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Rabbi Michael S. Beals   Rosh Hashana 5783 Day Two 

 Shana Tova! 

 I have used our synagogue’s move to a blended approach to present 

worship services to virtual and in-person audiences as a metaphor on how to 

handle and reconcile differences. Just one problem.  The Torah does not agree. 

The Torah is filled with restrictions against blending.  

 Thou shalt not mix wool and linen together. Thou shall not graft branches 

of different trees together. Thou shalt not sew your field with a mixture of. Thou 

shalt not crossbreed your livestock with different species.  All these anti-blending 

laws belong to what biblical scholars call the “P” Source – the Priestly Code. 

 And there’s the irony! Because biblical scholars claim that our Torah is, in 

fact, a blend of four separate scribal sources: J-E-P-D – J is for Jehovah identified 

by every time God is referred to as Yud-Hay-Vav-Hay – (Yehovah) HaShem or 

Adonai. E is for every time God is referred to as Elohim. P is for the Priestly Code, 

which contains all the holiness laws, as well as all the recitation of lineages. You 

probably know those sections that include many “begats.” It is family trees 

without the fun visuals.  
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And finally, “D” is for the Deuteronomic source – emphasizing a unique, central 

place of worship, Jerusalem, as well as big ideas like Reward and Punishment, and 

Free Will.  

So… the four sources, with different writing styles are J-E-P-D. 

But Biblical scholars say the fifth scribal source is R…for Redactor. It is the 

blending together of all the sources into one, harmonious, united Torah, and later 

Tanakh – Hebrew Scripture.  

Let’s move to another example of blending. 

(((Pause))) 

 In the past 18 Rosh Hashana’s I have spent with you, I have always taken a 

side when it comes to this morning’s Torah reading – Akeidat Yitzhak – the 

Binding of Isaac. I have normally rejected the tradition which holds Abraham 

made the right choice by trying to sacrifice Isaac. I normally argue that as a father, 

Abraham, should’ve put Isaac’s needs first. But perhaps my own interpretation 

would be richer if I employ a blended approach. 

On one hand, Abraham treasures what God has given him: a son with his 

wife, Sarah, after so many years of infertility. On the other hand, Abraham 

treasures his relationship with God, source of all that is good in his life.  
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Abraham must know by sacrificing Isaac, he is also sacrificing his relationship with 

his wife.  Sacrifices force us to eschew blending and instead, choose one idea or 

value over another. By vilifying Abraham for the choice he made, I miss nuance 

and I simplify Abraham’s decision. 

 There are so many worthwhile questions to ask about this story. Is this 

story simply a test of Abraham’s faith? Or perhaps it is a critique against child 

sacrifice, which was a prevalent pagan practice of the time? Or maybe God knew 

how Abraham would respond, but this was an opportunity for Abraham to 

discover the depths of his own faith? 

       A more escoteric consideration might suggest that, in this story of requested 

child sacrifice, the voice of God must sometimes override the voice of human 

conscience. The 19th century Danish philosopher Soren Kieregaard called this the 

“teological suspension of the ethical” – that is temporarily putting on hold things 

you know to be right. 

 In applying a blended approach to this difficult text, we can employ 

different tools to try to give a richer dimension to Abraham’s actions. The text, 

from Genesis Chapter 22, reads: 
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God said, “Tale your son, your favored one, Isaac, whom you love, and go to the 

land of Moriah, and offer him there as a burnt offering on one of the heights that I 

will point out to you.” 

 Allow me to share a , Midrash, about this command from God. A Midrash, 

of course,  is meant to try and explain sections of the Torah for which explanations 

are missing or just very difficult. This Midrash imagines a back-and-forth dialogue 

between God and Abraham  Here is the text from The Babylonian Talmud. 

God says: “Take your son.” 

Abraham replies: “I have two sons.” Ishmael AND Isaac. 

God says: “Your only son.” 

Abraham replies: “Each is an only son to his mother.” 

Just to clarify, Ishmael is the only son of Hagar, and Isaac is the only son of Sarah. 

God says: “Whom you love.” 

Abraham replies: “I love them BOTH.” 

Then finally, God is explicit: “Isaac!” And there can be no more dialogue. 
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I think the author of this midrash saw how strongly Abraham had argued on 

behalf of the sinners of Sodom and Gomorrah, and he wanted to see Abraham 

fight at least that hard for Isaac. 

Haven’t we all wondered why Abraham didn’t put up more of a fight when 

he processed this Divine command. 

 It certainly makes Abraham’s character more complicated to consider him 

BOTH as a faithful servant of God AND as a loving father who does not wish to do 

any harm to his beloved son, Isaac. And we are probably being fairer to Abraham 

if we consider him as a more complicated character than simply as a man who 

simply follows God’s orders without suffering or questioning the rightness of the 

request. 

 I believe this blended approach to text study, especially in this story, can be 

used in dealing with difficult people and difficult situations in our own lives.  

When I am meeting with a person who is upset with me, I often ask them:  

“If you were getting together with a friend over coffee after our meeting, and our 

meeting went well, how would you describe our encounter?  I ask because I bear 

fifty percent of the responsibility of getting us to a positive outcome.   
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There are so many choices I could make in our meeting.  But if I know what 

success looks like in your eyes, I can do my part to help us get there.” 

 Instead of a him versus me scenario, I try to change the paradigm to 

something more constructive, where we are blending our talents and experiences 

to work together for the common good. 

 Or if I am supervising someone and they are not giving me the results I 

desire, instead of making them feel defensive and creating a combative situation, 

I might ask the following. 

 “I noticed you have trouble making these deadlines and I was wondering if 

you could share with me what are some of the obstacles that get in the way of 

getting the job done by the time it is due?  Perhaps if I better understand the 

challenges you face, I could either refine the task to something more manageable 

or help you remove the barriers to make completion of the task easier?” 

 Now obviously tone is important. No one wishes to be patronized or 

spoken down to.  So, you must sincerely want to help and be compassionate and 

that must come through or this approach will not help.  
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Just as we tried to explore Abraham’s intentions in the Binding of Isaac story, so, 

too in the case of an employee who misses deadlines, you need to demonstrate 

true concern and interest in hearing what they have to say.  

 We are not always privy to people’s back stories.  That is precisely why the 

Talmud creates a backstory to God telling Abraham to sacrifice Isaac, and 

Abraham seemingly going along with the command without putting up an 

argument.  One of our former CBS Executive Directors use to tell me: “in the 

absence of information, assume the best.”  A blended approach to dealing with 

difficult people or difficult situations is to blend that which you DO know about a 

person along with that you do NOT know about a person. 

 I hope our approach to the near-sacrifice of Isaac, and Abraham’s behavior, 

gives us tools to create our own midrashim, our own backstories, to some of the 

more challenging people in our lives.  During this season of forgiveness, may we 

all be given the power to forgive….. and to be forgiven. 

 Gemar chatima tova! 

 


