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Rosh Hashanah Morning Sermon 5787 
September 12, 2026 – Rabbi Andy Vogel 
“Abraham’s Command Performance” 
 

Shanah tovah, and Shabbat shalom! I’ve been thinking a lot lately about Avraham. There is a 

famous ancient Midrash1 that tells about how our ancestor Abraham looked at the world and 

saw that it was like a “ירָה דּוֹלֶקֶת  .a castle that had been set on fire and was burning down ,”בִּ

Indeed, as we enter the New Year, we see a world that feels like it’s in the process of burning 

down – and that the arsonists are the ones in charge. It’s easy to lose hope, to feel that 

nothing we do will make a difference, or that we can’t do anything to prevent world from being 

consumed. 

 

Judaism has a lot to say about this. The hallmark of Jewishness has always been our 

religious principles and our holy texts. What has always animated and guided us as the 

Jewish people has been our discourse about ideas and values in those texts and how to 

realize them in our lives. In every generation, we have returned to our core principles – that 

has kept us going as a people.  

 

And the Torah portion we just read from our Machzor provides us with tremendous insight 

about how to conduct ourselves as Jews in a chaotic time when society is burning down. <Let 

me invite you to re-open your Machzor, to page 334, so we can examine the Torah portion’s 

exact wording together.> 

 

One of the 20th century’s greatest Torah teachers, Dr. Nechama Leibowitz, professor at Tel 

Aviv University and Hebrew University and winner of the prestigious Israel Prize for her 

scholarship2 (with whom I had the pleasure of studying with when she was in her 90s), said 

that the verses that precede the dialogue between Abraham and God are the most important 

verses in Genesis; in her words, verses of “supreme importance in the whole book of 

Genesis.”3 They affirm the very mission of Jewish peoplehood: that God desires that the 

Jewish people will live and thrive, and urgently reminds us that the people is obligated to 

create a world of justice. Nechama Leibowitz called this passage “Abraham’s Command 

Performance.”  

 

 
1 Midrash Genesis Rabbah 39:1, accessed here on Sefaria. The relevant section reads: 

ֹּאמֶר ה' אֶל אַבְרָם " ירָה אַחַת דּוֹלֶקֶת, אָמַר  'ווג "לֶךְ לְךָ מֵאַרְצְךָ  וַי מָקוֹם לְמָקוֹם, וְרָאָה בִּ צְחָק מָשָל לְאֶחָד שֶהָיָה עוֹבֵר מִּ י יִּ ... אָמַר רַבִּ
ירָה  י הוּא בַעַל הַבִּ ירָה, אָמַר לוֹ אֲנִּ יץ עָלָיו בַעַל הַבִּ יג, הֵצִּ ירָה הַזּוֹ בְלֹּא מַנְהִּ  תֹּאמַר שֶהַבִּ

2 https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Nechama_Leibowitz  
3 Nechama Leibowitz (1905-1997), New Studies in Bereshit: Genesis, p. 164. The English translation says that 
verses 17-19 are of “supreme importance”. 

https://www.sefaria.org/Bereshit_Rabbah.39.1?lang=bi&with=Commentary%20ConnectionsList&lang2=en
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Nechama_Leibowitz
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Look at verses 18 and19: We get a very unusual glimpse into God’s internal dialogue, God’s 

internal thoughts, as it were. God is musing to God’s-self, it seems, and God says:  

“Shall I hide from Abraham what I am doing?  

Abraham, after all, will be a great and populous nation  

through whom all the earth’s nations will be blessed. 

19) “For I have singled him out [or, the Hebrew says, “I know him”  

or, “I love him”4]  

so that he will charge [or, command,  יצוה] his children,  

and his family after him [that’s us, by the way!] 

… רֶךְ  מְרוּּ֙ דֶֶּּ֣ טה' וְשָָֽׁ שְפָָּ֑ ה וּמִּ וֹת צְדָקָָ֖ לַעֲשׂ֥  

to follow the way of God [literally, to follow “the path of God”] 

and to do  ה  ,righteousness ,צְדָקָָ֖

and  ט שְפָָּ֑  ”.justice ,מִּ

 

Those are the verses she said are the most important verses in Genesis! The “mission 

statement” God lays out for the Jewish people is for Abraham to teach his family and future 

generations the essential Jewish values that will guide them. God wants the Jewish people to 

survive and to thrive – not only through self-interest, and not only by defending ourselves 

when the need arises, but by living according to closely-held core values. And God calls 

Abraham – and us, Abraham’s children – even to challenge authority, to protest against the 

Powers that Be, and to refuse to remain silent when justice, righteousness, and the lives of 

innocent people are at stake. And that’s exactly what Abraham does (and with humility and 

grace) in this extraordinary passage. 

