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The Special Needs Child and the 
Lesson of Akeidat Yitzchak

ed prutschi, ll.b

AUTHOR’S NOTE
I thought it important to provide an explanatory and contextual note on what you are about to read. 
This essay outlines a personal, and non-traditional, approach to the textual reading of the Akeidah and 
the broader biblical narrative of Yitzchak’s life. In the essay I present a hypothesis about Yitzchak that is 
neither explicit in the text nor revealed by the meforshim. There is a controversy amongst scholars as 
to whether it is appropriate to retroactively psychoanalyse or diagnose biblical figures from a position 
generationally removed without any personal or historic evidentiary foundation.

I recognize that controversy and the limitations of my creative textual analysis. Though the essay 
does challenge the reader to be open to a very different reading of the source material, that reading is 
an expression of my own personal perspective and should not be attributed to any other source, to the 
editors of this publication, or to the rabbinic leadership of the BAYT. It is mine and mine alone. Finally, 
the hypothesis I present below should not be read as belittling Yitzchak in any way nor diminishing his 
extraordinary achievements as one of the three heroic patriarchs who gave birth to our people. On the 
contrary. A proper reading of my theory underscores the tremendous character of Yitzchak, elevating 
his pride of place as one of our beloved Avot.

The AkeidAh is one of the most recognizable and seminal moments in all of Biblical hist-
ory. It is poignant, transcendent, emotional and epic. It has inspired artwork for millennia 
and serves as a central moment in our High Holy Day liturgy. Yet every time I read it, I am 
left deeply disturbed, unsatisfied and confused.

We all know the story, infused into our minds since we were preschool children. Avraham, 
the world’s first Jew, is subjected by G-d to a series of tests. On the final challenge he is 
commanded to take his first born to the mountain summit and sacrifice him to the Lord 
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as an offering. Avraham accepts this grim task seemingly with zealous, unquestioning, 
commitment.

He binds Yitzchak to the altar, grasps the butcher’s knife in his hand and raises it to the 
Heavens. Just before the knife arcs down in a killing blow an Angel cries out, stays Avra-
ham’s hands, saving Yitzchak. Avraham was going to do it. He very nearly did it. Indeed, 
some sources even claim that he did do it, only to have Yitzchak resurrected after the bloody 
deed was complete.

Avraham has passed the test. But what was the nature of this test?
The purpose of a test can be two-fold. The evaluative component of a test is designed to 

assess the knowledge and comprehension of a subject within a particular field of study. An 
engineer is tested on the mathematics and physics of construction before she is granted a 
license to build a bridge.

But tests can also be demonstrative. Even where a bridge is built by a certified engineer, 
we test the strength of that bridge before opening the structure to traffic to demonstrate 
to all who might cross it that the bridge is safe and will bear their weight.

The demonstrative component of a test has value even when the subject of the test does 
not pass. If our bridge fails its stress test, we have learned an important lesson – don’t cross 
the bridge!

When G-d structured the test of the Akeidah, what subject matter was on the curricu-
lum for Avraham’s test? Was it a test of blind faith? A test of slavish loyalty? Imagine the 
engineer from our previous example. She is on the cusp of completing her degree having 
studied mathematics, physics, structural integrity, and construction materials for four 
years. She arrives for her final licensing exam after poring over textbooks and reviewing 
lab notes. She sharpens her pencil, turns over her test page and reads the question printed 
there: “A steel suspension bridge spans a chasm. Weaken the support beams so that the 
bridge will collapse.”

For four years every waking hour of every day has been spent analyzing how to build 
better, stronger, safer bridges. Now, on the day of her ultimate test, the professor asks her 
to destroy one instead.

This was Avraham’s test. After years of probing study, slowly revealing the compassionate, 
patient and loving nature of the one true G-d, the tables are turned on His star pupil who is 
commanded to commit an act antithetical to everything he has come to understand about 
G-d’s nature. Avraham had grown up smashing the idols of his father’s shop. The polytheists 
who surrounded Avraham included the adherents of Molech – a fuming raging god who 
demanded worshippers pass their children through the fire to satiate his lustful anger. 
The contrast with the teachings of Avraham’s G-d to this point could not have been starker.

How can the man who argued with G-d – and won! – accept such a glaringly contra-
dictory command without question or hesitation? When Avraham learned that G-d was 
preparing to punish the people of Sodom, he did not stand idly by. He resisted! He pleaded! 
He advocated! He stood before G-d and plainly said that he cannot accept that the G-d he 
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knew and loved – the G-d of wisdom, fairness, and forgiveness – would sweep away the 
righteous with the wicked. Avraham bartered and negotiated. And when he won a reprieve, 
he wasn’t satisfied. He argued some more, winning further concessions. He stood in the face 
of G-d with nothing but rhetoric and logic until G-d assured him that even ten righteous 
souls would be enough to stave off Sodom’s destruction.

