Akadat Yitzchak – Unit 9 in Melton Scholars Curriculum

Class One January 6 in North, January 7 at JCC

In our tradition this event is called Akadat Yitzchak – the binding of Yitzchak
It is understood to be a seminal event of tremendous importance.

It is clearly about sacrifice for God. Avraham is willing to give up everything – his son and his family, his dreams of founding a dynasty that shall serve God, and his very understanding of God himself.

 Avraham’s willingness to sacrifice his most dearest has always been understood to be a source of tremendous merit for him and for all the coming generations of the Jewish people

The Akada has been invoked again and again throughout our history as a model of sacrifice for God. In this sense it has repeated itself again and again, throughout our blood-stained history in Christian Europe

Has been interpreted and reinterpreted over the course of generations

Compare Akada to the Expulsion of Yishmael, using my prepared sheets

Class Two January 13, 2009 in North and January 14, 2009 in JCC
Ramban on the concept of a ‘test’ – page 149 in the student reader

It has been passed down in our tradition that Avraham was given ten tests

(Pirkei Avot 5:3). According to most commentators, the tenth and final test was

the עֲקֵדָה . 

Why this test? For that matter, why was he tested at all, let alone ten

times?! Tests as we usually understand them are to assess the abilities of the

one being tested - to measure her knowledge, to evaluate her physical strength,

to observe her skills or capabilities in a certain area. Some tests allow for

preparation, some do not. In any case, the theological question that

accompanies our text is unavoidable: why does the omniscient God of the

universe ever need to test anyone? If God is all-knowing, then what purposes

does the test serve? God knows each person's abilities, their strengths and

weaknesses. If the objective of giving a test is in order to make an assessment

of the person, then such a test would seem to be completely unnecessary. In

other words, since God already knows the outcome of the test, then why test

Avraham (or any human being for that matter)?

Ramban points out that human beings have freedom of choice. When faced with

a trial or challenge, they have the ability to choose how to respond. Thus, the

notion of calling it a test, or a נִסָּיוֹן (nissayon), is to be understood strictly from

the side of the human being who is experiencing the challenge, the one making

the decision. From his perspective, the challenge before him has provided him

with a defining moment, and the way he chooses to react will provide him with

feedback about himself. Furthermore it will facilitate personal growth and self actualization. Only through difficulties and challenges, pains and dilemmas, do human beings grow. That is a fact of our divinely engineered psychology. We become greater, richer, deeper through such trials, even while they may cause us great suffering.

Ramban (on verse 12) then explains the

words, "for now I know that you are a God-fearing man, seeing you have not

withheld your son, your only son, from Me," as God encouraging Avraham,

telling him that until this time your boundless faith in Me has been known to Me

only in terms of its potential; however, now that you have not withheld your only

son from Me, that potential has been demonstrated in terms of action, which is

even more praiseworthy.

Note that the logical conclusion to be drawn from this commentary is that if one is

righteous, he can expect a much more difficult life, filled with great challenges

and moral dilemmas. The trials are the reward of potential greatness, and they in turn allow they greatness to flourish. There can be no true humanity without struggle and doubt and grappling and decision. This is God’s gift to us, as it were.
Mention Mei haShiloach – אין אדם עומד על דברי תורה אלא אם כן נכשל בהם

And as well the matter of אנכי ה' אלוקך

Rav Soloveitchik – pages 150 – 151 in Student Reader

The harsh reality of God's demand upon Avraham is described in these words.

God's command should be understood in its most straightforward form: this is a

great sacrifice; it comes without any explanation or reason. Avraham is expected

to carry it through and to suffer the consequences of its consummation every

day, for the rest of his life. It will impact upon him forever, never to be overcome.

This, suggests Soloveitchik, is the true sense of sacrifice; this is the expectation

of the "person of religion." When Avraham responds to the call of God, he

models the ideal religious person, the one willing at all times to sacrifice for God.

