
When I first agreed to take on this task, I couldn’t imagine what I could find to say.  The 

story of today’s Torah reading, the Akedah, or the binding of Isaac, must be among the most 

well-known on the planet: Abraham receives an order from God to sacrifice his beloved son 

Isaac and obeys without hesitation, rounding up the necessary materials, saddling his donkey, 

and setting off bright and early in the morning.  After a three-day journey, Abraham goes right 

to the brink of slitting Isaac’s throat before a messenger of God stays his hand, and he finds a 

ram to sacrifice instead.  Then God promises him an innumerable and blessed posterity, 

because he heeded God’s call.  I’m certain that, at least so far, I haven’t told you anything that 

you didn’t already know. 

And beyond the story’s familiarity, I’ve always had my problems with its content, as I’m 

sure many of us have.  Even though we find out at the end that God does not actually want 

Isaac to be killed, what kind of God makes such a brutal demand, in contradiction of every 

human and even every natural value?  And what kind of man would obey it without question?  

Why should I worship a deity whose service requires such blind and unreasoning obedience?  

And why should I revere a patriarch who is seemingly so lacking in gumption, or else so 

enraptured by the divine that he has lost all human feeling?  I have often considered the idea, 

as I believe I have heard even Rabbi Bronstein say, that perhaps Abraham made the wrong 

choice, that perhaps the truly correct response to the test would have been to protest and to 

question God’s justice, as Abraham did do in the case of God’s verdict on Sodom and 

Gomorrah. 



So I returned to the text and followed the advice that, as a professional teacher of 

literature, I always give my students: just keep looking at the language until you see something.  

When I did, these are some of the things I saw: 

I noticed that there is a huge amount of uncertainty in the story.  God’s initial direction 

to Abraham is that he should sacrifice Isaac on “one of the mountains I shall indicate to you.”  

Why doesn’t God tell him right away where he has to go?  And why withhold that knowledge 

from the reader? What’s with the mystery?  It is only after the three-day journey that 

“Abraham raised up his eyes and saw the place,” apparently not aware of it until it is in visual 

range.  Then I realized that, not only do none of the human actors in the story know where they 

are going, none of them know what’s going to happen there.  Abraham thinks he knows, but as 

we find out, God has not been exactly transparent about the plan.  In fact, the situation has 

been structured in such a way that the outcome Abraham expects is the one thing that can’t 

happen, because if he refuses God’s command, Isaac will not be sacrificed, and if he obeys, 

Isaac will still not be sacrificed.  Abraham’s servants don’t know what’s happening, because 

Abraham lies to them, telling them that he and Isaac will both return from their worship on the 

mountain.  He also lies to Isaac, saying that God will provide an animal to sacrifice.  In another 

turn of the screw, the lies that Abraham tells ironically turn out to be the truth.  Furthermore, 

commentator Nechama Liebowitz notes the story’s lack of detail about the three-day walk, 

describing it as “a silent progress through the indeterminate . . . a holding of the breath . . . 

between what has passed and what lies ahead.” So I asked myself, what is this ambiguous 

territory that one must journey through without clear understanding, this place that can 

neither be named nor known until one arrives there?   



I also noticed the text’s repetition of terms relating to children.  God’s command to 

Abraham calls Isaac  “your child, your only child, your beloved Yitzhak”—wouldn’t one of those 

descriptors have served as well as three?  Every single time that Isaac’s name is mentioned in 

the reading, he is referred to not just as Isaac but as “Isaac, his child”; in a fairly short story, the 

word “child” or “son” appears fifteen times.   Once I came to think of it, all of the Torah or 

Haftorah readings for Rosh Hashanah are about parents and children.  Yesterday we heard 

about the expulsion of Abraham’s firstborn son Ishmael, and the birth of  Samuel to Hannah.  

Today’s Haftorah portion describes Rachel weeping for the nation of Israel, her exiled children, 

as God, who calls them “my dearest child,” promises to bring them home.  Why these stories?  

What is the connection between stories about parenthood and the new year? 

I got some insight  from another detail of language.  At the end of the Akedah story, 

Abraham dubs the previously nameless site of the sacrifice “Adonay-Yireh”, which means “God 

will see.”  But when he tells Isaac that God will supply an animal to sacrifice, he uses the same 

word, saying “Elohim yireh,” which our machzor translates as “God will provide,” and my 

Hebrew-speaking husband says that still other meanings of the word are “to choose” or “to 

approve”.  I was puzzled by these divergent translations.   How could God’s perception and his 

provision, his vision and his action, be the same thing?  But I realized that the same overlapping 

meanings exist in English.  The word “provide” literally breaks down as “to see ahead”, and as 

my husband, who is also prodigiously versed in English, his third language, pointed out, when 

we say, “I will see to it,” we mean, “I will make it happen.”  We also have the word 

“Providence”, which the dictionary defines as “God conceived as the power of sustaining and 

guiding human destiny.”  So I concluded that, as Abraham’s choice of name implies, the Akedah 



is at least in part a story about divine providence.  My problem was that I was thinking of God 

as a man, and considered as a man he does have some fairly unattractive qualities.  But if God is 

considered as a force, the force that drives and sustains existence, the story makes a lot more 

sense to me.  In that context, the essential quality of parenthood in all the Rosh Hashanah 

stories is not the love of parents for their children, though that exists and is important, but the 

sheer fact of generation, of continually bringing the world into being.  As human fathers 

engender their descendants, as Abraham engendered our nation, so God engenders the 

universe, forever; God is the force that makes the future happen.  And the future is the ill-

defined territory into which Abraham must travel; it is, as one of the Star Trek movies called it, 

“the undiscovered country.”  When I see the story in this way, I realize that Abraham made the 

right choice, the only one possible.  No one can refuse the future, because it will just leave him 

behind. 

