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Bad guys capture a CNN Reporter, a BBC Reporter, and an Israeli. The leader of the group tells 

them that, out of compassion, he’ll grant each captive one last request before being put to death.  

 

The CNN Reporter says, “Well, I’m an American, so I’d like one last hamburger with French 

fries.” The leader nods to an underling and his request is granted.  

 

The BBC Reporter says, “I’m a reporter to the end. I want to take out my tape recorder and 

describe the scene here and what’s about to happen. Maybe someday someone will hear it and 

know that I was on the job till the end.” The leader nods again and his request is granted. 

 

The Israeli says: “I want you to punch me in the face as hard as you can.”  

 

“What?” says the leader, “Are you making fun of us in your last hour?” 

 

“No. This is my last request. I want you to punch me in the face as hard as you can.” 

 

So the leader picks him off his chair and punches him in the face as hard as he can.  

 

The Israeli goes sprawling to the ground. As he’s getting up, he pulls out a 9mm pistol from his 

shoe and within a split second eliminates all the terrorists in the room. He walks over to the 

reporters to untie them. And they’re dumbfounded. “If you had a gun the whole time,” they say, 

“why did you ask them to first punch you in the face? Why didn’t you just shoot them in the 

beginning?” 

 

“What?” says the Israeli, “and have you report that I was the aggressor?” 

 

In many ways 5774 was a difficult year for the Jewish people. For a few minutes this morning, 

I’d like to think with you about a few things we might be able to do to give us a positive 

orientation toward the new year ahead.  

 

And I’d like to use as our lens the two chapters from Sefer Bereishit that we read on these two 

days of Rosh Hashana. Today we read the story of Yitzchak’s birth, which forms the background 

for the story that takes up the bulk of the chapter: the expulsion of Hagar and Yishmael. And 

tomorrow, of course, we read the following chapter – the story of Akeidat Yitzchak.  

 

And the connections to Rosh Hashana seem straightforward enough. The Gemara tells us that 

Hashem remembered Sarah on this day – hence the first narrative. And the Shofar is the great 

reminder of the Akeaidah – the horn of the ram caught in the thicket – and so the Akeidah is a 

natural choice for our Kriat HaTorah on the second day. 
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But I’d like to share with you this morning a new approach – one that looks at these two chapters 

not as independent narratives, but as a singular unit. For what I’d like to argue is that they’re in 

fact mirror images of a single story. 

 

You’ll notice that the parallels are everywhere. 

• In both stories we have a son of Avraham, described as a נער, who – for one reason or 

another – winds up in mortal danger. Yishmael almost dies of thirst; Yitzchak is almost 

slaughtered.  

• In each chapter, the story is propelled forward by Avraham’s readiness to do God’s 

bidding:  אברהם בבקרוישכם  is the launching pad for each narrative. 

• The imagery of a weapon figures prominently in both episodes: the crossbow in the case 

of Yishmael and the knife in the case of Yitzchak.  

• And in each instance it’s the voice of the מלאך that leads to salvation: The first angel calls 

out to Hagar; the second to Avraham.  

 

If this is the case and we have before us one unified narrative, the question is: What’s the 

relevance to the Yom HaDin? What are the messages we can extract from this portion of the 

Torah as we begin 5775?  

 

The first message is entirely indispensable on this Day of Judgment. Simply put, the message is 

that there’s always room for hope. Whereas Hagar falls into the trap of despair, Avraham never 

does. And just when we least expect it, just at the moment when it appears all hope is lost, 

something extraordinary happens to change the course of human events. Life’s not always as 

dramatic as the Bible, but the principle is the same.  

 

Both globally and locally, there are lots of good reasons to feel hopeless and helpless. Does 

anyone see a good solution to the threat of Hamas? Does anyone think there’s some good 

military or political means by which to stop ISIS? Illnesses; loss; fractured relationships; 

financial hardships; infertility; loneliness; anxiety about the future. Either directly or indirectly 

everyone in this room is struggling with something. The Torah wants us to notice – and 

particularly on this day when the new year begins and all paths are open to us – the Torah wants 

us to notice that there’s always room to hope. What looks assuredly like the end, may not in fact 

be so.  

 

A couple of weeks ago, I met with a man named Ariel Almog, a former Lt. Colnel in the IDF.  

In 2001, Almog was driving in his car near the Sde Trumot junction in the Jordan Valley. Ahead 

of him was a bus, stopping to take on passengers. And he noticed that one of the people about to 

get on the bus was wearing a trench coat even though it was quite warm outside. Imagining the 

worst, Almog jumped out of his car, pulled the man off the bus and tackled him the ground. 