This understanding of the passage is perhaps what has made it into a

foundational story of Jewish peoplehood. It is this version of the story that has

escorted Jews through many of the darkest hours of Jewish history, accepting

their plight as the will of God, dying torturous deaths with the words of the

Shema upon their lips.
And why does God demand sacrifice, and why does the ideal person of religion need to sacrifice? This Rav Soloveitchik deals with in other places: There are two aspects of life that must be developed – Majesty and Humillity. On the one hand man is majestic and that is of his ideal essence. He builds, creates, improves, he is a partner with God in this world. Man is powerful and glorious. He is rightly proud of himself. But this may lead to arrogance, to man forgetting his place in God’s universe. The majesty must be purified, and this can only be accomplished through learning to sometimes retreat in the face of God’s inscrutable demand for sacrifice. The majesty is divine only when tempered and balanced by utter humility. It is good to create like God only when you are willing and able to give it all up for God. It is wonderful for Avraham to be able to stand up before God at Sdom just like it is wonderful for humanity to assert itself in conquering nature. But it is only wonderful if Avraham also has it in him to retreat and recoil and surrender to God when that is demanded. And the same goes for all of humanity. It is all about balance.
Note that according to haRav Soloveitchik Avraham is not just an individual leaving out his life, he is a model, a paradigm, a trailblazing for the person of religion in every generation.

Show similarities and differences vis-à-vis Ramban

According to both the Ramban and Rav Soloveitchik the test is for the good of man. However, we are talking about two different types of good on two different levels. For the Ramban the good is direct and will be experienced as such. The individual will be rewarded, uplifted, and will ultimately experience the consummation of a higher level of being, of actualization.

For Rav Soloveitchik, what the individual experiences is pure pain and suffering. This purifies and makes him whole in a metaphysical a priori sense, but not necessarily in a manner that the individual can experience as positive. On the contrary, the fact that it is experienced as pain and suffering pure and simple is exactly what gives it its value.
We might say that the Ramban is describing a trial that we succeed in overcoming, whereas Rav Soloveitchik is describing one that breaks us. The Ramban is looking at the Akada from the point of view of the conclusion. Avraham was willing to sacrifice his son but in the end he was not required to do so. Everything turned out well. Nothing was lost and much was gained through the experience. For Rav Soloveitchik the final turn of events in which Yitzchak is spared is almost beside the point. The pain of Avraham throughout the process is an existential fact that can never be erased or undone, despite the last minute reprieve.

The approaches of both thinkers certainly have a correspondence to our reality. The Ramban is describing a case like that of a person who suffers through cancer and chemo therapy and ends up completely vanquishing the disease. In many cases the person ends up a deeper and more actualized individual through the experience. Such people sometimes say that the experience was so uplifted and so sensitized them that if given the choice, they would chose to suffer the cancer. 

But there is another case in which one’s beloved spouse is plucked from them in the prime of life by the ravages of cancer. It is all pain. The widowed spouse would never say I learned so much from that, I would do it all again. It might have taught him an overall sense of humility and boundaries of self expression, but those are metaphysical side efforts that one does not directly experience as positive and as making the ordeal worthwhile. God may say that being broken is good for you, but no one would chose to become so broken.
Source number seven in the student reader – page 154 – 156 Rabbi Bernard Och
"And it was after these things that God tested Avraham." To

what event or events does this opening verse refer, and what is the purpose of

the test?

Och suggests that we take a very long-sighted historical look at the relevance of

the עֲקֵדָה . That is to say, in order to understand the purpose of this event, one

must see it in its historical context, following some twenty generations of world

and human history. According to Och, Avraham was chosen to "reverse the

process of disintegration" of the relationship between God and humankind. The

stories of the expulsion from Eden, the murder of Hevel, the apocalyptic Flood,

and the failed attempt to build a tower to the heavens all serve as background to

Avraham's appearance on the world stage, and define the challenges he must

face and overcome in order to set the world straight again, to bring the world

back to a "metaphorical Eden on earth," once again bringing the promise of

universal harmony to the world.

The עֲקֵדָה episode provides a form of תִּקּוּן (tikkun, repair or corrective) for

Adam's failure to heed God's command back in the Garden of Eden. Avraham's

acceptance of God's command, his display of pure obedience, and his

willingness to sacrifice his beloved son, serves to restore the original

relationship between God and humankind.

This approach to the עֲקֵדָה seems to significantly alter the focus of the story.

