Sermon for the First Day of Rosh Hashanah 5772
No Laughing Matter
Rabbi Wayne Franklin
The birth of a child usually brings great joy and laughter to a family. In today’s Torah reading, our matriarch Sarah exclaimed that “God has brought me laughter; everyone who hears will laugh with me.” (Genesis 21:6)  צְחֹ֕ק עָ֥שָׂה לִ֖י אֱלֹהִ֑ים כָּל־הַשֹּׁמֵ֖עַ יִֽצֲחַק־לִֽי: . But hers is not joyous laughter. Her words tell us that she feels that God has played a trick on her; she fears that people will laugh at her, bearing a child in her old age. 
The little boy is named Yitzhak - meaning: “he will laugh” - but his life is hardly a happy one. Our story continues to play with the Hebrew word for laughter, צחק (Tzhok). The Torah says that Sarah saw the son whom the Egyptian woman, Hagar, had borne to Abraham מְצַחֵֽק (M’tzhek)- “playing” with Isaac. But how was he playing? The meaning is ambiguous here.מְצַחֵק  (M’tzhek) could mean innocent playing, but why would that be a reason to banish Yishmael? No - מְצַחֵק  (M’tzhek) seems to mean that Yishmael was endangering Isaac in some way.
The commentators in the Midrash see a ripe morsel in the ambiguity of Yishmael’s playing with or taunting Isaac. In Genesis Rabba, Rabbi Azaryah contends that Yishmael was shooting arrows in Isaac’s direction, playing very dangerously with Isaac. Sarah feared that Yishmael was trying to kill Isaac; she could not let that happen.
Another rabbinic commentator suggests a less lethal, but no less important, scenario: Yishmael is contemptuous of the joy and laughter surrounding Isaac’s birth. He heard people rejoicing, declaring “a son is born to Abraham! He will inherit two portions in the world.” Yishmael responded with ridicule, “Don’t be foolish – I am the firstborn, and mine is the right to inherit the double portion.”
Whether to protect Isaac’s spiritual inheritance - or his very life - Sarah had to eliminate the risk of Yishmael’s harming or diminishing Isaac in any way. She insisted that Abraham send Yishmael and Hagar away.
In Jewish tradition, we recognize Yishmael as the ancestor of the peoples we have come to know as the Arabs. Cousins of our people, yes, but sometimes viewed as trouble makers, and even as oppressors. In the early days of Islam, some Jewish tribes were massacred when they would not adopt Muhammad’s new religion. Later, when Jews lived in Muslim countries, they, along with Christians and other non-Muslims, were subjected to the humiliating jizya, the poll tax that had to be presented in a submissive manner. Jews and other non-Muslims in the Muslim world were known as “al- Dhimmi,” “people of the contract” - a contract which involved discrimination and limits to their social opportunities. Violent oppression was not common, though it did occur under some rulers. 
Many who regard today’s Muslim as the descendants of Yishmael see them as ago-old enemies who surround and endanger our reborn state of Israel. The rabbinic stereotype of murderous Yishmaelites fits the image of Muslim terrorists who endanger the world through their plots and schemes, from a war to prevent the birth of the Jewish State in 1948 to subsequent attempts to annihilate it; from airplane hijackings to bus bombings in Jerusalem; from night club attacks in Tel Aviv to attacks on the World Trade Center and the Pentagon on 9/11. Hostilities continue in rocket attacks on Sderot and other southern Israeli cities, and in the antagonism toward Israel across the Arab world today. The rise of Islamic fundamentalism in Iran, Egypt, and Turkey, and among Hezbollah and Hamas members in Lebanon and Gaza makes us very nervous. The attack on the Israeli Embassy in Egypt a few weeks ago and the Palestinians’ attempt to secure an independent Palestine through the UN, rather than through negotiations with Israel, all fit our notion of Muslims as people who play dangerously with Jews.
But that’s not the whole story. In another midrash, the Pirke d’Rebbe Eliezer, we find a different perspective. This Midrash tells us that Yishmael settled in what is now the Negev desert, and took a Moabite wife, named Aissa. 
