RRARY™)

MECHON HADAR

Redeeming the Akeidah, Halakhah, and Ourselves
Rabbi Ethan Tucker — tucker@mechonbadar.org

Center for Jewish Law and Values

I. Child sacrifice: First impressions
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Devarim 12:29-31

*When the Lord your God cuts down in front of you the nations that you are coming to dispossess, and
you take over from them and live in their land: *"Be careful that you are not ensnared by them after
destroying them, lest you seek out their gods, saying: “How did these nations worship their gods? I will do
the same!” *'Do not act in these ways to the Lord your God, for they performed for their gods all manner

of atrocities that the Lord hates. They even burned their sons and daughters in fire to their gods!
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Yirmiyahu 19:3-5

’You shall say: “Hear the word of the Lord, kings of Judah and residents of Jerusalem! So says the Lord of
Hosts the God of Israel: I will bring evil to this place, such the ears of any who hear of it will ring.
“Because they have abandoned me and made this place foreign. They offered incense in it to other gods

that neither they nor their ancestors, nor the kings of Judah knew. They filled this place with the blood of
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innocents. *They build the high places of Ba’al so that they could burn their children in fire as offerings to

Ba’al, which I did not command, nor speak, nor ever considered.
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Tehillim 106:38
They spilled innocent blood, the blood of their sons and daughters whom they sacrificed to the idols of

Canaan. The land was corrupted with blood.
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Sifrei Devarim #148
R. Yose says: My son Elazar says three things about this [verse]: “Which I did not command”—in the
Torah, “which I did not speak”—in the ten commandments, “and which I never considered”—that a man
would sacrifice his son on the altar. Others say: “Which I did not command”—with respect to Yiftah,
“which I did not speak”—with respect to Mesha, the king of Moav, “and which I never considered”—that

Avraham would sacrifice his son on the altar.

I1. Akeidah as moral surrender
Seren Kierkegaard, Fear and Trembling
And God tempted Abraham and said unto him: take Isaac, thine only son, whom thou lovest and go to the

land Moriah and sacrifice him there on a mountain which I shall show thee.

It was in the early morning, Abraham arose betimes and had his asses saddled. He departed from his tent,
and Isaac with him; but Sarah looked out of the window after them until they were out of sight. Silently
they rode for three days; but on the fourth morning Abraham said not a word but lifted up his eyes and
beheld Mount Moriah in the distance. He left his servants behind and, leading Isaac by the hand, he
approached the mountain. But Abraham said to himself: “I shall surely conceal from Isaac whither he is

going.” He stood still, he laid his hand on Isaac’s head to bless him, and Isaac bowed down to receive his
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blessing. And Abraham’s aspect was fatherly, his glance was mild, his speech admonishing. But Isaac
understood him not, his soul would not rise to him; he embraced Abraham's knees, he besought him at his
feet, he begged for his young life, for his beautiful hopes, he recalled the joy in Abraham’s house when he
was born, he reminded him of the sorrow and the loneliness that would be after him. Then did Abraham
raise up the youth and lead him by his hand, and his words were full of consolation and admonishment. But
Isaac understood him not. He ascended Mount Motiah, but Isaac understood him not. Then Abraham
averted his face for a moment; but when Isaac looked again, his father’s countenance was changed, his
glance wild, his aspect terrible, he seized Isaac and threw him to the ground and said: “Thou foolish lad,
believest thou I am thy father? An idol-worshipper am I. Believest thou it is God's command? Nay, but
my pleasure.” Then Isaac trembled and cried out in his fear: “God in heaven, have pity on me, God of
Abraham, show mercy to me, I have no father on earth, be thou then my father!” But Abraham said softly
to himself: “Father in heaven, I thank thee. Better is it that he believes me inhuman than that he should

lose his faith in thee.”
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Yeshayahu Leibowitz, “Abraham and Job”, Judaism, The Jewish People and the State of Israel, 393
...The fear of God possessed by Avraham—the only one to be called faithful (wa'amin) [see Bereishit
15:6]—is unlike the fear of God of any other personality in Bereishit, and the distinction only becomes
manifest in the context of the Akeidah. This fear is identical to love, and indeed Avraham is the only
Biblical character described as “a lover of God” (Yeshayahu 41:8). When he defends the people of S’dom,
Avraham advances claims based on justice and law and mercy—all human categories—and based on them,
he “deigns” to argue with God. However, when his faith was put to the test—he is silenced, even though
he could have advanced very strong arguments, not just based on justice, but based on truth itself: “He

could have said, ‘Yesterday you told me that Yitzhak will be your genealogical line, and now you tell me to
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slaughter him?” And yet he said nothing.” Avraham’s silence demonstrates that his faith is not a conditional

faith and is not limited by the limitations of human morality.
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Bereishit 18:23-26

»Avraham came close and said: “Will you really sweep away the innocent along with the guilty? **Perhaps
there are fifty innocent within the city, will you really sweep it away? Will you not bear with the place
because of the fifty innocent that are in its midst? *Heaven forbid for you to do a thing like this, to deal
death to the innocent along with the guilty, that it should come about: like the innocent, like the guilty.
Heaven forbid for you! The judge of all the earth—will he not do what is just?” **God said: “If I find in
S’dom fifty innocent people, in the midst of the city, then I will show favour to the whole place for their

sake.”