But when commanded to butcher his own flesh and blood? There was no negotiation. 
No questioning. No probing of G-d’s shocking instruction.

ֶקר… ֹבּ ם ַאְבָרָהם ַבּ ֵכּ ְשׁ ַוַיּ
Avraham awoke in the morning…

He set his alarm, woke up first thing in the morning, and rushed to do G-d’s shocking 
and incomprehensible bidding.

If the Akeidah was indeed a test of Avraham’s faith millennia ago, today it is no less a test 
of the modern Jew’s comprehension of the story. How are we to understand the seemingly 
bloodthirsty demands of the G-d of mercy and justice?

To begin to answer that question we must return to the two conceptions of ‘test’. The 
Akeidah was not an evaluative test of Avraham. Its purpose was not to assess how well 
Avraham understood the ways of G-d. It was a demonstrative test. Its purpose was to probe, 
uncover and reveal weakness. To shore up the structural foundations of Avraham’s fledgling 
Jewish society by teaching a lesson about who and what G-d values. To learn this lesson 
we must depart from the traditional analysis of Avraham as the test’s subject and instead 
focus on the Akeidah’s true central character – Yitzchak.

By focussing on the sacrificee and not the sacrificer something truly unique will be revealed 
about the G-d who wrote this test and the lesson the test was designed to reveal.

Let us now look carefully, through unfiltered eyes, at Yitzchak.
At the ripe old age of ninety, Sarah gives birth to a son. Avraham, the father, is a spry 

one hundred. Sarah declares:
ֵמַע ִיְצַחק ִלי ל ַהשֹּׁ ְצֹחק ָעָשׂה ִלי ֱאלֹקים ָכּ

G-d has made out of me a joke; all who hears this shall laugh at me.

But who is the butt of this joke? Is it Sarah, or her newly born son? As Yitzchak grows, 
this question is answered for us by his own half-brother.

ר ָיְלָדה ְלַאְבָרָהם ְמַצֵחק. ְצִרית ֲאֶשׁ ן ָהָגר ַהִמּ ֶרא ָשָׂרה ֶאת ֶבּ ַוֵתּ
And Sarah saw that the son of Hagar [Ishmael] was laughing.

At whom was Ishmael’s mockery directed? The answer is hinted at in the very next pasuk 
as Sarah demands that Avraham cast out Ishmael so that he not be permitted to inherit 
with Yitzchak.

It seems the target of Ishmael’s mockery was his half-brother – the one named after 
laughter. The one whose own mother thought his birth a divine joke. Why was Ishmael 
mocking Yitzchak? What possible characteristic might cause a young boy to instinctively 
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or reflexively engage in unthinking cruelty towards his own sibling – a brother born to a 
ninety-year-old mother and one-hundred-year-old father?

Consider for a moment the possibility that Yitzchak was not like other children. Yitzchak 
was what we would today call a child with special needs. A child whose developmental and 
intellectual capacity was challenged. He was no less than any other child. But he was demon-
strably different from other children, demonstrably different from his tormentor, Ishmael. 
The hints of this difference are littered like signposts strewn across the arc of Yitzchak’s life.

Our Rabbinic tradition teaches that Yitzchak was thirty-seven years old at the time of 
the Akeidah. On route to the sacrificial altar, this thirty-seven-year-old man turns to his 
aged father and asks:

ׂה ְלֹעָלה: ה ָהֵאׁש ְוָהֵעִצים ְוַאֵיּה ַהֶשּ ִהֵנּ
Here is the fire and the kindling, but where is the lamb for our offering?

The pair have been travelling now for three days. The servants who have accompanied 
them have been told to stay behind with the pack mules while father and son ascend the 
mountain to the altar. To any reasoned observer, this is no normal daily sacrifice. Yitzchak, 
though commonly thought of as a child, is a middle-aged man. Yet the question he poses is 
childlike in its naïve simplicity.

Avraham’s response is the comforting answer one would expect of a father soothing a 
young child:

ִני. ׂה ְלֹעָלה ְבּ ֱאלֹקים ִיְרֶאה ּלֹו ַהֶשּ
G-d will show us the lamb my son.

And Yitzchak accepts this cryptic non-answer with the blind acceptance of a dependent 
child:

ו: ֵניֶהם ַיְחָדּ ְלכּו ְשׁ ַוֵיּ
And the two of them went on together.

How are we to understand this interaction between father and son? Surely the conversation 
between two comprehending adults would have gone differently. Father! We have travelled 
for days in silence. You have commanded the servants to stay behind. We are ascending the mountain 
to an altar carrying kindling and fire in our hands, yet we have no animal to sacrifice. Father! What 
are your intentions towards me?!

