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D’var Torah: Rosh Hashana Day II, 5780 
Beth Tritter @ DC Minyan 

 
 
Shana Tovah.   
 
I have had the honor of layning the Akeidah, the story of the binding of Isaac, on the second day 
of Rosh HaShana for most of the last 30 years.  So when I was asked to speak today, there 
wasn’t much doubt that I would focus on this brief, fraught episode at the center of today’s 
reading.   
 
The Akeidah is considered to be a bedrock of our faith – the fundamental demonstration of love 
of Hashem that proved Avraham to be a worthy father of the Jewish people.  It is beautifully 
constructed of sparse, precise prose.  Every scene in the story is crystal clear – it reads like a 
graphic novel rendered in full color, even though there are few adjectives and the action is over 
in fourteen sentences. 
 
I find it profoundly disturbing, pretty much from start to finish. There really isn’t one character 
in the story who does right, from my perspective.  Hashem decides to test Avraham by making 
him choose between his god and his cherished son, for whom he had pined for so long.  
Avraham quietly accepts the command, without so much as a question.  And Isaac, by the time 
of this story perhaps 37 years old, walks off with his father without a word of protest.  It is a 
story of abuse of power, blind faith, and resignation.  
 
Just as potentially disturbing is the message sent by the reading of the Akeidah at the start of 
the aseret yemei teshuvah.  Must we align ourselves with Avraham’s blind faith in order to truly 
do teshuvah?  Must we hold Avraham’s behavior up as the ideal to which we all aspire – to love 
Hashem so deeply that all else falls away?   
 
So I approached this drash as an opportunity to see if I could begin to reframe the Akeidah in a 
way that would make sense to those who, like me, may struggle with the centrality of this 
narrative during the Yamim Noraim. 
 
Let’s back up a little bit. 
 
Just four perakim before the story of the Akeidah is a very different story of a very different 
Avraham.  The story of S’dom.  In just 13 sentences, Avraham intercedes in Hashem’s planned 
annihilation of the people of S’dom with an extended bargaining session, appealing to 
Hashem’s sense of justice and extracting a concession that – if 10 righteous people could be 
found – the city would not be destroyed.  This appeal to justice is ultimately a failure: Hashem 
cannot find 10 righteous people, and he rains on S’dom and Amorah a “sulfurous fire” that 
“annihilates those cities, their inhabitants, and even the vegetation on the ground.”   
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As S’dom is burning, in Chapter 19 verse 27, we notice familiar language: “Vayashkem Avraham 
baboker,” – Avraham awoke early.  In this case, the verse goes on:  “el hamakom asher amad 
sham et p’nei hashem.”  And Avraham awoke early and hurried to the place where he had 
stood before Hashem.  Vayashkem has the connotation of rushing to do something early out of 
duty, excitement, compulsion, and we see it not infrequently when biblical figures have 
important missions to fulfil.  
 
Sforno tells us that Avraham rushes back to the scene of the earlier bargaining intending to take 
another shot at saving the people of S’dom, setting aside his failed legalistic arguments and, 
this time by appealing to God’s mercy.  Unfortunately, he is too late:  the episode ends with 
Avraham looking out over the charred Plain at the smoking remains of what he had tried to 
save.   
 
The Avraham we see just three chapters later is not the same Avraham of the S’dom and 
Amorah story --  hyper aware, strategic, bargaining, on his game.  Arguing mercy when justice 
fails.  He is a different Avraham altogether.  He does not question Hashem when his grim 
mission is revealed.  He walks for three days, as if in a trance, before finally “lifting up his eyes” 
and seeing the place to which he has been sent.  He answers tersely and cryptically when 
Yitzhak points out that they lack an actual animal to sacrifice.  And then he efficiently binds his 
son, in such a state that the angel of Hashem needs to call him twice to get him to stop.   
 
It is not surprising that many commentators have taken notice of the duality of these two 
Avrahams, and Rav Ethan Tucker of Hadar has collected and expounded upon many of these 
interpretations.1  He quotes 20th century Israeli philosopher Yeshayahu Leibowitz as identifying 
an Avraham who is religiously immature in the S’dom episode, and who comes to understand 
over time that “God’s plan may at times conflict with human understanding of morality, a 
process that culminates in the Akeidah and Avraham’s willingness to perform the ultimate 
moral crime – the slaughter of an innocent child – in the service of God.”  This interpretation 
and others portray the Avraham of the Akeidah as the apotheosis of what Avraham is supposed 
to be, and seem to discard the significance of the S’dom story. 
 
Rav David Hartman suggests a different path for understanding the juxtaposition of the two 
stories, and comes to the opposite conclusion.  He rejects the notion that “to be claimed by 
God, I must be willing to sacrifice my intellect and intuition, to give up everything I know and 
cherish as a human being, in deference and obedience to the word of God.”  In the story of 
S’dom, he says, the message is the opposite: “Bring your moral intuitions, your subjective sense 
of dignity and justice in to your understanding of the reality of God.”  He embraces the 
Avraham of S’dom and dismisses the Akeidah as “just a moment” – a small part -- and not an 
organizing framework for how to live one’s faith.  I find Hartman’s interpretation tempting but 
ultimately unsatisfying. 
 