III. Putting the Akeidah in Perspective

R. David Hartman, A Heart of Many Rooms, 14

The God of Abraham, therefore, takes two very different forms in the book of Genesis: a God who
demands total surrender to His command [the God Abraham encounters at the Akeidah] and a God who
invites independent moral critique and judgment [the God Abraham encounters at Sodom]. These two
paradigms have informed religious life as well as interpretation and exegesis throughout Jewish history. For
many teachers from the time of the Talmud to the modern period, including Yeshayahu Leibowitz and my
own teacher, Rabbi Joseph B. Soloveitchik, the Akeidah, the binding of Isaac, was the dominant paradigm
of religious life and thought. For them, the survival and continuity of the tradition require the unconditional
surrender and loyalty that the Akeidah represents. 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.
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Contemporary critiques of those who appeal to moral considerations in questions of religious practice and
change often invoke an Akeidah mode of reasoning, arguing (or implicitly presupposing) that religious life
would lose all credibility if submission and surrender were any less than total. The belief that “if you change
anything, everything will collapse” owes its logic and conviction to the silence of Abraham in the binding of

Isaac story.

Yet, Abraham, in pleading for Sodom, felt that God was not beyond his own understanding of moral
argument and persuasion. This other paradigm, therefore, says: “Bring your moral intuitions, your
subjective sense of dignity and justice into your understanding of the reality of God.” Not only does it not
threaten or undermine religious consciousness, but it is actually necessary for recognizing the validity and

applicability of the divine command.

R. David Hartman, From Defender to Critic, 160, 164, 227

These stories, seen side by side, present us with the paradox that is Abraham. The forefather of the great
monotheistic traditions contained within him two incompatible realities: one of heroic self-affirmation, and
one of self-denial. In one story, the protagonist maintains the ability to render an independent moral
awareness, to know what he knows. He is an actor with full authority over his moral universe. In the other
story, he is unable to recognize even his most primal paternal instinct. In one story, he acts; in the other, he
simply obeys. The fact that two such dichotomous approaches are embodied by the very same person only

highlights the polarity of these two narratives...

The ultimate question for me, then, is which story do we embrace? Which Abraham presents the truest

picture of what it means to be a person and a Jewr...

Abraham’s moral confrontation with God at Sodom is the central paradigm for my philosophy of Judaism.
The legitimacy of Abraham's claims—and God's fundamental acceptance of these claims—cleatly illustrates
for me the precept that our relationship with God must empower us to take responsibility for and trust our
innermost convictions. The most important lesson we learn from our forefather Abraham is the legitimacy

of personal moral intuition.
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R. David Hartman, From Defender to Critic, 171

I maintain that the Akeidah is not constitutive of Judaism. Itis a moment in a religious life, but it is just
that: a moment. It is not the organizing framework for how to live... There are moments when the life of
faith requires submission or silence... Eventually, we all reach a moment in our lives when we feel the
world is absurd, when we wonder why we should continue. The Akeidah means we acknowledge—and

allow a place for—resignation as a moment in the spiritual life.

IV. Recapturing the ethical Abraham

Robert Gordis, “The Faith of Abraham: A Note on Kierkegaard’s Teleological Suspension of the
Ethical”, Judaism 25 (1976): 414-419

When the Akeidah narrative is read in the larger context of the book of Genesis, it offers no support for the
doctrine of “the teleological suspension of the ethical.”... Just four chapters earlier, when God reveals his
decision to destroy the sinful cities of Sodom and Gomorrah, Abraham does not hesitate to dispute the
decision... Here there is no hint of “submission” by the “knight of faith” to the incomprehensible will of
God. Abraham feels that God’s decision is in violation of the ethical law and he expresses his unshakable
conviction that God cannot violate the principles of righteousness, “Shall not the Judge of all the earth act
justly?”... How, then, can Abraham, himself, have submitted to an active violation of the ethical law? In
view of Abraham’s ringing affirmation of the binding character of the moral law, how is this uncomplaining

acceptance of God’s command to sacrifice his son to be understood?

Kierkegaard’s interpretation of the text must be pronounced an anachronism made possible only by
ignoring the testimony of history. It is a grafting of an alien concept upon the authentic biblical and Jewish
understanding of God’s will which does not command or condone the violation of the moral law, either by
God or by man. Men’s insight into the content of morality changes and, it is hoped, grows deeper with
time. But, from the biblical period to the present, the maintenance of the ethical law and obedience to its

precepts remain the categorical imperative of Judaism.
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Shemot 22:28-29
*Do not delay the fullness of your harvest nor the outflow of your presses. Give me your firstborn sons.
#Do likewise with your oxen and sheep. Let it remain with its mother for seven days; on the eighth day,

