The Akeda

Occassion: 2nd day of Rosh Ha-Shanah-2003
This sermon discusses why the Binding of Isaac story (from Genesis 21) is read on Rosh Hashanah. It dsicusses the merits of studying challenging texts.
Today, along with Jews all over the world, we read the story of Abraham’s binding of Isaac, known as the akedah—the binding. The story actually began yesterday. Abraham and Sarah are old and childless despite having been promised by God that they will have offspring as numerous as the stars in the sky. Sarah, unable to bear a child gives Abraham her handmaiden, Hagar, who then gives birth to Ishmael. Sarah finally becomes pregnant and gives birth to Isaac. Relations between Hagar/Ishmael and Sarah/Isaac are not good. Hagar and Ishmael are banished at Sarah’s instigation. The story picks up with today’s reading when God decides to test Abraham. God calls Abraham and tells him to take his only remaining son, Isaac and offer him up as a sacrifice. Without a word recorded between Abraham, Isaac, or Sarah off goes Abraham, the lonely man of faith, on what must have been one of the longest three-day journeys in human history. When they get to the mountain, Isaac finally asks where the sacrifice is and is re-assured by his father that God will provide the sacrifice. Abraham then binds Isaac on the altar, lifts the knife when a voice calls upon Abraham and tells him to stop. Instead of his son, Abraham sacrifices a ram. And then they all live happily ever—yeah right.
Joy: Has it even occurred to you that perhaps we shouldn’t keep reading this story every Rosh ha-Shanah? Haven’t we exhausted whatever truths, dubious though they may be, that are inherent in this text? I’m not suggesting that we avoid reading it altogether. After all it’s part of Genesis and reading it once a year as part of the annual Torah cycle makes perfect sense. If you really want to hear it you can come back in November. But the truth is, this is a terrible story. It’s a story about a father who hears voices and takes his son away from his mother with every intention of killing him. No one who reads this story or listens to it read can escape the chilling sense of what Abraham must have felt like, walking for three days with the knowledge that he was about to do the unthinkable because his God had asked him to. It’s a story that countless commentators have tried to explain, understand, justify, whitewash, set in ancient near eastern context, rebel against, reject, analyze—everything but acknowledge that it’s a very difficult story that might actually not have a purpose that makes any sense to the contemporary mind.
I certainly understand why we have to grapple with texts that are difficult. I understand that just because a text is challenging doesn’t make it unworthy of study. On the contrary, sometimes those texts are the very ones we need to struggle with in order to understand better. But I’m wondering why, on this very holy day, when more people are in synagogue than almost any other day of the year—why on this day, this text? I don’t know much about marketing, but it seems to me that trying to sell a religion by promoting as its most important story that every once in a while the founder and key character in the unfolding drama of the Jewish people succumbs to dreams in which he is told to sacrifice his only child might not exactly work to increase the numbers of people joining the fold. It seems to me that on this very holy day, when we come to shul to reconnect to the tradition of our past and our future, that reading a text about a man who tries to kill his son, the son whom he loves, the son whom he has waited so long to have, might work against our highest purpose in being in synagogue.
Michael: I appreciate that this is a difficult story and I would venture to say that if everyone in this room, in fact everyone gathered in every synagogue in the world was asked to chose one biblical text to be read on Rosh ha-Shanah very few if any would chose the akedah as first choice. Then again, probably no one would create the bris ceremony today either. Life is not simple and neither is Judaism. Its complexity is a challenge to us. We continue to study these stories because they are complex. The storyof Jonah and the whale makes for a good illustrated children’s book and yet where in the Bible do we have a better insight into the conflicted personality of one called to be a prophet. The tension between self-concern and concern for others, between doing what needs to be done and fleeing from it all get played out across this narrative, which turns out to be not so simple, which is why we read it on Yom Kippur.
Each year we come back to this story of a father and a son. I understand the story differently each year because as much as the text is fixed and unchanging, it is always heard in a different context. The world around it, that is, this year 5764 is very different from last year’s world. It is also heard in new ways by the listeners who themselves are also different than last year—sometimes dramatically so—such as after the death of a father with whom you have many unresolved issues or the year that a child finally leaves a parent’s home to live on their own. Yet even without a dramatic change, each of our lives is significantly different from last year even as they also remain significantly unchanged.
