AKSE Rosh Hashanah 5787 — Second Day Sermon

By Rabbi Abraham L. Rabinovich, Ph.D.

Why Is This Rosh Hashanah Different from Any Other Year?

Shanah Tovah!
Dear friends,

They say that if you put two Jews in a room, you’ll get three opinions. And if you put three Jews

in a room, they will form a committee to discuss the three opinions.

That is actually one of the things I love most about being Jewish. We argue, we question, we

challenge, and we debate. Sometimes we even argue about whether we are arguing too much.

But somehow, through all of it, we remain a people. We may not always agree, but we keep

walking together.
And that brings us to one of the most remarkable sentences in the Torah.

Every Rosh Hashanah, we return to the story of Abraham and Isaac —the Akedah, the binding of

Isaac.

Abraham is commanded to take Isaac to Mount Moriah. They begin their journey, and the Torah

tells us:

“Vayelchu shneihem yachdav.”

“And the two of them went together.”

Father and son. Abraham and Isaac. They went together.

Later, [saac asks, “Here are the fire and the wood, but where is the lamb for the offering?”
Abraham answers, “God will provide the lamb, my son.”

And once again, the Torah says:

“Vayelchu shneihem yachdav.”

“And the two of them went together.”

Why does the Torah say it twice?



Perhaps because the Torah is teaching us something essential:

We do not have to agree on everything to walk together.

We do not have to think alike to belong to one another.

And perhaps that is one of the most important messages we need to hear this Rosh Hashanah.
Ma nishtanah Rosh Hashanah hazeh mikol Rosh Hashanah?

Why is this Rosh Hashanah different from every other Rosh Hashanah?

Sounds like a question for Passover.

But every Rosh Hashanah asks us to look inward. Who have we become? What do we need to

change? What kind of person do we want to be?

This year, we are standing at a historical moment in American history as the United States is
celebrating its 250th anniversary, two hundred and fifty years since the sining of the Declaration

of Independence.
As Jewish Americans, this anniversary is not simply a national celebration. It is personal.

For centuries, Jews experienced persecution, expulsion, discrimination, and exile. Then
generations of Jews came to America, and here something exceptional happened. The American

experiment established religious freedom and equal citizenship as fundamental ideals.

George Washington expressed it beautifully in his 1790 letter to the Jewish community of

Newport, Rhode Island. He promised:
““to bigotry no sanction, to persecution no assistance.”

Imagine what those words meant to Jews who had spent centuries being told they were outsiders.

Here was a new nation saying, “You belong.”

The Jewish people know what it means to be denied freedom. That is why the Exodus is at the

heart of Jewish memory.
Freedom is not simply an American value. It is a Jewish value.
And Judaism teaches that every human being is created B'tzelem Elohim, in the image of God.

There is a strong connection between the Jewish vision and the American vision.



But we should not pretend that America is perfect. Our country has a painful history of slavery,
segregation, discrimination, and antisemitism. There is still much work to do. There is still

teshuvah to undertake. There is still tikkun—repair—to accomplish.

But recognizing imperfection does not require us to abandon gratitude. We can love America and
acknowledge its failures. We can be proud of America and still demand that America live up to
its ideals. We can be grateful for what America has given us while recognizing our responsibility

to give back.
That is patriotism.

As we reflect on America's journey, we remember Jacob Barsimson, the first known Jew to arrive
in what would become the United States, landing in New Amsterdam on August 22, 1654. Four
months later, twenty-three Jewish refugees fleeing persecution after the Portuguese conquest of

Recife, Brazil, arrived in the colony.

Think about how remarkable this is—that before America became a country there were already

Jews on these shores.

Their arrival occurred decades before Rabbi Israel ben Eliezer—the Baal Shem Tov, the BeShT
—would found the Hasidic movement in eighteenth-century Eastern Europe. Long before many
of the great chapters of modern Jewish history unfolded, Jewish life had already begun to take

root in America.

One of my favorite artistic depictions of this story appears on the Manischewitz matzah box
created for the 1954 American Jewish Tercentenary. The illustration portrays the arrival of those
first Jewish settlers carrying a Torah scroll as they disembark. It beautifully symbolizes what they
truly brought with them: not wealth or political power, but Torah, faith, and hope —the spiritual

foundation that would guide and sustain future generations.

During these High Holy Days, we remember those courageous pioneers with admiration and
gratitude. They crossed an ocean seeking what so many Jews throughout history longed for: the

freedom to live openly as Jews.