Three explosive devices were attached to the man’s body. After having neutralized the terrorist, 

gunfire started coming out of a nearby olive grove. A second terrorist was hiding there just in 

case anything went wrong. Almog fired back. During the firefight Almog was hit in the head, but 

continued firing until he had taken out the second assailant. It’s hard to know just how many 

lives he saved in that single act of heroism.  
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 אשא עיני אל ההרים מאין יבוא עזרי

Sometimes we look to the heavens and we have no idea from where salvation will come. 

Sometimes we don’t even think it’s possible. But Hashem has peppered his earth with proverbial 

 :with Ariel Almogs, with heroes and heroines ,מלאכים

 הרבה שלוחים למקום

The Almighty has many agents in this world. 

 

And whether we’re conscious of it or not, sometimes we’re the מלאכים ourselves.   

 

Of course we have to be realists and we’re not permitted to live our lives waiting for miracles. 

But we’re also people of faith and neither are we permitted to live our lives without hope.  

 

As David ben Gurion once put it: "In Israel, in order to be a realist, you must believe in 

miracles."  

The second message that emerges from these chapters is a message about searching. Once again 

Hagar is the foil to Avraham. Having resigned herself to the fate that her son would die of thirst, 

she distances herself so as to be out of earshot. But the Torah tells something stunning: 

 

 ויפקח אלקים את עיניה ותרא באר מים.
Hashem didn’t create an oasis to save Yishmael. He simply opened Hagar’s eyes to what had 

been in front of her the whole time.  

 

Contrast this to Avraham:  

 וישא אברהם את עיניו וירא והנה איל אחר נאחז בסבך בקרניו.
 

As soon as Avraham looks up, he immediately discovers a suitable replacement. A ram was 

caught in the thicket. All he had to do was lift his eyes in order to find it.  

 

So often we go to great lengths to find solutions and answers; sometimes the best answers are 

remarkably close by – if only we’re willing to see them. 

 

Rabbi Dr. Tzvi Hersch Weinreb is a prominent psychologist, an accomplished pulpit rabbi, the 

former Executive Vice President of the Orthodox Union and the editor of the Koren Talmud. He 

recounts a story that he describes as a kind of precocious midlife crisis. He was married with a 

young family and he was grappling with a number of very pressing questions: 

 

“Should I enter the rabbinate or continue in psychology? What kind of psychology should I 

practice? I was also struggling with educational decisions for my children.   

 

“In addition to all these dilemmas, like everybody else I guess, I had my own questions of faith 

and trust in G-d, as well as some philosophical questions. I was in a state of uncertainty. All 

these questions had me depressed, and I was unsure what to do or where to go. I spoke to various 

close friends, and one of them – a Chabad chassid – suggested that I visit the Rebbe. And so it 

was that in February of 1971 I called the Rebbe. 
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The Rebbe’s secretary answered the phone in English, with a simple “Hello, who’s this?” 

Now, as I was talking to the secretary, in the background—I heard the Rebbe was asking 

in Yiddish, “Who’s calling?” 

 

I replied, “A yid from Maryland”  

 

I told the secretary that I have many questions which I would like to discuss with the Rebbe—

questions about what direction my life should take, questions regarding my career, questions of 

faith… I explained that I was at a very uncertain stage in my life and I didn’t know where to 

turn. 

 

I spoke in English and, as I was talking, the Rebbe’s secretary was repeating and paraphrasing 

my words in Yiddish—I imagine he was doing this so that the Rebbe should hear. 

 

And then I heard the Rebbe say in the background, in Yiddish: “Tell him that there is a Jew who 

lives in Maryland that he can speak to: His name is Weinreb.” 

 

The secretary asked me, “Did you hear what the Rebbe said?” 

 

Now, I was dumbstruck. I knew for sure I had not given the secretary my name, but the Rebbe 

had just said my name! I was taken aback, and I wanted to hear it again. So when the secretary 

asked whether I heard, I said no. 

 

The secretary repeated the Rebbe’s words to me: “S’iz doh a yid in Maryland mit vemen er zol 

redden. Zayn numen iz Veinreb.” (“There’s a Jew in Maryland whom he should talk to. His 

name is Weinreb.”) 

 

So I replied, “But my name is Weinreb!” 