                                                        
1 See https://www.hadar.org/torah-resource/redeeming-akeidah-halakhah-and-ourselves , Marheshvan 5776, by 
R. Ethan Tucker for more elaboration on Leibowitz, Hartman, etc. 
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Tucker himself stakes out middle ground perhaps, bringing in historical context; namely that in 
Avraham’s time, sacrificing one’s child was an “integral part of the religious framework of life” 
seen as “an act of appropriate gratitude to God,” and so we need not focus overly on the 
morality of what Avraham was prepared to do – or the extraordinary nature of Hashem’s 
request – and instead consider the episode in context – of, for instance, the great risks and 
painful sacrifices people are called upon to make today that are perilous but not seen as 
inherently immoral – from sending children off to war, to abandoning all of one’s material 
wealth to seek a better life in another country.  Again, tempting, but not altogether satisfying. 
 
I’d like to offer an alternative to these interpretations, and invite you to consider it. 
 
Like Leibowitz, I also think that the Avraham we see in the Akeidah story is different from the 
one we see a few chapters earlier.  However, I believe he is a product of the S’dom experience, 
and has been changed by it, as any of us would be changed by undertaking a courageous and 
heroic effort that is ultimately a traumatic failure.  His behavior when called to sacrifice Isaac is 
a reaction to what he experienced with S’dom, and I recognize in Avraham the numbness that 
many people feel – that I often feel – in the face of great tragedy or relentless adversity, or 
even the thousand small cuts of the contemporary news cycle.     
 
Hashem’s behavior in the Akeidah story may also have been shaped by the S’dom story, having 
seen his chosen one, Avraham, display such a strong sense of justice, and chesed, and then 
having himself thwarted those efforts.   
 
The Akeidah story begins by telling us that “Hashem nisa et Avraham”: Hashem tested 
Avraham. But what was the point of the test?    
 
Was it a test of Avraham’s faith as we generally accept, or rather a test of his resolve – his 
resilience in the face of the kind of defeat that makes many of us feel like giving up?  
 
What if Hashem, in his infinite understanding of human nature, was concerned about 
Avraham’s resolve.  And so he created a “test” for him that the Avraham of S’dom would have 
passed with flying colors – a test that was was never intended to go as far as it did.  After all – 
Avraham would have been on solid ground in pushing back on Hashem’s command – Hashem 
had already promised that Avraham’s offspring would be like the stars (15:5) and the dust 
(13:16), and, just one perek earlier, had promised explicitly that Avraham’s family line would be 
continued through Yitzhak.  Hashem had set up Avraham perfectly to push back – he practically 
wrote his brief for him. 
 
The cadence of the story – the short sentences, the step-by-step nature of the narrative, also 
provides an astonishing number of off-ramps for Avraham such that the dénouement hardly 
seems inevitable.  Consider:  
 

- The elaborate way in which Hashem identifies Isaac, using four ways of describing the 
intended sacrifice 
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- The vague location to which he sends Avraham 
- The three-day trek to Eretz Moriah 
- Isaac’s knowing question to Avraham, which forces Avraham to verbalize what will 

happen, however cryptically 
- The step-by-step description of Isaac being bound, of Avraham seizing the fire and the 

knife 
 
And finally, the moment where the angel of Hashem intercedes with Avraham to spare Yitzhak. 
 
Avraham, Avraham.   
 
Rashi tells us that the repetition of Avraham’s name is out of love.  But Chizkuni posits that it is 
out of urgency.  I see in Hashem’s panicked entreaty a realization that this test had gone too far 
– not because Avraham had successfully proven his devotion to Hashem, but because he had 
demonstrated that his resolve to question, to fight, to challenge, had been broken. This time, 
he wasn’t going to fight back.    
 
I started off preparing for this d’var Torah looking to explore the somewhat controversial notion 
of inherited trauma – of how life-altering episodes attach themselves to our very being in a way 
that makes them inescapable even for generations to come.  And I initially started with a simple 
question:  if the Akeidah is so fundamental to our faith and our peoplehood that we showcase it 
during these Yamim Noraim, what is the spark of this story that we are supposed to carry within 
each of us, that we have inherited through the generations? 
 
The Avraham in S’dom fought valiantly, and failed.  He appealed to a sense of justice.  He tried 
to appeal to God’s mercy.  And in the end, even his most courageous efforts were not enough 
to avert God’s harsh decree.  
 
Hashem gave Avraham another chance to fight back – this time intending for Avraham to win – 
but Hashem underestimated the mark that S’dom had left on Avraham.  When tested again, 
Avraham fell short: his human vulnerability overwhelmed his resolve.   
 
And so Hashem draws out the episode, step-by-step, waiting for Avraham to engage, until 
Hashem’s own frantic intervention is necessary to avert tragedy.   
 
So what do we make of the centrality of this narrative during the Yamim Noraim?  Is Avraham-
like devotion what will avert the decree we all fear? 
 
I prefer to consider this instead:  Hashem expects, and true teshuvah requires, that we engage 
with the divine, with the world, and with each other.  That we not be closed off to dialogue, 
argumentation, questioning and challenging.  That we continue to do the hard work, even when 
we are discouraged, demoralized, uncomfortable, and perhaps even numb.  Hashem 
encouraged this in Avraham and Hashem encourages it in us.    
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Rather than being the apotheosis of faith, then, the Akeidah is a cautionary tale.  Of what 
happens when we underestimate each other’s pain and vulnerability, as Hashem did with 
Avraham.  And of what happens when we give up fighting, and lose faith in our own ability to 
right wrongs and engage in tikun olam.   
 
During these Yamim Noraim, may we strive to recognize the strength within ourselves and the 
humanity in others.   
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