Three years after sending Yishmael away, Abraham went to see Yishmael. Abraham reached the place at midday, found Yishmael’s wife, and asked her where  Yishmael was. She told Abraham that Yishmael and his mother went to bring fruits and brooms from the wilderness. Abraham then said, “Give me a little water and a little bread, for I am weary from the journey.” She replied, “There’s no bread, and no water.” Abraham said, "When your husband Yishmael returns, tell him: “An old man from the land of Canaan came to see you and said to tell you,  ‘the household of this house is not in good repair.’ ” When Yishmael returned, his wife gave him the message - whereupon he divorced her. His mother then sent for a woman from her father’s household in the land of Egypt. And Yishmael took  Fatima as his new wife.
At the end of another three years, Abraham again went to see his son Yishmael, He found Yishmael’s new wife, Fatima, and asked her, “where is Yishmael?” She replied, "He and his mother raise camels in the wilderness.” He said, "Give me a little bread and a little water, for I am weary from the journey in the wilderness.” She brought these out and gave them to him. Then Abraham asked the Holy One to bless his son, and Yishmael’s house was filled with all manner of good things. When Yishmael came back, his wife told him what had happened. Then Yishmael realized that his father still loved him. 
This Midrash implies that Yishmael and his father, Abraham, had a special way of communicating that only they could understand. It was a code which conveyed a depth of feeling and concern. Yishmael still wants to please his father, even after many years of separation. He respects his father’s opinions, and acts upon them. He wants to have a generous, hospitable household. This Yishmael, who is still loved by his father, is a more sympathetic character than the one we encounter in the previous Midrash. He is a person we may be able to relate to positively. This more favorable image of Yishmael urges us to take another look at his Muslim descendants. 
I dare say that many of us only know Muslims through the media and political rhetoric we hear and read. These 3rd person reports tend not to help us understand the depth of feeling that our Muslim neighbors feel. Especially since 9/11, we Americans have gravitated to  negative stereotypes of Muslims. But we may be mistaken...
Last winter, one of the guests who spoke in our Koffler-Bornstein Institute series on prospects for peace between Israelis and Palestinians was a chiropractor from Framingham, Mass., Dr. Kayed Khalil. He was born to Palestinian refugees in the Shatila refugee camp near Beirut. One person in the audience asked Dr. Khalil why his family didn’t settle down in Lebanon and move on with their lives. 
His answer was two-fold: first of all - the countries to which Palestinians fled didn’t want them as residents. And second, they had homes in what became Israel; his family owned a house in Haifa. They wanted to live in their home. 
That was an “Aha! moment” for me. I had never personally heard a Palestinian speak about what losing his home meant. Dr. Khalil spoke without anger, but with deep feeling. It was not a political moment; it was a human moment. I remain passionate about Israel’s right to exist as a Jewish state, and I expect that whenever Israelis and Palestinians finally negotiate a resolution to their conflict, most Palestinians will not be able to return to their homes in what is now Israel.  But I have a more sympathetic insight into what was lost for Palestinians, and I understand why it is so hard for their leaders to renounce their claims to properties that were left behind when they fled. Playing fair in this arena is going to require empathy and compromise from everyone.
Earlier in 2011, several members of the RIBR felt that it is important for us to get to know members of the Muslim clergy in our community. We have felt the need to broaden our understanding of neighbors who often suffer the kind of discrimination that we Jews experienced early in the last century - and in some cases, still do...  Rabbi Seltzer and I and several others of  our rabbinic colleagues have participated in two study sessions with a number of local imams. 
We have begun to learn about each other’s traditions and beliefs, and what we hold precious in our respective traditions. At our first meeting, each of us brought a passage that we felt defines our tradition and is personally compelling to us.  All of us were amazed by what we learned. Every one of us had brought a teaching that spoke about repairing the world, making the world a better place for all people; we all gravitated to traditions that lead us toward peace. It was an eye-opening surprise to all of us! We were speaking the same religious language, despite our different faiths, cultures, and languages of origin. This was another “Aha! moment for me - and, I think, for my colleagues - Jewish and Muslim - alike. 