 

I want to note here that demanding justice is not just a suggestion, or recommended advice, 

according to the Torah; it’s a commandment. Take a look again at the text:   ֩עַן יו לְמַַ֩ י יְדַעְתִִּּ֗ ֶּ֣ כִּ

יו וְאֶת־בֵיתוֹּ֙   ה אֶת־בָנָָ֤ ר יְצַוֶֶּּ֜  ,”that he will charge [again, literally the Hebrew says, “command“ ,אֲשֶֶׁ֨

 his children, and his family after him,” to occupy ourselves with the work of justice. When [יצוה 

all that is good in society seems to be burning down, we Jews are commanded to stand up 

and speak up, to prevent that from happening. Hence: “Abraham’s Command 

Performance.”5 

 

We have to live this out with our lives. I’m so proud that, earlier this year, Temple Sinai 

members answered with our own “Command Performance” when it came to Citizens Bank. 

Along with a coalition of faith leaders in greater Boston and the GBIO (our partners from over 

 
4 This is Rashi’s interpretation, that “I have known him” indicates affection and love: “בָה  Nachmanides .”לְשוֹן חִּ

suggests that God’s “knowing” Avraham is about God’s engagement and involvement in the lower world with 
Abraham, as Providence, or that remembers and watches over Avraham. 
5 Nechama Leibowitz, ibid.  
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40 Christian, Jewish and Muslim congregations across Greater Boston), we stood up to 

demand that Citizens Bank cease its involvement in destroying innocent lives. And we won! 

Citizens Bank was providing an estimated $2.5 billion dollars6 in easy credit to the country’s 

two largest private prison corporations, GEO Group and CoreCivic, who were profiting from 

lucrative contracts with the Trump Administration and ICE to detain immigrants, subject them 

to terrible conditions, and deport them. Our coalition engaged in months of grassroots civic 

action, community organizing, and strategic publicity, including an accounting of how much 

money all our congregations had deposited in Citizens Bank. We forced them to confront how 

they were profiting from injustice. Then, in July, amazingly, Citizens Bank announced they 

were pulling out of their financial relationship with these prison corporations. Just like 

Abraham, we were facing up to power with the urgent question: “Will you sweep away the 

innocent?” and answering: “Not with our money!” And we were doing so proudly as Jews, 

(just as our religious coalition partners were speaking from within their own faiths), invoking 

Jewish teachings from our heritage to demand justice. I want to lift up the incredible work of 

our whole Tzedek@Sinai team, led by Charlie Homer with Rabbi Stein, for their inspiring 

religious leadership on this campaign! 

 

And our Torah portion was in the forefront of my mind this summer, too, when I went to both 

Israel and the West Bank. I had lots of different motivations in my heart. First, I went to study, 

to study Torah and Jewish teachings for a week-and-a-half with 150 rabbis from all over the 

world at the Hartman Institute. (And, it’s an amazing thing, to be gathered at a Torah seminar 

with 150 very talkative rabbis!) 

 

I also went to Israel to give my Israeli friends a big hug, for all they have been experiencing 

recently. My Israeli friends, many of whom are vehemently opposed to the current 

government, have been suffering in their own ways; after three years of war and loss, and 

running to bomb shelters, Israelis are filled with grief and fear and their own traumas from 

October 7. They are deep in mourning and anxiety and horror and vulnerability, afraid that 

with Israel’s narrow borders another October 7 could happen again.  

 

In fact, for example, in the AirBnB that I stayed in, in Jerusalem I discovered, in a cabinet 

under the TV, a memorial book with pictures of a beautiful, young, strong Israeli soldier who 

was killed on October 7, trying to rescue people in the Kibbutzim. And, I realized when I read 

his name, that his name matched the one on the mailbox, and that he was the brother of the 

young woman who owned the apartment. And I thought: So much grief in this country! And 

this is just one story! 

 
6 See a report by the Robert & Ethel Kennedy Center for Human Rights, July 8, 2026, which provided this figure, 
after a number of municipalities divested from Citizens Bank. 

https://kennedyhumanrights.org/our-voices/new-jersey-divests-265-million-from-citizens-bank-states-turn-to-fiscal-policies-to-price-out-private-prisons/
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So: To be present in the middle of all that – that was one reason I went to Israel. 

 

But there was one more thing on my mind. I went to the West Bank to show up as a Jew with 

Palestinians. Even after the horrific, unimaginable destruction in Gaza since Israel’s war with 

Hamas, Palestinians in the West Bank are themselves now vulnerable to tremendous 

violence by Israeli settlers, with the backing of the Israeli government. I went with a group of 

rabbis to engage in “protective presence” with Palestinians, to place myself with them 

physically for protection, to witness their stories and, if need be, to use my privilege as a Jew 

to stand between them and Israeli settlers or the IDF. One of the Israeli activist groups doing 

the work of “protective presence” is called “B’nai Avraham” – the children of Abraham, a 

name that echoes the verse from our Torah portion. And, the rabbinic human rights group 

that I traveled with is called “Truah,” whose very name comes from the call of the Shofar for 

justice and righteousness that we heard this morning. 

