regulations and stay shut, the minister would be 

depriving his congregants of companionship and God’s presence. What DO you 

do, when the only decision is a bad one? 

 And amid rising numbers of COVID19 cases in our country, I have a lot of 

rachmunus  for our city, county, state and federal leaders too.  Clearly, the safe 

choice during COVID19 is to stay closed.  And as different stores, restaurants, 

movie theatres all stay closed in COVID19 compliance, many workers have lost 

their jobs – creating one of largest recessions in modern times.  Do you open the 

schools or keep them closed?  Do you open the stores and restaurants or keep 

them closed?  Do you try to restart the economy or keep people COVID19-safe?  

How many deaths are you willing to tolerate for the choices you make? What do 

you do when the only decision is a bad one? 
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 It is my hope that when you face these impossible choices that you not 

have to make those decisions alone.  That you take advantage of the friendships 

and expertise that surrounds you.  That you trust the science and the knowledge 

that we have developed as a society and that you consider the needs of others. 

 For Abraham, he made a really tough decision.  In a way, he put the needs 

of his future community above his own, personal needs. And we celebrate his 

decision every Rosh Hashana with the blowing of the shofar.  Jews, Christians and 

Muslims are all the children of Abraham.  His legacy is secure.   

Perhaps when faced with a situation where the only decision is a bad one – we 

can follow Abraham’s example by weighing the needs of the community over our 

own needs.  It doesn’t mean we will always get our own “happily ever after” 

ending, but perhaps we can secure that ending for others, and in doing so, ensure 

our own happiness too. 

 In this New Year 5781, may God  give you the strength to make the truly 

difficult, but necessary decisions in your lives, , and let us say “amen.”    