I remember hearing this story talked about in the context of the Vietnam War. In those days, many rabbis understood the text as a metaphor as they protested American governmental leaders offering up their sons on the altar of their ultimately failed vision. Two years ago, I spoke about the story in the aftermath of 9/11 as a condemnation of Abraham and religious fanaticism—the test was for Abraham to say no—to refuse God’s request—to understand that religion, that the voice of God cannot demand the spilling of innocent blood in some holy crusade. Some years this story is part of a longstanding personal issue. I have wondered whether as a parent I have sacrificed my children on my own altars of ego, ambition and career. Have I spent too much time worshipping those gods and not enough time at home with my children. That question was only sharpened when I decided to become a rabbi. As the son of a rabbi I still remembered the time my father had to bail out of taking me to a baseball game because something had come up at his shul. It was not an isolated experience in my childhood. Would I be different? Given the common expectations of a rabbi, could I be different? And I also knew that there now would be expectations of my children---as in “that’s no way for a rabbi’s son to act,” which in a minor way echoes the akedah. After all Isaac never asks to be part of this whole story. He, like my children, is cast in a role by a decision of his father, even if for my children it was a much more minor and less difficult role than being nearly sacrificed. I think. I hope.
From the Midrash to Kierkegard, people have struggled to understand this text in widely different ways. Perhaps it is its very complexity that recommends it for a High Holiday reading. In a time that we are supposed to reflect on our lives, to honestly face where we have failed and how can we change in the future, we don’t need a simplistic tale that suggests we are engaged in a battle between the forces of darkness and light with a swelling thematic musical score composed by John Williams. Life is murky and difficult on a daily basis and if we are going to get any guidance it will be from a story filled with complexity and quandaries.
Joy: Very persuasive. But if we really live by Mordecai Kaplan most endearing and also most profound guidepost for living in the modern world—that tradition has a vote but not a veto, here I would argue that I’m not so sure that the world my children and yours live in, and particularly the Jewish world they live in is strengthened by the messages, however complex, that are inherent in this particular text. What I mean to say is simply this: Is this really the best we have? And shouldn’t we, on this day that they might actually be listening, try to say something grander, more hopeful, more inspiring, and more optimistic. I suspect that their own experience of the world—and particularly the Jewish world—is far less filled with darkness than ours or our parents’ world. I think that they look to Jewish tradition to motivate, to inspire, to help guide their way—that is when they are looking at all. This story just doesn’t do it.
And Kaplan wasn’t afraid to acknowledge when a text didn’t work, even at this holiest time of year. When faced with the Torah reading for Yom Kippur afternoon, which calls on us to make sure not to sleep with members of our family other than our spouse and then proceeds to list every forbidden person—your mother, your sister, your grandchildren, your nieces and nephews and on and on—he substituted the reading for a more uplifting one. Long before it was clear in the liberal Jewish community that the Leviticus text opposing homosexuality (which is also contained in this traditional Yom Kippur reading) was antithetical to our understanding that every person is created in the image of God, Mordecai Kaplan chose not to read such a verse on the holiest of days. He was willing to take a risk that the community did not need to hear a text that outlawed bestiality on Yom Kippur. But they did need to hear that when you reap the harvest of your land, you shall not reap all the way to the edges of the field; you shall leave them for the poor and the stranger. They did need to hear that you shall not steal or deal deceitfully with one another or defraud your neighbor or hold back the wages of a laborer in your employ or bear a grudge. There is probably no more direct or profound text than Leviticus 19, and juxtaposed with Leviticus 18—the traditional text for Yom Kippur afternoon—it was obvious to Kaplan what people needed to hear and not hear and he wasn’t afraid to do it. Right here. In this congregation. And in the mahzor that was so derided by traditionalists.
So it’s not only that the story of the akedah is so problematic. It’s that it represents a wasted opportunity to hear a text that might actually connect us to our lives and how we live them, to the larger world around us. Yesterday you reminded us that Rosh Hashanah doesn’t celebrate the birthday of the Jewish people; it celebrates the birthday of the world. Maybe the Reform movement has it right by reading the creation story on Rosh Hashanah. Perhaps we should be reminded not just by rabbis’ sermons but also by the texts we read that we are part of a larger world, of God’s creation. That we have responsibilities in that world, whether they are to the earth itself or the people—all the people that dwell therein. It seems to me that our texts ought to support a more universal vision that is so deeply embedded in the liturgy of these days.
Michael: It is a very important teaching by Kaplan that the tradition has a voice but not a veto. It encourages Judaism to continue to develop and respond to an ever-changing universe. Yet, the phrase “a voice not a veto” contains an inherent tension and a challenge. To say that the tradition does not have a veto is to say that the answer is never as simple as the tradition says yes or the tradition says no—end of conversation. It states thereby that we do not always follow what the tradition has been in the past. However, the statement also gives the tradition a voice—a voice that is powerful and is to be taken seriously. I would even suggest that it means the tradition is not just another voice along with sociology, psychology, etc. Change should not be adopted casually. The connection to the Jewish past as well as the connection to the Jewish present should not be severed without serious study, reflection and debate. The clearest place where the tradition’s voice is overruled is when we have concluded that the tradition is out of step with contemporary moral values. The values of equality, inclusiveness and pluralism then lead to creating new traditions related to women and gay people. A movement away from hierarchy has affected the synagogue service as well as the role of the clergy. Yet, there are many other places where we diverge from the tradition when there is not a compelling moral argument for that divergence whether it is changing liturgy, not observing the second day of festivals etc. Sometimes a determinant factor on such issues is to see what the community has already decided by its feet, which is an old Talmudic principle—go out and see what people are practicing.
