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Last week we were privileged to hear from Pulitzer Prize winner, Bret Stephens. At a moment 

when many of us were struggling to make sense of the 2016 election, he set forth a set of 

principles – suggestions that our new president would do well to follow. This morning – with 

your permission – I’d like to make one addition to his thoughtful list. Except in this case, its 

application is not limited to the foreign policy of our president-elect; I believe it pertains to every 

one of us. And I would call the Abraham rule.  

 

But because I’m a rabbi and not a Wall Street Journal columnist, I can’t just tell you the rule. 

First, I have to give a sermon.  

 

Of course we can never definitively separate politics from principles, but it’s worth noticing that 

there are two very important voices that have emerged from the conversation around values in 

this election cycle. They often come from different camps, but they’re not mutually exclusive. In 

fact, I’d argue that they’re complementary.  

 

The first voice says: protest. If there’s something we find objectionable, we should say so. When 

values like human dignity, honesty, tolerance and the embrace of the stranger are under assault, 

we can’t sit idly by; the principled citizen needs to take a stand. 

 

If the first voice says to speak up, the second voice insists that we listen. It says that in this 

politically polarized environment, we ought to step outside the echo chambers in which we spend 

the lion’s share of our waking moments and try to really listen to the other side. We may have 

deeply held convictions about the economy or social issues; about foreign policy or trade. But we 

need to be reminded every once in a while that many of our opponents are eminently decent 

people who care about this country.  

 

And it’s striking that these are really the two messages that emerge from the narratives of 

Avraham in our Parsha.  

 

When Avraham learns of Hashem’s plan to destroy Sodom, he objects. His argument doesn’t 

carry the day, but he goes on record as the dissenting opinion. In defeat, he stands by his 

principles and effectively bequeaths them to his heirs. No – he didn’t win that campaign; but his 

argument and his willingness to defend his principles remain with us until this day. 

 

And in the very next chapter, when faced with the painful decision to banish Hagar and 

Yishmael, Avraham lives by this second ethic. וירע הדבר מאד בעיני אברהם על אודות בנו. Avraham 

doesn’t want to capitulate. The prospect of expelling his own child from his home is devastated. 

As the text makes plain, left to his own devices, Avraham would surely have maintained the 

status quo and permitted Yishmael to remain in his home. Recognizing the two sides of the 

debate, Avraham was convinced that his position was superior. And then Hashem reminds him 
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that he has to hear the other side: כל אשר תאמר אליך שרה שמע בקולה: Listen to the words of your 

wise wife. And that’s exactly what Avraham does.  

 

In this difficult moment, we need to remember that the capacity to be both a moral objector and a 

respectful listener can inhere in one person. We can be both. 

 

When racism or xenophobia or misogyny rear their heads in the public discourse – and 

particularly when they rear their heads in the highest echelons of our government – we need to 

speak out. When we fail to do so, we risk becoming inured to the pain and anguish caused by 

those shameful philosophies. We can’t outsource the defense of principle. If we really believe 

we’re a ממלכת כהנים and a גוי קדוש, then we have a sacred obligation as a Jewish community to be 

a voice of moral conscience; we have an obligation to defend the Torah and its values.  

 

And at the same time, we need to be careful listeners. Yes, there are a few really wicked people 

out there. But I don’t think I’ve ever met one. Sometimes it’s the people with whom we disagree 

most vigorously that can teach us the most about ourselves and the world.  

 

But this is only the prelude to the Abraham rule. All of this is self-evident. What’s less evident is 

a third quality that Avraham betrays at the end of our Parsha.  

 

There’s a problem in Parshat Vayera. How do we reconcile the first half with the second? We all 

know the ins and outs of the story of Avraham’s intercession on behalf of Sodom. For the first 

time in recorded history, a son of man has the audacity to challenge the authority of God.  

 

 ויגש אברהם ויאמר האף תספה צדיק עם רשע?

Hashem: It’s unjust. Collective punishment cannot be justified. How can you threaten to wipe 

out the righteous along with the wicked?  

 

Back and forth he negotiates with God. Maybe we can find 50 צדיקים. And if not 50, then perhaps 

45? Or 40 or 30 or 20 or 10? For the inhabitants of the world’s wickedest city, Avraham prays. 

He clings resolutely to the belief that salvation is possible. Even amidst the darkness of nighttime 

in Sodom, Avraham insists it’s possible there may yet be a glimmer of light waiting to be 

uncovered.  

 

And yet when it comes to the well-being of his beloved son, the child for whom he had waited a 

veritable eternity, it seems he offers not a word of protestation. Tasked with offering up Yitzhak 

as a sacrifice to the Lord, the Torah records not a whisper of Avraham’s response to God. 

Instead, it simply tells וישכם אברהם בבקר ויחבש את חמורו. Ever the obedient servant, Avraham arose 

early in the morning to perform the command he’d received from on high.  

 

How is it possible?  

 

Avraham spends a lifetime repudiating fatalism. Time and again he insists there’s always room 

for hope. How can we understand Avraham’s silence at such a moment? 
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In the only recorded conversation between Avraham and Yitzchak in the Torah, Yitzchak notices 

that on the way to Har Hamoriah something is amiss: הנה האש והעצים ואיה השה לעולה. “I see the 

firewood and the flint – but Abba – where’s the animal we’re meant to offer up?”  

 

 ויאמר אברהם אלקים יראה לו השה לעולה בני

And we usually take this to mean that Avraham – so as not to arouse suspicion – tried simply to 

placate his son. “Don’t worry,” he said, “God will provide.”  

 

But commenting on this pasuk, the Midrash says something extraordinary. We misread the verse. 

These weren’t simply empty words meant to mollify an anxious son. In fact, they were the words 

of Avraham’s prayer. “Please Hashem: Give me a way out. Let me find an animal that I can offer 

up in place of my son.”  

 

And so it was. When Avraham lifts up his eyes do discover a ram caught in the thicket, he knows 

instantaneously, the Midrash says, that his prayer has been answered. Avraham was never silent. 

As he marched dutifully toward an uncertain fate, his heart was turned heavenward as he pleaded 

that his son be spared.  

 

Of course we have to be moral objectors. And of course we have to be respectful listeners. The 

Abraham rule reminds that we can never lose hope. The Abraham rule reminds that there’s 

always a place for prayer.  

 

If this election taught us one thing, it’s to carry with us a healthy dose of self-doubt. We have to 

recognize that, try as we may, we won’t have all the answers; our knowledge will remain 

imperfect; and our capacity to control or even influence the future is drastically limited. 

 

Yes – we’ll continue to exercise free will and fill our time with acts of constructive moral 

agency. But in the end, we have to bow before a higher authority. We ha have to express our 

  .in the Almighty אמונה

 

I’m not advocating a kind of blind faith. There was one Akeidah in the history of humankind – 

because there was but one Avraham. We’re not called upon to live that way. But we are called 

upon to believe.  

 

A few moments ago we prayed for our constituted officers and government officials. We pray, 

too, for the citizens of this great land. May Hashem grant us the courage to speak out in times of 

crisis; the capacity to listen in moments of discord; and the strength to believe that tomorrow 

may bring blessing heretofore unforeseen. And let us say, Amen.  