 

One of the villages I visited was a place called Khan al-Achmar, in the sensitive E1 area 

between Jerusalem, Ramallah and Bethlehem, where Israeli settlements have slowly grown 

up and encircled the Palestinians who have lived there for decades. This area is critical, 

because if Israeli settlements are built there, it would cut off major Palestinian population 

areas from one another and make creating any future Palestinian state nearly impossible. As 

we drove up a dusty road to get to the village, I saw the new Jewish trailer homes that 

settlers have set up on the nearby hilltops. We could see the settlers driving their ATVs 

around the hills in the distance. (Fortunately, on the days we were there, in the villages we 

went to, all was quiet, there was no acts of violence, and we could sit and talk with the 

Palestinians and learn their stories.) While the Israeli settlements easily obtained access to 

electricity and water, the Palestinians have no such access. As we sat in the shade and 

drank coffee with the Palestinians, they told us how much they appreciated our presence with 

them as Jews, and they told us how the settlers show up unannounced in their village, how 

they have rammed their vehicles into innocent villagers7; have stolen their sheep and flocks, 

have set fires to their homes, have shown up with weapons to intimidate them. This is not 

episodic wrongdoing, but rather institutionalized wrongdoing8 with the support of the current 

extreme right-wing politicians in the Israeli government – because they are actively doing all 

they can, before the Israeli elections on October 27, to promote annexation, and dispossess 

 
7 See this video for footage: https://www.instagram.com/reel/DagZgn7Bnxd/.  
8 See Rabbi Zachary Truboff’s chapter, “Becoming Sodom,” in his 2026 book Zionism in Crisis, pp. 99-103, which 
analyzes a teaching by the 15th century Rabbi Yitzhak Arama, the Akeidat Yitzhak, comparing the punishment of 
Sodom and Gomorrah to the cities of Gibeah in Judges 19. “The small sin,” writes Rabbi Arama, “when the public 
agrees to it and religious authorities in their courts do not protest against it, becomes lewdness, a monstrous 
transgression, and the sin of the entire community.” In other words, our societal acquiescence threatens to turn us 
into the people of Sodom 

https://www.instagram.com/reel/DagZgn7Bnxd/
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Palestinians. A group of Israeli generals recently called this “the biggest threat to Israel,” and 

one general called it a campaign of “ethnic cleansing.”9 The goal is – literally – to set as much 

on fire as possible.  

 

Here’s too, the example of Abraham commands us that silence is not an option. That’s why 

I’m heartened that hundreds of Israelis are going to do “protective presence” every single day 

in the West Bank, and why I feel that we have to support the Israelis and Palestinians who 

are working for peace, co-existence and justice. 

[Which is why I’m leading a trip to Israel and the West Bank with this focus in mid-

January, along with our partners up the street at TBZ, which I really want to encourage 

you to consider joining me for.] 

Because I believe that we can (and must!) be among courageous individuals who speak out, 

protest, and resist injustice; it is our only hope if we want to preserve the moral integrity of our 

world and our people – as the Torah says: by following the path of God,  ְרֶך מְרוּּ֙ דֶֶּּ֣ ה' וְשָָֽׁ , acting 

with  ה ט  righteousness, and creating ,צְדָקָָ֖ שְפָָּ֑   .justice ,מִּ

* 

But there’s one more piece to this. Because, yes, it’s important to address another important 

aspect of justice regarding the Jewish people today. Sometimes, we ourselves as Jews are 

the victims of injustice. Sometimes, we are on the receiving end of wrongdoing. When that 

happens, aren’t we, also, entitled to our own justice when the time arises?  

 

The answer, of course, is “yes.” Like many of you, I have grown alarmed at the rise of 

antisemitism in our own country and our own world, from sources on the Right and on the 

Left. For much of history, the ills of the world, whether they were capitalism or communism, 

economic troubles or social upheaval, were projected onto Jews. Today in our own times, 

Jews are sometimes depicted as oppressors or white supremacists.10 Often, depending on 

their nature, those depictions are their own kind of injustice: blaming people who are innocent 

for something they are not responsible for, or, to use Abraham’s words “sweeping away the 

innocent along with the guilty.” Often, that is antisemitic, and it is unjust. We deserve to stand 

up for ourselves, and for others to stand up for us, too. 

