Rosh Hashanah A.M. 2012/5772

I Can See Clearly, A Text for Life
An Angel of God called to him “Abraham, Abraham” (Genesis 22:11).  These are the words of this morning’s riveting text.  One classical biblical question ponders the meaning for the repetition of Abraham’s name.  God does not call “Abraham” rather “Abraham, Abraham”.  

This summer Art Cinemas featured the movie Another Earth.  An esoteric science fiction, the plot unfolds around the discovery of a duplicate planet in the Solar System, EARTH 2.  The movie opens as the path of an ambitious young student and an accomplished composer cross in a tragic accident.  She is a High School Graduate bound for MIT to study Astro-Physics.  He is a brilliant composer who has found a rare and pure happiness with his growing family.  She attends a graduation party, drinks and then drives.  Heading for home listening to radio, she hears a report of the duplicate universe.  The inebriated teen gazing up toward Earth 2 an alter reality; and at that instant, she plows her car into the Composer’s car, killing his pregnant wife and their five year old son, altering reality.  

The movie jumps four years, upon completing her prison term, she is released and returns to her parent’s home carving out a solitary life that she can tolerate.  The plot unfolds, working as a custodian in the high school it seems that she may win a seat on a Space Shuttle bound for Earth 2.  

The movie poses the questions: If you met yourself what would you say?  Would you even recognize yourself?  Would your other self have made the same mistakes that you have made?

“And Abraham raised his eyes ‘vayisa Avraham et einav, vayar’ and he saw”.  What did he see?  The literal explanation ‘pshat’ he saw the ram stuck in the thicket.  The suggestion or allusion ‘remez’ he saw an alternative to sacrificing his son.  Why does God address him with the duplicate phrase “Abraham, Abraham”? Perhaps we need to explore the duality that God addresses, Abraham, Abraham; can it be that at that moment, for the first time, Abraham truly saw himself.

Year after year on the New Year we read this passage.  Year after year we struggle with its meaning.  Year after year we arrive to the High Holy Days ready to be changed.  How have we changed?  And if we have not changed, then will we change?  I believe that this morning’s text delivers the ‘sod’, the secret Kabbalistic mystery for how we can affect change in a deep and profound way.  

Another Earth, imagine that, the possibility that we might be capable of doing things differently.  ‘Chesbon Nefesh’ accounting for one’s soul, the possibility that we might be capable of doing things differently.  Do you want to understand what you are doing here, on a deep, profound and very real way; imagine that another you exists.  Now imagine, like Abraham, that we each would have the courage and fortitude to address that other within us; ‘cheshbon nefesh’.  

The movie is bound by the repercussions of a tragic, mistake.  We all make mistakes.  The young woman in the movie realizes that her mistake is unforgivable.  Still she must be accountable, not just live with it, but be able to choose to go beyond the mistake.  

To change, to really do ‘cheshbon nefesh’ requires absolute frank, raw, deep, honest recognition of who we are, where we have been, what we have done or not done; and making ourselves accountable for and to ourselves in a way that we can move forward, differently.

God calls to Abraham; “Abraham, Abraham”.  God asks Abraham to confront himself; “and Abraham sees”.  What does he see?  He sees himself, clearly perhaps for the first time.  He is a prophet leader of a people navigating a new faith, new lands, new covenants…and he compromises his own wife, putting her forth as his sister, rendering her vulnerable to the whims of two Kings.  Abraham is the quintessential Jew who does God’s will prepared to sacrifice his son Isaac, yet this cannot ultimately be what God requires of him.  

And Abraham saw.  The root of the word to see ‘vayar’ is ‘yod, resh, aleph’ AWE…and Abraham saw, he saw himself and he was filled with a deeper vision, the ability to be accountable, the ability to change, to do it differently, he was filled with AWE. 

Abraham is the founder of our faith and Moses guides us to ‘brit’ living in covenant with the Divine.  How does Moses communicate with God? ‘Panim el Panim’ face to face.  This morning’s text, the message of the High Holidays is nothing less than a deep and altering call to each of us, to entertain a face to face encounter with ourselves.

An angel of God calls: ‘Abraham, Abraham’, Abraham saw himself and Abraham was filled with the AWE with the ability to do it differently, the ability to change.

And Abraham called the name of that place ‘Adonai yara-eh’ “God will be seen.”  We see what is possible, what is divine, when we are able to see ourselves.  

Another Earth climaxes when the young woman delivers to the Composer, the seat that she has won on the space shuttle.  The movie postulates that the very instant that we make contact with our other self, the axis shifts.  The Composer will travel in the space shuttle to Earth 2, four years earlier it had been the instant when that the teenager gazed at an alter reality, that she tragically altered his reality.  The movie closes with the young woman, here on Earth, facing her other self.

This morning calls us to be like that teenager, to be like Abraham, willing to face who we are, our lives, our accomplishments, our mistakes; and hold ourselves accountable.  Only in the wake of this encounter, panim el panim, can real change take place, can we hope that the High Holidays deliver a holy encounter, an encounter from which we are able to navigate teshuvah.  

    When we see ourselves, then ‘vayar’ we are filled with Awe, and we can know the divine.

1. Peshat, the plain (simple) or literal reading;
2. Remez, the allegorical reading through text's hint or allusion
3. Derash, the metaphorical reading through a (rabbinic sermon's) comparison/illustration (midrash)
4. Sod, the hidden meaning reading through text's secret or mystery (Kabbalah).

- Rabbi Yael Romer
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