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Rabbi Michael Beals    Rosh Hashana 5782 Day One  

Shanah Tovah! 

It feels that everything in the non-observant world argues for the observing 

of just one day of Rosh Hashana.  Most of the school districts in New Castle 

County now give the first day of Rosh Hashana off as an official school holiday – 

but only the first day.  To take the second day, both in the public school system or 

in the workplace, feels excessive, almost “too” Jewish.  I personally believe we 

deserve this extra day to celebrate the Jewish New Year. I am NOT going to ask 

you, by a show of hands, who’s going to skip tomorrow’s service. I’ll find out 

tomorrow. 

But can I argue that I think that the far more interesting Torah portion for 

Rosh Hashana is tomorrow’s readings.  Today’s reading is nice enough.  Ninety-

year-old woman and ninety-nine-year-old man have a baby.  Rabbinic point: if 

God could make THAT happen, imagine what God could do for YOU! 

Tomorrow’s reading is disturbing –The Torah reading is about God 

commanding Abraham to attempt child-sacrifice of baby Isaac only to be stopped 

at the very last moment by a ministering angel. The story was selected by the 

rabbis to underscore the idea of “zechut avot” – the merit of our ancestors.   
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Zechut Avot suggests that our ancestors had long coat tails.  Therefore, 

even if we were not worthy, on our own, of being inscribed in the Book of Life, 

perhaps the deeds of our ancient ancestors could be counted in our favor. 

Abraham’s willingness to sacrifice his only begotten son (by Sarah) is meant to 

count in our favor. 

However, the very idea of placing a child in harm’s way goes against 

everything the Torah and subsequent Jewish teaching tell us.  Our own 

grandparents scrimped and saved so that their children, and their children’s 

children could go off to college.  By a show of hands, how many of you or your 

children were able to go to university because your parents or grandparents 

saved? 

There are those who suggest that rather than passing the test, Abraham, in 

fact, failed the test.  He was supposed to say no.  He was supposed to prioritize 

his family over his work.  Abraham was supposed to put a protective boundary 

around his son. 

Let’s face it, establishing boundaries to protect what we love, and value, is 

hard. 
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But Rosh Hashana is supposed to be about doing the hard things. Rosh 

Hashana is a time to take a good hard look at yourself – do a hesbon nefesh – a 

spiritual accounting --- and decide what to keep and what to change. For me, I 

normally go back to those trusted old standards: exercise more, eat less … maybe 

meditate more.  I am sure you have similar goals which are often a distant 

memory by the secular New Year. But this year I have another goal – Even though 

Abraham failed to do so in the Torah reading, I want to try to establish 

boundaries, particularly boundaries regarding how I use time. How I balance work 

time versus family time and personal time.  And I was hoping I could work this 

one out with you --- as I find the very concept elusive. 

Are any of you struggling with establishing boundaries, perhaps with how 

you use time?  (Pause to see the hands raised) 

 It’s nice to know we are not alone.   

Here’s a well-known text to get us started:  

Im ayn ani li,  mi li? – If I am not for myself, who will be for me? 

Uch’sh’ani l’atzmi,   mah ani? And if I am only for myself, what am I? 

V’im lo achshav,   aymatie?  And if not now, when? 
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It comes from the first chapter of that third century masterpiece of the early 

rabbinic period, Pirkei Avot.  

 In trying to establish boundaries, we will need to focus on the first of those 

three verses.  In particular, we need to focus on the ani, the “I” --- if I am not for 

myself…  It is only with boundaries can we discover who is the “I” in this rabbinic 

piece of wisdom. 

 One of my friends, a doctor, told me that those in the helping professions 

MUST establish boundaries to do their jobs effectively, or the service provider will 

confuse his or her own problems with the problems of the client.  Without 

boundaries, the therapist might inadvertently project their own history and 

experiences on the patient.  

Boundaries help us understand where “I” ends, and “you” begins.  Some 

therapists identify so much with their patients that they can develop compassion 

fatigue, and then they’re not good for anyone. Therefore, establishing boundaries 

is really an act of compassion and caring – not an unwillingness to give your 

patients your very best efforts. 

 One of our congregants shared with me in Morning Minyan that 

establishing boundaries is the ultimate act of love for our children.   
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As difficult as it may be to establish those boundaries and the discipline needed to 

maintain them, children ultimately feel more secure if they know what is 

acceptable and what is unacceptable.   

 I suppose that’s true for Conservative Judaism as well.  We struggle 

between Tradition and Change.  Zoom services, as an effective way to deal with 

COVID19 may be in but eating pork on Yom Kippur is definitely OUT! Boundaries. 

Boundaries allow us to define what practices are acceptable for the purpose of 

supporting inclusion. Boundaries allow for practices to define us as a people in 

the face of mounting pressures to assimilate. 

 Boundaries are at the heart of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict.  Based on 

competing national aspirations and narratives, where does the Israeli nation state 

end and where does the Palestinian nation state begin?  More on that tomorrow. 

 Back to my own personal problem of establishing boundaries: I am not sure 

how to begin.  One of my favorite walking partners said that I need to follow that 

Nike commercial ad: “Just DO it!”  He shared with me that setting boundaries is 

not only about time.  For him, he wants to establish strong boundaries around his 

emerging observance of keeping kosher.  I told him that it’s not all or nothing.   
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There are gradual steps he can take, from not mixing milk with meat, to not 

eating pork and shellfish, to eating only kosher meat … but each step along the 

way should be celebrated.  I am sure the same is true for those of us who would 

like to lose weight and exercise more.  It does not need to be all or nothing as we 

set these boundaries.  

 Perhaps on this Rosh Hashana we can lean on each other’s collective 

strength knowing that, as a community, we can try to grow as better people and 

better Jews. The most important question we need to ask ourselves is do we 

value the thing we are trying to protect enough to rouse ourselves from our 

lethargy to erect boundaries?  

If we care enough about our relationships, our health, our Jewish identity, 

our sense of self, then we have no other choice then to set up much-needed 

boundaries 

 Let us begin with the first of those three lines from Pirkei Avot, “if I am not 

for myself, who will be for me?”  But let’s not end there either.  Only by proper 

self-care can we be effective in caring for the needs of others … and if not now, 

when?! 

 L’shana tovah! 
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