Avraham is no longer a lone figure being tested by God in order to enable him to

grow personally, nor is the story about Yitzchak's willingness to sacrifice for

God. Rather, the life and times of Avraham, every step of his journey from Ur

Casdim to Mount Moriah has become a literary metaphor, representative of the

influence that a single human being, a transitional figure, can have on the world

at large. One person, so devoted, so full of faith, so full of passion, can change

the world, redirecting and refocusing the lives of his contemporaries and future

generations alike. In Pirkei Avot (5:2), we read:

There were ten generations from Noach to Avraham, to make known how

long-suffering God is, seeing that all those generations continued provoking

him, until Avraham, our father, came, and received the reward they all

should have earned.

One individual can erase the wrongdoings of generations that have come before

him by making the right decisions.

In the light of Och’s interpretation, the stories of the Torah are read as much

more than historical accounts; rather, the Torah has been crafted in a way that

asks us to understand these events as interrelated, and to note that world

events continue to impact on the world long after they have transpired. Life is

lived vertically, each period built upon the contributions or mistakes of those that

preceded it. Avraham’s life, whether or not he was cognizant of the

shortcomings of past generations, becomes an expedition dedicated to picking

up the pieces of the past and establishing the foundations of a new beginning.

It appears to me that there is a major difficulty with this approach. It ignores too much of the larger experience of the Akada. If it were only a matter of obedience, to counterbalance the lack of obedience of early generation, then it would have been enough to have commanded a type of obedience commiserate with the disobediences of the past. Have Avraham obey a command to not to eat from a certain tree, or not to kill or to steal. But here we have much more than obedience – we have terrible psychological suffering, we have moral confusion

.

We have everything that Rav Soloveitchik talked about, which does not fit into the picture that Och paints.
This matter of Avraham being not just himself, but actually part of a larger picture, is developed by the next source we will see. But while Ochs sees Avraham as the end, the climax, of what came before, the next source will see Avraham as the beginning of what comes afterward.

Source number two – page 150 in the Student Reader

This talmudic אַגָּדָה (aggadah) focuses on Avraham's thoughts and decisions in the context of this incident. By Avraham relating to God the legitimate logical protests he could

have uttered but did not, he exposes his inner thoughts, his natural feelings of

bewilderment and distress. He indicates that his choice to suppress those

thoughts and questions and instead to do God's will as commanded was

demonstrative of his readiness to sacrifice for God, to faithfully follow His every

request. 
Avraham seems to be aware of the exceptional nature of God's demand at the עֲקֵדָה , and requests that the merit for this unique demonstration of loyalty, should accrue to his descendants and their suffering at the hands of their enemies should be lessoned.

From here we may come to an important discussion as to the impact that meritorious acts attributed to our ancestors – זְכותּ אָבוֹת – can have upon their future generations, including our own. To what extent can we seek to rely on those merits, and how do the merits of our actions impact the lives of generations yet to be born?

The major question to grapple with concerning זכות אבות has to do with the boundaries of human identity. Who am I and how far do I extend? Am I the same person who was born to my mother? Am I now the same person who will be buried in a graveyard, hopefully decades from today? Just about all the cells that that infant was born with are gone and have been replaced by others. Similarly interests and knowledge have vastly changed and developed. It what sense am I the same person? Now there are good answers to the question, but still the question itself should give us pause.
Now if indeed we admit that my identity continues on with my body throughout life, why should it end with my death? My son carries with him all of my genetic material, and much of my experiences and desires and interests and knowledge? In other words, a case can be made that identity should be seen as not be limited by one’s body or life, but rather being carried on by one’s progeny.

Now this can be carried even further. We can imagine a situation certainly in which one’s connection to and identification with his people or nation is so strong that it expands the boundaries of personal identity. All of the nation are as one unit. We can perceive something of this when a young soldier is willing to give his life for the collective. He is not just sacrificing for others, but rather sees the whole nation as one unit. Rather than seeing himself as dying so that others can live, it is like a hand is being amputated so that the body can survive.

This is one of the major ways in which the Torah sees human identity. This explains of course the idea of general providence – as opposed to individual providence – that we find throughout the Torah, for example in the 2nd paragraph of the Shma.