 

Of course I don’t believe that all critique of Israel is antisemitic, or that all ways of opposing 

Zionism is antisemitic – it’s not. There are very legitimate forms of opposing the Netanyahu 

government, its policies, the horrific war on Gaza and Palestinians that it prosecuted; indeed, 

as Rabbi Jill Jacobs has put it so well: “Like any other country, Israel has both the right to 

 
9 See New York Times, “These Generals Fought for Israel. Now They See ‘Jewish Terrorism’ as the Threat”, 
August 31, 2026. 
10 See PBS.com interview with Noah Feldman, published March 15, 2024, author of “To Be a Jew Today,” 
accessible here. 

https://www.nytimes.com/2026/08/31/world/middleeast/west-bank-israel.html
https://www.pbs.org/newshour/show/to-be-a-jew-today-examines-modern-multifaceted-faith-and-struggle
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defend its citizens and the responsibility to uphold international law and to protect the human 

rights of those under its jurisdiction. And like every country, Israel may be criticized, 

protested, or forced to suffer consequences when it fails to meet these commitments.”11 But 

it’s unjust, hateful, and antisemitic when some people celebrate Hamas’ attacks against 

Israelis on October 7, or when people justify banning Israelis in academia or sports from 

participating in their professions. 

 

Jews are entitled to safety: here – and in New York City and in Detroit (where a Reform 

synagogue was car-bombed back in March by a man who was blaming all Jews for Israel’s 

actions). It’s a matter of justice. And, in my opinion, the original creation of the State of Israel 

was as an act of justice for the Jewish people. I believe that Jews are entitled to safety and 

self-determination, in a fair, democratic, egalitarian State of Israel. Sadly, terribly, tragically, 

the creation of the State of Israel has also resulted in injustice for Palestinians (who also bear 

their portion of responsibility). I dream of a just Israel, one that doesn’t permit the 

institutionalized discrimination against Arabs. We are far, far, far (and now, even farther) from 

that vision of the State of Israel, and that’s why we need to raise our voices as American 

Jews about Israel’s shortcomings. But, to be sure, if Jews aren’t safe and don’t exist, we can’t 

be walking on the “path of God” or pursuing justice and righteousness.  

 

And… we have to be careful to keep it all in balance – that our concerns for justice for 

ourselves as Jews never become an excuse for terrible acts, or for overlooking wrongdoing 

by other Jews. And this is part of our “Command Performance”, too: to love and protect our 

people fiercely, while refusing to let that love become an excuse for looking away from 

injustice committed in our names. A critical piece of Jewish particularism, our own Jewish 

uniqueness, must also be universalism, concern for justice for all. 

 

This is what the great 20th century Hasidic rabbi, Rabbi Avraham Isaac Kook, who lived 

through World War I and saw the devastation that it brought on so many Jewish communities, 

taught when he wrote: 

, אלא מוסיפים צדק. הצדיקים הטהורים אינם קובלים על הרשעה  
“Those who are righteous do not just complain about wickedness [around them];  

instead, they add justice.  

They do not just complain about moral apostasy;  

instead, they act to add faith.  

They do not just complain about crude ignorance;  

instead, they act to add wisdom.”12 

 
11 See Rabbi Jill Jacobs, “Criticism of Israel and Antisemitism: How to Tell Where One Ends and the Other 
Begins,” accessible here. 
12 Rabbi Abraham Isaac Kook, Arpelei Tohar [Shemonah Kvatzim], p. 39, bottom paragraph. 

https://truah.org/resources/criticism-of-israel-and-antisemitism-how-to-tell-where-one-ends-and-the-other-begins/
https://www.dropbox.com/scl/fi/w0yph4ndzdh9zmclu5082/Arpelei-Tohar-Rav-Kook-p39.pdf?rlkey=ngzyreki5mahwrv44qlnovknx&dl=0


7 
 
 

Instead of becoming consumed by what is wrong, or seeing ourselves as victims of it, we are 

called to turn our energy toward what we can add: more justice, more faith, and more 

wisdom. 

* 

My friends, there are so many areas in which the world is in crisis. And, it’s not always easy 

to have hope when the world is burning down. I wouldn’t be honest if I told you that I have 

hope every day, when I see some of the truly terrible things going on in our world, in our 

country, in Israel and in Palestine. But let me leave you with this wisdom from Rabbi Noa 

Sattat, an Israeli Reform rabbi who runs the ACRI, the Association for Civil Rights in Israel, 

an amazing Israeli organization on the front lines of trying to protect innocent people from 

injustice every day; she said: “Hope [deep within,] is not necessarily accessible every day.” 

She said, “I don’t have hope every day.” But commitment, dedication and agency – those I 

have access to.”  

 

So: If you have legs to stand up on, a voice that can be heard, hands to write letters with, or 

the ability to go and cast your vote, you don’t need to feel hopeful every day. But please: act. 

In whatever arenas of justice you are moved. Speak up and speak out. Organize. Model for 

others. Because we each must answer the crises of the world with our own Command 

Performances, just like Abraham. It’s the core of being Jewish. 

 

Shanah tovah. 

 

 


