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Shanah Tovah.  

This morning I am going to focus on the Torah reading, the scene 

of Genesis known as Akedat Yitzhak , or the binding of Isaac, also 

called the sacrifice of Isaac.  

 

Specifically how the theme, troubling, intense, and bewildering is 

also timeless and a critical anecdote in our own time. The legend 

of the binding of Isaac-- of Abraham, taking his son, and placing 

him on an altar to kill him because that is what he thought God 

was asking him to do-- that theme, is one that we must wrestle 

with today. This day, the second day of Rosh Hashanah is one of 

the most holy days of the Jewish year. And the text we read 

together is one that is troubling, challenging, and highlights the 

way NOT to act.  

 

Over the years of our grappling with this text of Torah, our people 

have asked many ways and many times, “how are we putting our 

children, like Isaac, on the altar?” “Who are the Isaacs of each 
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generation?” Our tradition passes onto us the idea that in every 

generation there is an Isaac and understand the Isaac in the story 

not to be a little boy, but a young man, one strong and full of life. 

In addition, as we shall see, there has long been the alternative 

understandings that either Abraham did cause harm or even that 

Abraham actually did kill Isaac. For the Jewish community, the 

living experiences of Roman oppression, Crusades, forced 

conversions, torture, Inquisition, the Holocaust, and even the 

death of Yitzhak Rabin, whose very name echos the Jewish 

forefather in our legend today, are some of the places and times 

that our people wrote and asked, “looking at our situation, what if 

Abraham’s hand was not stayed?” And in our time, the same 

unanswerable questions of the many young and innocent deaths 

during the Vietnam War, the Iraq Wars and Afghanistan Wars 

and the  deaths of so many young Americans and so many from 

these countries are the underpinnings and influences upon us 

today.  

 

Today, in our country, in our moment, it is the African American 

men and women who are the Isaacs on the altar. With strong 

belief of those in power that right is being done, and the strong 
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evidence that should impel each of us to ask about motivations, 

stereotypes and our own racism.  

 

The text of the Akedah has always been one to perplex readers, 

even from the biblical text itself. Over the millennia, the short text 

has yielded centuries of interpretation, struggle, and meaning. 

The text of the akedah , the near sacrifice of Isaac, is important as 

well to the theologies of Islam, Christianity, and Judaism.  

 

Looking at the text, we are prompted to ask ourselves, what is the 

purpose to this story?  

 

Of the many collections and teachings on this subject, our 

tradition takes this episode and places it into the daily prayers, 

asking us to look each day at the challenges of 

 1. How can we be godly in our actions today; 2. be careful of who 

you think you should place on an altar; and 3. to what end?  

 

Looking at the text of the Torah in Genesis 22, we can see that the 

author is even unclear of the situation. There is already a hint in 

the biblical text that there is something else going on in the 

mythological presentation of the sacrifice of the child.  
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In the scene, now bound on the altar, the text in Genesis says an 

angel called out to Abraham, “Do not raise a hand against the boy, 

or do anything else to him... Instead take the ram, caught in the 

brambles and offer it in Isaac’s stead...And then he, Abraham, 

returned to his servants.” Alone. The rabbinic commentators 

explain Isaac left separately; some say he went to study in a land 

far away for a series of years; others say from this point he was not 

to have vision or sight again, but was blind.  

 

Regardless of what might have been, the biblical text leaves him 

out of the return down the mountain with Abraham. He is 

wounded, some say traumatized permanently, what we would call 

in today’s language suffering from PTSD. Isaac is no longer fully 

functioning, in fact, he does not speak much at all for the rest of 

the biblical text. As Shalom Spiegel transmits in his book on this 

topic called “The Last Trial” and more recently in Omri Boehn’s 

book “The Binding of Isaac,” the text of the angel calling out in 

Genesis seems to be a later addition to the whole text, and our 

midrashim hint at this as well. The implications are profound. The 

story and its intense scene are places that we wrestle with and 
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struggle with to find meaning and a new way together. But first we 

must wrestle and find a way to see the text in our own time.  

 

In Genesis, the verse that says “Do not raise a hand against the 

boy or do anything else” highlights that perhaps there was 

some other action, a physical wounding of some sort. Our rabbinic 

commentators find this as shocking as we do now. That there was 

another wounding hinted at right there in our sacred text. Still 

later in Jewish history, we will find poems from the time of the 

Crusades in the 10th and 11th centuries that present the 

Akedah /Binding of Isaac as not only a single sacrifice, but as a 

double sacrifice. That Isaac was bound first, but the ensuing large 

amount of death and destruction that came in the wake of the 

Crusades, the death of the children of Abraham, was a second 

time and this legend of the sacrifice of Isaac became one way to 

understand or give weight to these impossibly heavy burdens.  

 

Relating to this story, our medieval ancestors came to a different 

conclusion-- Isaac was sacrificed, Abraham did not stop his 

hand-- Isaac, representing all Jewish children, was being offered, 

blood spilled on the altar. And yet atonement, an end to violence 

and persecution did not come. This is what our medieval Jewish 
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communities felt was going on around them. A sacrifice was 

supposed to bring an end to an evil situation, but the amount of 

death of the crusades was overwhelming. In the practice of 

Midrash, a way of interpreting or delving into the text for 

meaning. Midrash sees Scripture, our Tanakh , not only as relating 

to the past, but also a prophecy or foreshadow of what will come 

to be in a metaphoric manner.  

 

The midrash impels us to look closely at this text. Where is Isaac? 