Now we can better understand the idea of זכות אבות. The concept of זכות אבות in reference to the Akada is an important theme in the Birbaum Machzor for Rosh haShana, Musaf, page 342
Source 8, page 156-157 in the Student Reader

Mosenkis takes note of the significance of the juxtaposition of the two episodes,

the עֲקֵדָה and Avraham's encounter with Avimelekh in the land of the Philistines.

The focus of the test, according to Mosenkis, is to determine whether or not

Avraham had been negatively affected by the pagan culture of that nation

among whom he had recently dwelled. Accordingly, since he nearly carried out

God's command to sacrifice Yitzchak, in essence, he failed the test. He may

have demonstrated impeccable obedience in his attempt to fulfill the command,

but the real test was to see if he was capable of saying, "No, I will not do this.

This is not the way of the God with whom I have made a covenant." His failure

to reject the command is therefore the main point of the story.

What difficulties might we have in understanding the text along these lines?

Again, we are back to questioning why God must test someone when ostensibly

God knows what he would do. In this case, the fact that he is reported to have

failed the test begs the question in an even stronger way: why would God test

someone whom He knew was destined to fail the test? Furthermore, Mosenkis’

explanation here is certainly at odds with the understanding presented by

Ramban (Commentary 1), that God does not test someone who is destined to

fail. Also, how do we understand the end of the story? Avraham is seemingly

praised for his demonstration of faith in God, not rebuked. If he has really failed

the test, why would he be praised? Why would the Torah not record this failure

in order to make it clear that this kind of blind obedience to God's command is

objectionable? Does the fact that Avraham argued for the lives of the people of

Sedom and Amorah, but not for the life of his very own flesh and blood, really

reflect negatively upon Avraham? Are they identical situations? 

When God declares that He will punish, then it makes sense to ask if the punishment is fair. In other words, the inquiry and the protest of Avraham remain within the parameters of the case as God has set them out. But in the Akada, no such parameters are delineated. 

This approach may prove to be most agreeable to modern sensibilities, but it is

difficult to read it into all of the details of the narrative.

Source number 13 student reader pages 166-170

This analysis of the עֲקֵדָה describes a very colorful dynamic that was at work

between Avraham and God. Bodoff suggests that there was a bi-lateral testing

going on here. On one side, as stated in the opening verse to our story, God

was testing Avraham. And what was that test? God wanted to assess Avraham's

abiding commitment to His moral law, even if ordered to abandon it. In a sense,

then, the test was a setup, a trick, and God wanted to see how Avraham would

react.

On the other side, Avraham was testing God. Avraham had absolutely no

intention of sacrificing his beloved son on Mt. Moriah, and it concerned him

greatly that God had actually commanded him to do this. Therefore, he went

through the motions, until the very last detail, all the while anxiously awaiting the

order to cease and desist, hopeful that God would rescind the command and

prove to Avraham that the god he had chosen to commit his life to was not the

same as the foreign gods of his father. He was testing God, and in a sense,

testing his own choice to follow Him. Avraham proceeded with the עֲקֵדָה with the

complete faith that God would stop him and pronounce for once and for all the

prohibition of human sacrifice.

The commendation of Avraham by the angel at the end of the text creates a

textual problem in accepting this reading. If God truly wanted to see Avraham

ultimately refraining from slaying Yitzchak and openly choosing to disobey God's

overt directive, this is not what happened He saw, and in fact, the text indicates

just the opposite — Avraham is praised for his willingness to carry out the order.

Bodoff offers a complicated way to read his interpretation into the text. He

theorizes that we hear two voices at the end of the story. First, there is the

underlying voice of God, conveyed via the angel, telling Avraham to stop, taking

note of what was in his heart and ascertaining that no matter what it looked like

from the outside, Avraham had no intention of killing Yitzchak. For this, God

would reward him. The overt text, however, conveys the impressions and praise

of the angels, who only observed Avraham's overt actions, and interpreted them

as an indication of his unbounded obedience to God. They applaud Avraham for

his outward deference to God's word, while God rewards him for his inner

allegiance to His moral code.

Bodoff's interpretation takes into consideration modern human sensibilities and

provides what might be considered an inspirational understanding for God's

command and Avraham's actions. However, reading his ideas into the text

requires a great degree of reinterpretation.
Source number 14 pages 170- 171 in student reader