This does not mean that we will agree on everything - religious or political. Are there passages in our respective scriptures that will  disturb our peace and provoke friction? Yes, of course. But let’s not think that bellicose texts appear only in the Koran and other Muslim writings. We have them, too! Ask any settler in the West Bank who shoots at Palestinian neighbors - and he or she will justify those actions with a biblical verse. Just remember Baruch Goldstein, who, on Purim day in 1994, shot 29 Muslim worshipers to death, and injured another 125 in the mosque in Hebron, where we believe our common patriarch, Abraham, is  buried! 
Some say that Goldstein thought he was re-enacting the Purim story, mowing down people he believed wanted to kill Jews. Others suggest that Baruch Goldstein was just a crazy man, a lone gunman. That would be bad enough. But at Goldstein's funeral, a rabbi named Yaacov Perrin claimed that even one million Arabs are "not worth a Jewish fingernail". A teacher at a Jerusalem college, named Samuel Hacohen, declared Goldstein the "greatest Jew alive, not in one way, but in every way" and said that he was "the only one who could do it, the only one who was 100 percent perfect." The cult around this American-born doctor/murderer is scary and terribly disturbing. It forces us to take stock of our own Jewish teachings and how we interpret them.  
We have a long tradition of interpreting and revising older attitudes. This is one of the classical rabbis’ major contributions to our religious heritage. They literally uprooted teachings that expressed hostility to others and pointed us in the direction of moderation and respect for others. The rabbis urge us to act benevolently in situations where we might be inclined not to -  מפני דרכי שולם (Mipnei Darkei Shalom)- for the sake of peace.
Similarly, I recently read a passage in the Koran which I found troubling, because it sounded hostile to Jews and other non-Muslims. Because of our dialogue and the trust that has developed, I consulted with my friend, Imam David Coolidge, the Muslim chaplain at Brown. I learned from him that the Islamic tradition also has what we would call a Midrashic tradition, a method of re-interpreting disturbing texts. Muslim midrash helps their devotees refocus on more congenial postures, as new circumstances develop. That tradition does not mean that there are no fundamentalists and no extremists - just as our midrashic tradition does not prevent a Baruch Goldstein from arising in our midst. But it is important for us not to identify a whole community with the extremists in that community. I believe that the unfortunate tendency to focus on the deadly acts of extremists is partly what has kept Israelis and Palestinians from settling their differences for over 60 years now. 
The Midrash from the Pirke D’Rebbe Eliezer points us in a positive direction, one which encourages us to recognize the positive traits among Yishmael’s descendants, particularly among those who are our neighbors and co-workers in this country. Our member and choir member, Janet Penn, works professionally to open doors of understanding between Jews and Muslims in an interfaith organization named Youth Lead. The young men and women in the organization are inspired and mobilized to:

Reflect upon their own values and beliefs

Connect with others across differences and

Act together to address local and global challenges.
These young people are being trained to ask questions that open conversations and lead to sharing facts and feelings, rather than asking questions which express hostility and shut down conversations. They are learning to speak from the heart and elicit that same kind of openness from others in the group whose backgrounds and experiences and beliefs are different from their own.  
It is critical that we be alert to the potential for demonizing others, particularly as the American political season begins to heat up. The Palestinians’ application for membership in the UN without first negotiating a resolution to their difference with Israel has the potential to draw Jews and Muslims into conflict - or be played off against one another. We must guard against that kind of manipulation. 
Our politics are too often conducted in sound bytes, not thoughtful dialogue. I want to advocate for us to engage in open-minded dialogue with our Muslim neighbors. And I hope that we will resist demonizing all Muslims as arrow-shooting descendants of Yishmael.
We need to remember the model of our patriarch Abraham - who loved BOTH of his sons - Isaac and Yishmael. We need to learn from Abraham the language of love and understanding that will lead not to violence, mistrust and war, but to harmony and peace.

Amen.