From this perspective, the story points to the quality that makes Abraham a good choice 

to be the progenitor of a people.  He consistently responds to the call of the future, and shows 

a remarkable ability to let go of whatever he already has to follow it.  When, in Lekh Lecha, God 

calls him to leave his country and his past, he goes.  During his wanderings, he several times lets 

go of his present in the form of his relationship to his wife Sarah, as he tells foreign kings that 

she is only his sister out of fear of their envy.  Later, when Sarah demands that he banish 

Ishmael, God tells Abraham to let it be, and he does.  In the Akedah story, Abraham must 

actually let go of the future, in the form of his only son, for the sake of the future.  This is clearly 

the ultimate test, and as an educator I have to admire the elegance of the test design.  How 

strong must have been the temptation to say to God, “No, leave me alone already; I’ve been 



through a lot and can endure no more losses.”  But Abraham once again rises up and goes. 

Another linguistic motif in the Akedah is the word “Hineni”, meaning “I am here”, which 

Abraham pronounces three times.  That’s his signature attribute, the ability to remain fully 

present, prepared to ride the wave of existence wherever it may take him. 

This depiction of the need to accept the future, despite its risk of pain and loss, calls to 

my mind a secular story, which is the body of literature I know best.  In the invented theology of 

Tony Kushner’s beautiful play Angels in America, God has abandoned heaven because he is 

fascinated by humans and their ability to change.  Angels therefore come to the character Prior 

Walter, who is dying of AIDs in 1980s New York, and ask him to be the prophet of “stasis”, that 

is, of an end to change.  Prior, who is devastated by the losses he has already suffered and 

terrified of what is to come, considers accepting the role.  But on a hallucinated trip to heaven, 

he encounters an elderly rabbi playing cards.  Asked why, the rabbi says, “[For] Indeterminacy! 

Because mister, with the Angels, may their names be always worshipped and adored, it’s all 

doom and gloom and give up already.  But still is there Accident, in this pack of playing cards, 

still is there the Unknown, the Future.”  Prior ends up refusing the Angels’ request.   In his final 

address to the audience, he says, “The world only spins forward . . . and I bless you: More Life,” 

a haunting echo of God’s blessing to Abraham. 

I confess I relate more easily to Prior’s hesitancy than to Abraham’s boldness.  My world 

view was shaped by the experiences of my German-born father, who was arrested on 

Kristallnacht, subsequently spent three years in concentration camp, where his parents died, 

and then, unbelievably, was for a further three years imprisoned in the Stalinist gulag.  

Although he was a relentlessly optimistic person and a great lover of life, what I learned from 



his biography is that the world is not safe, and no one can ever know what unimaginable 

suffering and loss may lie ahead.  So I tend to regard the future with trepidation.  But perhaps 

Abraham was afraid too.  Perhaps his heart was wrung with terror and pain at what he set out 

to do.  The text does not talk about his emotional state, but maybe that’s because it doesn’t 

matter, because he went ahead anyway.  As I tell myself in my own moments of dread, it’s OK 

to be afraid as long as you don’t let it stop you. 

So why is the Akedah the story that we choose for this occasion?  I’m sure there are 

many answers, but here is mine for today.  Here we stand at the hinged joint of the turning 

year, a moment when, to quote Liebowitz, we hold our breath between what has passed and 

what lies ahead.  It is a time of reflection on the year that is ending: on what we gained and 

what we lost, on what we did well and on what we might have done better.  But then we have 

to let go, because the future is calling us.  Its face is a blank. To use the word cited by both 

Liebowitz and Kushner, it is indeterminate; in the imagery of our liturgy, it is as yet an unwritten 

page.  We cannot possibly know what trials, or what triumphs, we will encounter there, even if 

we think we do.  It may be the knife and the fire for real, as we are reminded not only by this 

story but by the Unetaneh Tokef, recited numerous times throughout the holiday services.  In 

some sense we are all like Isaac in the Akedah, bound on the altar of time, waiting for the knife 

to fall with no clue why it has to happen.  Or it may be the promise of a blessed posterity.  Or it 

may be both, or perhaps some event that we cannot even imagine.  In any case there is no 

refusing, because the only way forward is the future.  To refuse it is to choose stasis, which, as 

Prior Walter recognizes, means to give up and die.  Instead the story urges us to emulate the 



courage of our father Abraham, the generator of our people: to turn our faces forward, saddle 

up, and hit the road. 

L’shanah tovah—towards a good year. 

 

 


