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“Learning from Hagar”

This morning, we’re going to let Hagar be our teacher.

We read the climax of Hagar’s story this morning–how, at Sarah’s instigation and with God’s approval,
Abraham drives her and their teenaged son Ishmael from the house, how they wander in the desert with only a
single skin of water. When the water is gone, Hagar places Ishmael in whatever shade she can find. Then she
goes and sits a bowshot away, because she says to herself, “Let me not watch the child die.”

I’ve read this story countless times, and that detail never bothered me before, until Dr. David Arnow highlighted
it for me in a d’var Torah based on his new book Choosing Hope: The Heritage of Judaism. Arnow points out
that one would hope most parents, faced with this horrifying situation, would sit with the dying child cradled in
their lap, giving them whatever comfort they could until the last moment. To leave them under a bush and walk
away? Arnow reads this as an indictment of Hagar, that she gave up hope. I always feel sympathetic towards
Hagar, so I want to offer a slightly different take on her behavior: not that she gave up hope, but that she was
so used to things being a certain way that she had no emotional or spiritual room to imagine anything different.
Recall that this was the second time she had found herself out in the desert because of Sarah–the first time,
when she was pregnant with Ishmael, she ran away after Sarah’s harsh treatment of her–and so she has spent
at least 17 years suffering under her mistress. Being cast out is the final chapter of a story she knows all too
well; she figures she doesn’t need to read its last few pages to know how it ends.

And then God gives Hagar an amazing gift. God opens her eyes and she sees a well of water, right there. The
classical commentators are pretty much all in agreement that the well was there all along; God simply gave her
the ability to recognize it. This is more than a gift of water: It is a newfound ability to take in information that
contradicts what she had been expecting, to process it, and to make new choices because of it. Once she has
this ability, her whole mindset alters, from despair to survival, and she acts with confidence to secure Ishmael’s
future.

Hebrew has a unique word for opening eyes, lifko’ach. It’s close to the usual word for opening anything else,
which is lifto’ach, but one letter off. This story is only the third time this word appears in the Torah. The first two
are in the Garden of Eden. The snake tells Eve that if she eats the fruit, her eyes will be opened and she will
become like God, knowing good and evil. In other words, part of the divine ability that humans share, that
separates us from animals, is the ability to make judgment calls. Contrast that for a moment with idols, as they
are portrayed in our Psalms. We read in several places, including the Psalms of Hallel, “They have mouths but
cannot speak, eyes but cannot see, ears but cannot hear, a nose but cannot smell.” In other words: The idol is
static, stuck, unable to change or take in information. And the Psalmist adds, “All who make idols and trust in
them will become like them.” But God, and we humans who follow God’s ways–not only made in the divine
image but imbued with the divine ability to make choices–we are alive, growing, changing, responding to our
environment.

What’s also intriguing is that Adam and Eve ate the fruit against God’s command, taking that eye-opening of
their own accord. But God gives it to Hagar freely. I’d like to think this is the Torah’s way of retroactively



approving of what Eve did–in other words, indicating that God really did intend for Adam and Eve to eat and
have their eyes opened.

Every morning as part of Birkot HaShachar, the morning blessings, we return to this moment in Eden, which is
echoed in this morning’s Torah reading of Hagar. We say Baruch Atah Adonai, Eloheinu Melech Ha’Olam,
poke’ach ivrim–Blessed are you our God, Divine Master of Time and Space, who opens the eyes of the blind.
On a literal level, we are thanking God for enabling us to wake up and see the world once again. But on a
deeper level, we are thanking God for our ability to constantly take in data, reevaluate situations, and make
new decisions. And that is an ability we all have or can cultivate, regardless of our visual ability or disability.

Opening our eyes, taking in new data, and growing and changing ourselves because of it are integral to the
processes of cheshbon nefesh and teshuvah, introspection and repentance, that this season is all about. And
they are also essential to the way we continue to respond to the Covid-19 pandemic.

At the beginning of the Covid crisis, the virus was much more deadly–because we didn’t understand it well,
because the variants themselves were more virulent, and because we didn’t have vaccines or treatments. We
made decisions in those early days, on both the individual and societal levels, that were the best decisions we
could make in that terrifying moment. And then, because we are social creatures and not purely rational robots,
those decisions got complicated. They took on political overtones, became markers of identity and affiliation in
addition to public health interventions. So, for instance, when reactionary conservatives became anti-mask,
those of us who identify on the center or the left dug in further about mask mandates. To a certain extent, we
stopped listening to the data, weighing trade-offs, or looking for the best, most practical solutions. Instead, we
retreated to our respective corners and our self-induced certainties.