All this is to say that there is no simple rulebook of when to change things and when not. There is no Jewish Supreme Court to rule whether any particular change fits legitimately under the “voice not the veto” principle of the Reconstructionist Bill of Rights and Wrongs. Should we change this morning’s Torah reading, perhaps? But perhaps because it is so difficult and challenging it is important to keep it, to wrestle with it each year. Its complexity doesn’t allow us to simple dismiss it, its difficulty helps prevent a casual reading of it and thus leaves open the possibility of new insights still waiting to be discovered. For after all, it is a story, not a set of laws or practices or a clearly articulated idea such as chosen people. We do not need to leave this morning inspired to do or not do anything because of this story. I don’t think anybody will plan to sacrifice a child and therefore we do not need to plaster a warning saying do not try this at home—professional religious fanatics performed all these stunts. We are only challenged to think upon it again and in so doing join the ongoing conversation of the Jewish people about this text.
It is striking that the choice for this morning’s text is in fact not Genesis 1. In fact on both days of Rosh ha-Shanah we read the stories of a family—a family with all the complexity of any family. We always assume that the first day reading is just the set-up for the akedah reading on the second day. And yet, the first day’s reading stands on its own as the story of a long awaited birth. The haftorah yesterday about the story of Hannah praying for a birth of her son re-iterates that theme. This suggests that the theme of birth is the theme that the rabbis wanted to emphasize for Rosh ha-Shanah. We are asked to focus on one life—the birth of one child in a family, not to think of the whole world and its creation. This is to suggest that the creation of the world or rather its re-creation in this New Year begins with one life, with one family and moves to ever increasing circles of responsibility, climaxing in the story of Jonah, who is called upon to save a whole city of strangers. There is an important notion about Judaism that is being set out here—that being deeply rooted in the particular is the best way to have an impact on the world around us. If you save one life it is as though you saved the world the Talmud says. Why? Because one life is a world. While the specifics of the stories of both days are not the everyday experience of families, all of us were or are children who have struggled with our parents, some of us have siblings, and some of us have our own children. Families and communities are the basic units in our existence. It is here that life unfolds—it is here with the people with whom we are most intimate that the challenge to live lives of holiness and caring is most difficult. More than the creation of the world we need to read about the creation of individual lives in the ever-unfolding canvass of human history.
When we are faced with difficult choices, we often seek the voice of God; we desire a sign that will show us the way. How do we know whether this is really a sign from God that is the right way to go rather than be fooled by our desires and fears? Abraham’s tale is an important one at the beginning of the Jewish people’s story. He exemplifies the person of faith willing to go off into the unknown with only a sense of mission to guide him. He is willing to challenge even God on behalf of strangers—the people of Sodom—and not very nice strangers at that. Yet, the dark side of this man of faith is that he is not only willing to sacrifice his life for God’s vision of a holy people, he is willing to sacrifice his family. He leaves his aged father in Haran never to see him again. When he arrives in Canaan, driven by famine he goes down to Egypt where he is willing to put Sara in danger by telling pharoah that she is his sister, not his wife, an episode repeated later with a different ruler. Yesterday we read how he sends away Hagar and Ishmael. Each time God intervenes to save the family members first Sarah and then Hagar and Ishmael that Abraham has endangered. Each time. Yet, Abraham does not learn from those incidents—given the choice again he chooses covenant over family and takes his remaining son, Isaac, to offer him up on an altar. Yet, at the last minute he hears a voice calling his name and he stops. Instead of his son, he sees a ram, not a lamb. A lamb would be the normal sacrifice. Instead it is a ram, the father of a lamb,—a ram caught in the thickets. That ram is all that had kept Abraham, the father blocked from seeing the unity of love of family and love of God. Abraham finally sees on this mountain of seeing and learns as Marsha Mirkin in Tikkun magazine has written, “the Hebrew God did not want that sacrifice. This religion, still in its infancy, could not bear that dichotomy between God and family. By serving one, we serve the other. By betraying one, we betray the other.” “This is the unbinding of Abraham.”
On this day of Rosh ha-shanah, when we are encouraged to envision a new and better world and to commit to strive to finish the work of creation begun by God in those first seven days of creation, we are reminded that we need always to examine the truth of that vision of a better world with a reality check with those who love us and provide the human texture to our lives. In the end, as the Psalmist states, God created the world from hesed, from loving-kindness so too do we need to create our world out of hesed—compassionate caring.
We need to stop here but let me encourage you to continue this conversation. I know we will when we get home.
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