We also remember the many Jewish patriots who helped secure America's independence,
including Haym Salomon of Philadelphia's Congregation Mikveh Israel, whose financial support

of the Revolutionary cause earned him a lasting place in American history.



Our ancestors came to America carrying very little. But they brought faith, hope, and Torah.

They built synagogues and schools. They built businesses and hospitals. They became teachers,

doctors, scientists, artists, soldiers, entrepreneurs, and public servants.
They became Americans, but they remained devoted Jews.

American Jews have helped shape the nation over the past 250 years while enriching its civic and

moral life.

America has given the Jewish people immeasurable opportunities, but the Jewish people, in

turn, have given immeasurable gifts to America.

We say thank you to them for paving the way for us.

Rosh Hashanah is not primarily about the past. It is about the future.
It asks:

What will we do with what we have inherited?

And that brings us back to Abraham and Isaac.

Vayelchu shneihem yachdav.

They went together.

They did not necessarily understand the journey in the same way. They were not necessarily in

the same emotional place. And yet they walked together.
That is unity.

And unity is not uniformity.

Unity does not mean we all think the same.

Unity means we recognize that we belong to one another.

Judaism has always understood this. The rabbis argued. Hillel and Shammai disagreed. The

Talmud is filled with debate.
And yet our tradition teaches:
“Eilu v'eilu divrei Elohim chayim.”

“These and those are the words of the living God.” (Talmud, Eruvin 13b)



Two people can disagree profoundly, and yet both can be searching for truth.

The goal is not to eliminate disagreement. The goal is to disagree without eliminating one

another.

I came to learn very quickly that how we too, at AKSE, argue a lot about every little thing.

Should we do it this way or that way? And why should we do it?
Thanks God we have multiple committees that argue about every little detail.
Perhaps that is exactly what America needs today.

We live in a time when political disagreement can become personal, when people stop speaking

to one another because they vote differently.

But democracy requires something more difficult than agreement. It requires us to live together

with people with whom we disagree.

Freedom means not only having rights. It means accepting responsibility for how we use those

rights.

Freedom without responsibility becomes selfishness. Freedom combined with responsibility

becomes citizenship.

It becomes tzedakah— justice.

It becomes chesed—kindness.

It becomes caring about someone who is not exactly like us.

And this lesson is very important for the Jewish people today, both in our homeland of Israel and

in the Diaspora.

It is devastating to see the divisions going on among Jews in Israel and in the Diaspora.
Today, we are being reminded that our strength was never that Jews always agreed.

We certainly don't.

Our strength was that we continued to see ourselves as one people.

We prayed together. We mourned together. We celebrated together. We argued together. And

somehow, we continued walking together.



Vayelchu shneihem yachdav.
They went together.
Today, antisemitism reminds us how important that unity is.

When Jews are threatened, we cannot afford to ask first: Are you Orthodox? Conservative?

Reform? Secular? Left? Right?
First, we must ask:

Are you a fellow Jew?

And the answer is:

Yes.

There will always be disagreements. There should be disagreements. But disagreement cannot

become hatred or segregation.

Our ideological and political differences cannot become more important than our shared

humanity. And our Jewish differences cannot become more important than our shared identity.
So perhaps this is why this Rosh Hashanah is different.

We are standing at the beginning of a new Jewish year, and we are also approaching America's

250th year.
We are heirs to two remarkable stories: the story of the Jewish people and the story of America.

Both stories lead us to unity and freedom. And both stories remind us that we cannot achieve

freedom without unity.

Today, let us make the commitment to be like our ancestors Abraham and Isaac:
Vayelchu shneihem yachdav.

They went together.

May we be grateful for the freedoms we have inherited. May we accept the responsibility that
comes with those freedoms. May we work together to make this country more just,

compassionate, and united.



May we strengthen the Jewish people through unity and mutual respect. May we stand proudly
as Jews and proudly as Americans. May we learn to appreciate and respect each other as a

community.

And may we never forget:

Our greatest strength is not that we all think alike.

Our greatest strength is that we belong to one another.
Vayelchu shneihem yachdav.

May we walk together as Jews, as Americans, as a community, and as human beings created in

the image of God.

May God bless the United States of America. May God bless the State of Israel. May God bless

the Jewish people. May God bless this congregation and our families.
And may this New Year bring us healing, unity, courage, and hope.

May it give us the wisdom to recognize that although we may not always agree, we can still

walk together.

Vayelchu shneihem yachdav.

Shanah Tovah U'Metukah.

May we all be written and sealed for a good, sweet, healthy, peaceful, and meaningful New Year.

Amen.