Yet the conversation is nothing of the sort.
Fast forward after the events of the Akeidah to the next time the Torah speaks of Yitzchak. 

Avraham is on his death bed. More years have passed, yet Yitzchak remains a bachelor. 
Avraham turns to his trusted servant Eliezer and directs him to travel and find for Yitzchak 
a wife. Where is Yitzchak in this critical life decision? Years later, Yitzchak’s own son Ya’akov, 
will be actively and personally engaged in securing himself a wife. Why is Yitzchak incapable 
of completing this task for himself? Because Yitzchak is not like Ya’akov. Yitzchak is still 



Akeidah

46

the naïve innocent child who turned up his eyes to his father years ago and asked, “Here is 
the fire and the wood, but where is the lamb for the sacrifice?”

Even Yitzchak’s eventual marriage to Rivka hints strongly at Yitzchak’s special needs. 
ֵחם ִיְצָחק ַאֲחֵרי ִאּמֹו ָנּ ֱאָהֶבָה ַוִיּ ה ַוֶיּ ִהי לֹו ְלִאָשּׁ ח ֶאת ִרְבָקה ַוְתּ ַקּ  Yitzchak, now .ַוְיִבֶאָה ִיְצָחק ָהֹאֱהָלה ָשָׂרה ִאּמֹו ַוִיּ
forty years old, brings his new wife to his deceased mother’s tent, marries her, loves her, 
and finds himself comforted and consoled after the loss of his mother. This would be a 
most bizarre and unexpected summary of the honeymoon if not for what we are coming 
to know about Yitzchak.

The next major inflection point in Yitzchak’s life comes as he dispenses blessings to his 
own children, Esav and Ya’akov. We all know the story well. Esav, the physically strong 
huntsman, is bilked out of his first-born birthright by the simplistic manipulations of 
Ya’akov. Yitzchak, now blind, hears the voice of Ya’akov but feels the hairy arms of Esav 
covered, as Ya’akov is, in crude furs. Yitzchak is confused. Did Esav not just leave my tent for 
the hunt? How has he returned to me so quickly? He sounds of Ya’akov but feels of Esav. ה ֶזה  ַויֹּאֶמר ַאָתּ
ִני ֵעָשׂו ?Are you really my son, Esav ,ְבּ

Despite his misgivings, Yitzchak is convinced and gives Ya’akov the blessing intended for 
Esav. When Yitzchak learns that he has been fooled he trembles and shudders: ֱחַרד ִיְצָחק  ַוֶיּ
דָֹלה ַעד ְמֹאד  We know that, by this point in Yitzchak’s life, though he is not elderly, he .ֲחָרָדה ְגּ
is prematurely blind. No explanation is explicitly given for the early loss of his sight though 
some commentators attribute it to the weeping of the angel at the Akeidah whose tears 
spilled into Yitzchak’s eyes as he was bound to the altar.

Is Yitzchak’s blindness sufficient to explain the ease with which Ya’akov deceives him? 
Or are we meant to understand that Yitzchak’s comprehension is not the same as that 
of a typical adult? He struggles with deception and subterfuge. He is naïve and trusting, 
almost to a fault. Is Yitzchak blind of sight or is it his thought that is obscured? Whether his 
‘blindness’ is literal or figurative, we know that Yitzchak trusts what he can feel over what 
he has heard. He favours the simplicity of tactile sensation over the ambiguity of spoken 
words that require interpretation and analysis.

After the subterfuge of the blessing, Yitzchak evaporates from the Biblical narrative. 
While the lives of Avraham and Ya’akov are told in prolonged detail, the next mention of 
Yitzchak is seemingly a footnote – though an important and instructive one.

ָנה׃ מִֹנים ׁשָ ָנה ּוׁשְ ְהיּו ְיֵמי ִיְצָחק ְמַאת ׁשָ ַוּיִ
ָניו׃ ו ְוַיֲעֹקב ּבָ רּו ֹאתֹו ֵעשָׂ ְקּבְ ַבע ָיִמים ַוּיִ יו ָזֵקן ּושְׂ ָאֶסף ֶאל־ַעּמָ מׇת ַוּיֵ ְגַוע ִיְצָחק ַוּיָ ַוּיִ

Yitzchak lived to the ripe old age of one-hundred-and-eighty. Upon his death, his people 
gathered along with his sons. Though we learned little about his exploits, he died ּוְשַׂבע ָיִמים 
– after a life fulfilled. A life of value. A life of worth.

And therein lies the real message of the Akeidah. The Akeidah is not the story of Avraham. 
It is, in reality, the story and the lesson of Yitzchak.