give it to me.
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Shoftim 11:30-32, 34-40
Yiftah vowed a vow to the Lord and said: “If You will indeed deliver the Ammonites into my hand, *'then
whatever comes out of the doors of my house to meet me, when I return in peace from the Ammonites, it
shall be the Lord’s, and I will offer it up for a burnt-offering.”
S0 Yiftah went to fight the Ammonites; and the Lord delivered them into his hand...
*Yiftah came to Mizpah, to his house, and, behold, his daughter came out to meet him with timbrels and
with dances; and she was his only child; beside her he had neither son nor daughter. *And it came to pass,
when he saw her, that he tore his clothes, and said: “Alas, my daughter! You have brought me very low,
and you cause me trouble; for I have opened my mouth unto the Lord, and I cannot take it back.” **She
said to him: “My father, you have opened your mouth to the Lord; do to me in keeping with what has
come out of your mouth; for the Lord has avenged you of your enemies, from the Ammonites.” *’And she
said to her father: “Let this thing be done for me: Leave me alone for two months, let me leave and go
down to the hills and bewail my virginity, I and my companions.” **He said: “Go.” He sent her away for
two months; and she departed, she and her companions, and bewailed her virginity upon the mountains.

¥And it came to pass at the end of two months, that she returned to her father, who did with her according
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to his vow which he had vowed; and she had not been intimate with a man. It was a custom in Israel, “’that

the daughters of Israel went yearly to lament the daughter of Yiftah the Gileadite four days a year.
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IT Melakhim 3:26-27

*When the king of Moav saw that he was being overwhelmed in battle, he took with him seven hundred
swordsmen to break through to the king of Edom; but they could not. *"Then he took his eldest son who
would have reigned in his stead and offered him for a burnt-offering upon the wall. And there came great

wrath upon Israel; and they departed from him, and returned to their own land.
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Mikhah 6:6-8
5<With what shall I come before the Lotd, and bow myself before God on high? Shall I come before him
with burnt-offerings, with newborn calves? "Will the Lord be pleased with thousands of rams, with ten
thousands of rivers of oil? Shall I give my firstborn for my transgression, the fruit of my body to purify my
soul?” ®It has been told to you, O man, what is good, and what the Lord requires of you: only to do justly,

and to love mercy, and to walk humbly with your God.

V. Shifting biblical morality
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Devarim 18:9-12

"When you enter the land that the Lord your God is giving you, you are not to learn to do according to the
abominations of those nations. '"There is not to be found among you one having his son or his daughter
cross through fire, an augurer of augury, a hidden-sorcerer, a diviner, or an enchanter, ''or a tier of
(magical) tying-knots, or a seeker of ghosts or favorable-spirits, or an inquirer of the dead. "“For an
abomination to the Lord is anyone who does these things, and because of these abominations the Lord your

God is dispossessing them from before youl!
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Devarim 16:22

Do not set up a stone monument, which the Lord your God hates.
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Rashi ad loc
Even though [the stone monument] was beloved to [God] in the days of the patriarchs, now God hates it,

since [the Canaanites] turned it into an idolatrous practice.

VI. Our role in the revision of divine law
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Bemidbar Rabbah (Vilna) 19:33

[Three times] Moshe said something to God, and God responded, “You have taught me.”

1. [At the time of the golden calf] Moshe said before him: Master of the Universe, how could Israel have
appreciated the evil of its actions? Were they not raised in Egypt, where all are idolators? And when you
gave the Torah, you did not give it to them and they were not even standing nearby, as it says: “The people
stood from afar” (Shemot 20:18). And you only gave the Torah to me, as it says: “And to Moshe he said:

’7’

Come up to Adonai!” (24:1) And when you gave the Ten Commandments, you did not give them to them!
You did not say 03°7%X 71 "X (I am the Lord your, p/, God) but rather 72X '77 221X (your, sing.)! (20:2)... The
Holy and Blessed One said to him, “By your life! You have spoken well and you have taught me. From here
on I will speak to them in the language of 02°777X 71 °IX (your, p/).”

2. When the Holy and Blessed One said to Moshe, “Accounting sins of the parents on the children”
(Devarim 5:9), Moshe said: Master of the Universe! How many wicked people have given born to
righteous children who would, by this decree, suffer from the sins of their ancestors? Terah worshipped
idols but his son Avraham was righteous. So too, [King] Hizkiyah was righteous, but his father Amon was
wicked. Is this right that the righteous should be beaten for their parents’ sins? The Holy and Blessed One
said to him: “You have taught me. By your life, I will nullify my words and fulfill yours.”

As it says: “Do not put parents to the death for children, nor children for parents” (24:16).

3. When the Holy and Blessed One told Moshe, Make war on Sihon, even if he does not seek conflict with
you, you instigate the battle with him! As it says: “Get up and travell Cross the wadi of Arnon [and attack
Sihon]” (Devarim 2:24). But Moshe did not do so. What does it say a few verses earlier? “And I sent
messengers [offering peace to Sihon, but he refused]” (26). The Holy and Blessed One said to him: “By
your lifel, I am nullifying my words and fulfilling yours!” As it says: “When you approach a city to make

war on it, you must call out to it with an offer of peace” (20:1).
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