To a certain extent, we became–with the very best of intentions–followers of idols, inflexible and unmoving.

It seems that we are finally unfreezing from that long moment. If you’ll permit me to extend the metaphor a step
further, for more than two years we have had our eyes squeezed shut against the terror, and now we’re
beginning to open them again. It is imperative, as we do so, that we’re cautious and self-aware, that we don’t
mistake exhaustion for good judgment. It’s easy to relax too much, too fast, because we’re just so tired of being
careful. But if we keep our decisions slow and deliberate, allowing time for new data to sink in, it is possible to
walk that line. And I believe we were walking that line, as a community, when the  FJC board voted last month
to follow most of our neighbors and drop our mask mandate.

I want to say four things about this change. First, I am proud that we were among the last synagogues in
Brooklyn to drop our mandate. That says to me that we took very seriously the safety of our members,
particularly our elderly, very young, and immunocompromised–that we were ready to stand up against public
opinion, to stand by our values even when it was inconvenient, uncomfortable, and unpopular.

Second, I wasn’t involved in the decision to drop the mandate. But third, I mostly agree with it, because what
I’ve learned recently is that if you are vaccinated and wear a good-quality, well-fitting mask, you are strongly
protected regardless of what the people around you are doing. According to a newly published study from
Austria, which synthesized the results of 16 prior studies, healthcare workers wearing masks cut their risk of
contracting Covid by 84%--and wearing a KN-95 equivalent that fits well boosts that number to 92%. My
personal go-to Covid advisor, a pediatrician at a Manhattan hospital who follows the research closely, has
stopped wearing his mask except when he’s required by law or hospital policy, as have his young kids. That
has led me to start loosening up my personal masking. The truth is, we’ve already had a de facto easing of the



mandate over the summer whenever there was a lunch and learn or a dinner under the stars. The rabbis of the
Talmud tell us that we don’t make rules that we don’t expect people will follow. I trust the leadership of this
community that the decision was not made lightly, and I support it.

But here’s the fourth, most crucial thing: The end of the mask mandate does not mean the end of Covid. There
are still people in our extended community–I’m thinking of two in particular who are not members of this shul
but are close friends of mine–who are extra-cautious about Covid for various reasons. It may be their personal
health at risk, or it may be that of a close family member. And they are appalled. Livid. They feel betrayed,
abandoned, left to fend for themselves. They feel that able-bodied people are choosing our own comfort over
their health and safety.

What we need to do now, and in the coming months, is not forget them. We have a responsibility not to ignore
them. We can’t afford to introduce yet another split in our society, where most of us come close to resuming
our normal pre-Covid lives and some of us feel that we need to become hermits for our own safety.

When we talk about opening our eyes and taking in new data, that’s not just medical data. That’s also social
and emotional data about what’s going on in the lives of people we care about and how that might shape our
behavior. Might make us put on a mask when we don’t think it’s really essential. Might make us take an extra
Covid test that feels unnecessary because we’ve been asked to.

We’ve made our choice as a community, and I’ll repeat, I don’t think it was a wrong choice. When these High
Holidays are over and my family has come back from visiting my immunocompromised father over Sukkot, I’ll
be glad to take this mask off for a bit. But I also don’t think it was the only choice that could have been made,
and it’s important to me that we sit with that truth. The people who are decrying the end of mask mandates are
not crazy extremists. They’re looking at the world from a different perspective, with a different set of eyes. And
as Thanksgiving approaches and we get ready to visit family again, I’ll be putting my mask back on for a week
or two.

The end of FJC’s mask mandate will have been a failure, in my eyes, if it means nobody wears a mask here, or
if the few who do get strange looks. It will be a success if the end of the mandate doesn’t mean the end of
masking–if everyone actually feels the ability to make their own choice, without social pressure either way, and
to reevaluate that choice as often as they see fit. That’s what I've seen so far, in the four Shabbatot since the
new policy went into effect, and I believe we are capable of sticking to it.

And I hope that this decision doesn’t pre-determine subsequent decisions or make them feel inevitable. That,
too, is a kind of idolatry, to say, “Well, we’re already the kind of place that does x and so therefore I suppose
we’d better do y.” Each decision, rather, gives us feedback, gives us new information to respond to, so we can
be wiser when it comes time to make the next decision. That’s why we say the blessing poke’ach ivrim each
morning. That’s Hagar’s lesson for us, which I encourage us to bring into the coming year: No matter how
convinced we are of something, we should always be open to learning something new–opening our eyes,
seeing something differently–and making a change.