 

And then I heard the Rebbe say, “Oib azoi, zol er visen zayn az amol darf men reden tzu 

zich.” (“If that’s the case, then he should know that, sometimes, one needs to speak to himself.”) 

 

The secretary also seemed stunned by what was taking place. He just stopped, and I could hear 

his breathing. And then he said to me, “The Rebbe said that sometimes it’s best to talk to 

yourself. Isn’t your name Weinreb?” 

 

“Yes, my name is Weinreb, but maybe the Rebbe means a different Weinreb.” 

 

“No, the Rebbe’s saying, ‘Talk to Weinreb,’ and he explained that you must to talk to yourself.” 

 

What emerges from this story is that decades before any of us: the Rebbe was using caller ID.  

 

We’re all searching for meaning. We’re all looking for answers to life’s hard questions. How do 

we explain the evil we read about daily in the news? How should we prioritize our obligations? 

What are the most meaningful things we can do with our time?  
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But before you go to the ends of the earth in search of these answers, know that they aren’t far 

away. 

 לא בשמים היא. לא מעבר לים היא.

They’re not in the heavens; they’re not across the sea.  

 כי קרוב אליך הדבר מאד.

The answers are close by. Yes, start with yourself; but know too that our Mesorah has grappled 

with life’s hardest questions for millennia. This year, come back to the words of the Torah and 

search for meaning in them. More often than not the treasures we’re after are nearer than we 

think, if only we’re willing to open our eyes to them.  

 

Finally, notice that each story ends with a divine revelation about a national destiny. The Malach 

tells Hagar that she can’t give up on Yishmael. He’s not just her son, but כי לגוי גדול אשימנו – he’s 

part of a much larger story. 

 

And so it is in the following chapter.  

 .ְׂשַפת ַהּיָם; ְויִַרׁש זְַרֲע", ֵאת ַׁשַער אֹיְָביו- , ְוַכחֹול, ֲאֶׁשר ַעלזְַרֲע" ְּככֹוְכֵבי ַהָּׁשַמיִם- ָבֵר$ ֲאָבֶרְכ", ְוַהְרָּבה ַאְרֶּבה ֶאת-ִּכי יז

 

You shall be blessed and your offspring will grow as great as the number of stars in the sky.  

 

Each of us has an individual identity. But that can never be our only source of concern. Each of 

us is also part of community, part of a nation with a shared history and a shared destiny. And the 

decisions we make need to reflect this.  

 

A colleague of mine took part in a rabbinic mission to Israel this summer and he visited Soroka 

hospital in Beersheva where wounded Chayalim were recuperating. He noticed that there were 

security guards stationed inside the exit doors. And he found it quite surprising. Everyone knows 

that for security to be effective, you need to be outside the building where you can see the threat 

coming. So he asked them, “What are you doing here? Shouldn’t you be outside?” The security 

guards said, “You don’t understand. We have plenty of security outside. We’re not trying to stop 

anybody from getting in. We’re here because soldiers try to sneak out of the hospital and get 

back to their units before their doctors have discharged them.” 

 

There’s a feeling in Israel – that may not be replicable anywhere else – a feeling of what it means 

to identify with your nation to such a degree, that you place the interests of your people ahead of 

your own. Of course everyone sitting in this room is a proud Jew. But does our Jewishness – and 

our fealty to Jewish history and Jewish destiny – animate the decisions we make on a daily 

basis?  

 

If you want to do one thing this year to re-animate the feeling of being part of the Jewish people, 

go to Israel. Join The Jewish Center for Pesach or find a time to go on your own. For those of us 

living here in the Diaspora, there’s simply no substitute.  

 

In the end, we can’t control what the world says about us. We’ll continue to decry the words the 

media uses to describe Israel and the Jewish people. But as this New Year dawns, there is so 

much that is within our control.  
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• First, whatever the circumstance, there’s always room for hope; 

• Second, though we may search high and low for solutions and answers; sometimes those 

solutions are much closer than we think; and there’s no better place to search than in our 

mesorah.  

• And finally, we need to acknowledge that while each of us has an individual identity, we 

are also part of a great nation with a shared history and a shared destiny. And it’s when 

we return to the land of Israel that we’re able to feel this most intensely.  

 

As you listen to the three sounds of the Shofar, remember these three messages:  

 

• The indispensability of hope 

• The closeness of our Torah 

• The Primacy of Israel 

 

In the merit of our willingness to internalize them, may the coming year be filled with bracha and 

shalom for our community and for all Israel.  

 

 