It begins: ה ָבִרים ָהֵאֶלּ .ַוְיִהי ַאַחר ַהְדּ
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And it was after these things. What things? After the birth to an elderly couple of a son, 
a son who was the laughingstock of his village, relentlessly teased and mocked by his own 
half-brother, this son – now a grown man, is to be sacrificed to G-d.

Who is this son, the subject of G-d’s sacrificial desire?
ר־ָאַהְבּתָ ֶאת־ִיְצָחק: ְנָך ֶאת־ְיִחיְדָך ֲאׁשֶ ַקח־ָנא ֶאת־ּבִ

He is Avraham’s son. ֶאת־ְיִחיְדָך. His only son – yet we know this not to be true – Avraham 
has two sons. ָר־ָאַהְבּת ֶאת־ ?The one he loves. Yet does Avraham not love both his sons .ֲאׁשֶ
.It is Yitzchak .ִיְצָחק

How are we to understand this linguistic stutter-step? Avraham appears to be silently 
balking at the command. He does not want to go through with it. His mind cannot compre-
hend what his ears have heard.

You want me to sacrifice my son? This can’t be. The G-d who offered to save the wicked of Sodom 
to preserve a minyan of righteous people now seeks the human sacrifice of my son? Reminiscent of 
Yitzchak’s own confusion years later as he blessed Esav and Ya’akov, Avraham ponders. The 
voice is that of G-d but the demand feels like that of Molech. Avraham, like us millennia later, is 
perplexed and torn.

G-d commands me to sacrifice my only son – though I have two sons. There are many sons like 
Yishmael but few with the unique challenges, disposition and needs of Yitzchak. I have a 
special duty to protect this son for he is different and in need of greater support.

The son I love. Jews, like Yitzchak himself, are different. We do not pass our children 
through the fire to Molech. We do not cast aside those with special needs, hurling them 
to their deaths off the cliffs of Sparta. We love the special needs child. Just as we love and 
revere all our children.

In the realm of physical animal sacrifice, we are prohibited from presenting an offering 
that has a blemish. In the spiritual realm of our human sacrifice – the daily offering of a life 
deeply committed to Torah values – the lesson of the Akeidah becomes clear. There is no 
Jew who is ‘blemished’. The sacrifice of Yitzchak is not to be withheld – on the contrary, it 
is longed after, yearned for and desired by G-d Himself. For only when every Jew’s sacrifice 
is equally valued, through the full participation in the complete constellation of the Jewish 
people, will we reach the point where – as the text of the Akeidah concludes – now I know 
that you are G-d-fearing.

The lesson of the Akeidah is crystalized in its conclusion. The Angel stays Avraham’s hand 
before the killing blow crying out: ַעשׂ לֹו ְמאּוָמה ַער ְוַאל־ּתַ ַלח ָיְדָך ֶאל־ַהּנַ ׁשְ  Do not send forth your .ַאל־ּתִ
hand against the child and do not cause him harm.

By staying the execution, G-d has issued a powerful proclamation on the dignity of differ-
ence (to repurpose the titular phrase of one of the books of the late Rabbi Sacks).

י. ּנִ ְנָך ֶאת־ְיִחיְדָך ִמּמֶ ְכּתָ ֶאת־ּבִ ה ְולֹא ָחשַׂ י־ְיֵרא ֱאלֹקים ַאּתָ י ּכִ ה ָיַדְעּתִ י ַעּתָ ּכִ
For now I know – and now all will know – that you are G-d fearing, for you have not withheld 
your son, your special son, from Me.



Akeidah

48

Yitzchak, and indeed all the Yitzchak’s of our people – those children whose needs are 
different but no less important, must never be withheld from G-d. They must be welcomed 
in our schools, revered in our synagogues and given a place of honour at our tables.

Do not isolate those with special needs. Do not limit the participation of the special or 
different among us. When we treat our most vulnerable with the same love, joy and enthusi-
asm that we have for others, then G-d will know: ה י־ְיֵרא ֱאלֹקים ַאּתָ י ּכִ ה ָיַדְעּתִ י ַעּתָ .ּכִ

This message is exquisitely illustrated by the literary conclusion of the Akeidah story. The 
substitute for Yitzchak’s human sacrifice is the sudden emergence of the ram, trapped in a 
thicket by its horns. The very feature which crowns the ram’s head, spiralling horns of great 
uniqueness and beauty, cause the animal to be held back and ensnared by the symbols of 
its uniqueness. But the ram of the Akeidah is neither ignored nor sidelined. It is chosen by 
G-d to be His sacrifice. Freed from the entanglement, the ram’s horn – a shofar – becomes 
the literal instrument of the Jewish people’s annual cry to G-d.

The dignified music of difference is the true lesson of Yitzchak’s sacrifice. By giving life 
to this principle of full participation, we collectively pass Avraham’s final test.
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