What happened in those quick moments? Was there a mistaken 

move? An intention not understood? Perhaps in the biblical 

writing is itself an adaptation an attempt to explain the 

unexplainable and an editing of a more ancient myth whose oral 

history is now lost to us.  

 

Our medieval ancestors, whose lives were constantly being 

harassed and challenged by the Christian and Moslem rulers, they 

had the strength to ask a deep question. What if Isaac was not the 

survivor?  Maybe Isaac was the symbol of everyone who paid for 

their life for the sanctification of God’s Divine name. In Midrash 

Rabbah Bereshit,  Isaac is at the age of 37 telling his father, please 

tie the knots of the bounds tight so I do not harm you or injure 
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you rendering the sacrifice unfit for God. Another midrash 

imagines Isaac taking his own life, for he realized that God would 

not accept the sacrifice of a human being, and therefore Isaac acts 

first to avoid the sin reaching Abraham.  

 

The notion, that Isaac was wounded has been carried with us on 

our journeys throughout the globe and ages.  

 

In medieval times, during the Crusades we see the rise once again 

of the idea that Isaac represents all those whose lives are taken as 

Kiddush hashem , for the sanctification of God’s name. This 

evolved from rabbis being tortured and burned at the stake for 

teaching about our heritage at the hand of the Romans through 

medieval times and expressed in some of the traditional liturgy of 

the High Holy Days. Yet the blood of each of these Isaacs never 

seems to be enough over the millennia. It never seems to work. 

Not from Roman times to the Crusades to the Inquisition to the 

Holocaust. These deaths were our most righteous, our most 

precious, and through all of theses times of death at the hands of 

hateful people, we sadly saw that even our children are not 

enough.  
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That is the heart of my message today. Human carnage is not a 

way to seek the peace with God. Violence, all violence, is a way to 

block ourselves from God. And even the most righteous of us, who 

may feel justified in violence, use of firearms or other weapons, 

these are ideas that are antithetical the very Jewish notion of the 

value of life. Once blood is drawn, one’s soul can never be the 

same, and teshuvah , repentance, and atonement from that is a 

nearly impossible mountain to climb. Individually and 

communally, as well.  

 

In the days of forced conversions in Spain and later through the 

Inquisition, in the 15th century, Jewish writings again focus on 

the idea that the wounding and sacrifice of Isaac were complete, 

and only the miracle of life after death could heal the wounded 

soul.  

 

And so, when we see so many deaths in our country at the hands 

of law enforcement, at the hands of power, taking the lives of one 

demographic, one group of our society, our children, we need to 

wake up and find another way. We in the Jewish community know 

too well from our own history what it means to be looked upon 

and acted against and even killed as the outsider and the other. 
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Our own experience has taught us that others will excuse away the 

deaths of outsiders and even place the blame upon the victims. 

No, for the Jewish community, it seems as if the world has often 

seen us as outsiders and “other”, maybe they thought “it’s only 

another Jewish death.  Oh another one. Oh another, one more, oh 

another one. They are only outsiders. It can’t be of any concern of 

ours.”  

 

No matter how much those with power may believe their actions 

are right, the outcomes that we are seeing in our country are not 

just. And our police are our protectors - most of whom are truly 

doing good positive work. We need to trust our police. The system 

however that trains and brings the next generation of law 

enforcement must change. Judaism compels us to be slow to any 

violence, but be fast to prayer. Judaism commands us to protect 

life above all. Our country needs to awaken to the ways that we 

can act justly to all citizens. Black lives matter. The citizens of 

our country or not the enemy. The enemy is our own callousness 

and inability to see that each person is holy. Our protectors, our 

police, those who have chosen to make their lives about protecting 

the citizens of our country must not be taught to use deadly force 

so quickly. It must be a last resort, not a first impulse. Black 
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lives matter because all lives matter. The statement should 

not be understood as only black lives matter. Black live matter 

because all lives matter. In my understanding of Jewish values, 

our Jewish legacy does not see race-- we see actions. We 

only see the ability to help the weak and uplift the poor, and 

protect the innocent. We are all created in the “image of the 

Creator”, from a single being, to help teach us that very lesson.  

 

Much of the akedah  of Isaac is about power and its 

limitations. While humans have the responsibility to follow 

laws, we must understand and value the balance between 

judgement and righteousness. When these get out of balance, then 

we hear,  like Abraham, not the truth, but what we think we want 

to hear.  

 

In these recent years and months, the lives of black women and 

especially black men and boys seem like many Isaacs to us, and 

communally, like Isaac, wounded and dazed, we are looking for 

light. We want to trust the ones in power and see a different end 

to the story. And we need to understand our own positions of 

power and privilege, as well.  
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And when we look at this with our eyes wide open and our heart 

laid bare, there is no ram. There is no ram. There is only us.  

 

Let us help be the voices of peace and nonviolence in our world. 

Let us help our protectors, our police and first responders, know 

that for community to have trust, we expect that the hand to do 

violence and harm is stayed until absolutely necessary. Let us 

awaken ourselves, shake off the dust of our complacency, 

and let our world know that every person is truly holy, 

and that unequivocally, God, the Creator, does not want the death 

of anyone. Let us find a way to elevate the value of life.  

 

May we find the paths to seek the peace within our lives and with 

those that we share this world. May we open our eyes and open 

our hearts to those in the world who suffer.  

 

May we aspire to to let everyone know that each of us is created in 

the image of God. And may we all work to understand the way to 

live with one another in peace.  

 

Shanah tovah.  
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