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Last week Rachel and I were in LA and we took the kids to Disneyland where we met up with 

my brother and his family. Without thinking too much about it, I was dressed quite casually in 

slacks and a button down shirt. But when I got out of the car in the Disneyland parking lot, it was 

almost 100 degrees. So I made the decision to change into shorts and a t-shirt. When my brother 

saw what I was wearing, he was a little taken aback. “What if you run into a congregant?” he 

said. To which I responded, “If I do run into a congregant, I’m sure they’ll be happy to know that 

I own a pair of shorts.”  

 

A few hours later in front of the Jungle Cruise, who do we run into? The former treasurer of The 

Jewish Center, Adina Wagman and her beautiful family. Ever dignified they said nothing about 

my attire. But I was reminded of something Rabbi Jung would repeatedly tell his students at YU, 

“Always wear a suit and tie in case you run into one of your officers in front of the Jungle Cruise 

at Disneyland.” (OK, I’m paraphrasing.) 

 

Though it was great to be away, it’s also great to be back. I miss seeing you; I miss davening 

with you; and I miss studying Torah with you.  

 

This morning I’d like to share with you a philosophical problem that may in fact be unsolvable. 

Toward the beginning of our parsha, the Torah describes the case of the בן סורר ומורה, which we 

translate loosely as the rebellious child. He steals and he drinks and he utterly rejects the 

attempts of his parents to reform his behavior. He’s warned and he’s punished, but he pays no 

heed and so the Torah insists that he’s put to death.  

 

The whole institution of בן סורר ומורה is theologically vexing and we stand alongside generations 

of sagacious Jewish minds that struggled to make sense of the text. There’s even a debate in the 

Gemara as to whether such a case ever came to fruition. In all likelihood, the practice of 

identifying such a child and punishing him so severely was never practiced.  

 

But even as an academic case, we have to understand the words of the Torah. Rashi implicitly 

asks and answers the most pressing question on this topic. Surely we understand how capital 

punishment will serve as a grave deterrent. וכל ישראל ישמעו ויראו – all Israel will hear of this and 

be chastened. And yes, we recognize that here we have a child who’s started down the wrong 

path. But what of Teshuva and rehabilitation and the possibility of change? 

 

Quoting the Gemara, Rashi tells us  נהרג על שם סופובן סורר ומורה . The behavior he’s exhibited so 

far is just the beginning. The worst is yet to come. And so the child is judged according to his 

end. We may not be prophets, but the Torah decrees that sometimes the future is predictable. 

True, his current actions may not warrant such a severe punishment; we’re judging him on the 

basis of the crimes we know he’s destined to commit.  
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And yet there’s a narrative in ספר בראשית that preaches just the opposite lesson.  

Remember when Hagar and Yishmael are banished from the home of Avraham? They are sent 

out in the desert and their jug of water runs dry. Hagar can’t bear to hear the cries of her son, so 

she leaves him.  

 

But Hashem performs a miracle. An angel appears. Hagar opens her eyes and discovers an oasis.  

And the Midrash records the conversation that was brewing in the heavenly court above. 

 

When God decided to spare the child, the ministering angels immediately began condemning 

Yishmael. Ribbono shel Olam, they said:  “Will you bring up a well for an individual who will 

one day slay your children with thirst?” To which God responded, “Tell me: At this moment, 

what is he, righteous or wicked?” 

 

“Righteous,” they said.  

 אמר להם לפי מעשיו של עשכיו אני דנו וזהו באשר הוא שם.

“I judge a man,” God declares, “only as he is at this moment.” 

 

So which is it? Do we peer into the future and render anticipatory judgment or do we constrain 

our verdict to the evidence at hand?  

 

If Yishmael was the first rebellious son, how do we reconcile his treatment with the pesukim we 

just read a few moments ago? If the end is known, why not punishment Yishmael pre-emptively 

in the same manner as the בן סורר ומורה?  

 

The sages struggle to reconcile this tension. But in the end, I’m not certain it requires 

reconciliation.  

 

I would instead suggest that the Torah presents to us two competing models for justice – one 

seen through the lens of law; the other through the lens of narrative. And while they may seem 

on the surface to be academic, I would suggest that they speak to a fundamental question about 

how we render judgments in this world and really how we see our Jewish lives.   

 

There’s a time for deliberation and process; and also a time for swift decision-making and 

execution. There’s a time for calculating the end and carefully considering outcomes; and there’s 

also a time for immediate action. 

 

Sometimes people need to be judged על שם סופו; and sometimes we need to see an individual 

   .באשר הוא שם

 

Over these past months all of us have been glued to the news about Israel. And whether we were 

conscious of it or not, our approach has followed these two tracks.  

 

Intellectually, we may understand the relative magnitude of a war with Hamas as compared to 

1948 or 1967. We’re able to see the larger context by thinking about the past and the future. But 

this in no way lessened our commitment to the moment. When we heard that soldiers needed 

supplies; we responded the same day. 
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But the reverse is also true. Even as we act to address the needs of today, we should never lose 

sight of the bigger picture. 

• We should think about our next trip and consider joining the Jewish Center in Israel for 

Pesach. 

• We should keep dreaming of a time when all the Jewish people are in Israel. 

• And we should continue to support organizations like AIPAC who are constantly 

thinking about the strategic long-term best interests of the country.  

 

Of course our hearts should always be in the east. But the summer is behind us and hopefully this 

terrible chapter is behind us, too. Now that Elul has begun, whether we like it or not, it’s time to 

pivot and turn our attention toward Teshuva.  

 

The sound of the shofar is intended to stir us: To remind us that there’s a gap between who we 

are and who we’re capable of being.  

 

What I’m arguing this morning is that we we’re judged on both counts: who we are today and 

who we’re becoming.  

 

As you look through the Shabbat Bulletin or the Fall Newsletter, you’ll find a thousand ways to 

get involved and get engaged – through davening or Jewish music or learning or chesed or a 

public lecture or social opportunities. I want to suggest that whatever you choose serve a double 

function. It will have the intrinsic value of the action itself; but I want to encourage you to endow 

it with a second layer of meaning. If we establish goals for our Jewish lives, then each of these 

actions will also be furthering our growth as individuals and as a community.  

 

Over the summer, a 5-year-old boy named Gabi from Carmiel sent a letter accompanied by an 

action figure to an Israeli soldier serving in Gaza. 

 

“I’m sending you my soldier,” said the letter, which was posted on Facebook. “He watches over 

me at night so I won’t be afraid, but you have it much harder, so I am sending it to you so that he 

will watch over you guys. If you get sad, you can also play with him. Thank you for protecting 

me and my family. When I’m older I’ll protect you.” 

 

Sometimes you can learn a lot from a five year old. Of course we have to do the right thing 

today, but we should at the same time keep one eye trained on our future selves. “When I’m 

older, I’ll protect you.” What an extraordinary statement. 

 

So we have to ask ourselves: 

• Are we reading the kinds of books that generate wisdom? 

• Are we associating with the kinds of people that will challenge us and lift us up? 

• Are we spending our time in ways that we’ll look back on with a sense of pride?  

 

If the answers to these questions is yes, then we can be sure that we’ll be well on our way toward 

a meaningful Teshuva season that truly becomes us. 


