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Report on t he Rabblnical Thesis ot Herman J, Bl..,.rg 
!htitled 

115- •bbinto V1Mla on t.lie •B1nd1n1 or loaao• (IAlledah) llar rative• 

In 90 papa (1nolud1,n& rtw ch&ptera) , plua 11, oagea ot liotes and 4 pqea of 
Bi bliocrept\T, Mr. Bl.WIiber& diacuasea the Rabbinic viewa on the •~• He be&in• with the 22tld chapter ot Clenesia itHlt, pointinc out whore, en mere llncuiotto grOW1d!t, there 11 t'OOffl for dir!eront and diveraent interpr etetione, 
He alao gives a lull lexicoarephical and ph1lolo~ical e:,q,lftnatlon ot the 
opera the word n11oah 1n Geneaio 22: 1, ahawinl how the van.,.., •anine• or 
ti.t word vould""?i'n'nto that putio, lar context. But ..U or t hh 11 •re'L7 
prelilo1nary, Milch 110re basic to !Ir. Bluabol'C' • work &N> the theolop cal 
probl•• raced b7 tho Rabbh in connection with , and on the baaie or, thia 
particular biblical narrative. 

Hern thaNt 1-s t he probl.., or a n 0111.,hoi_ent God inPOa1nd a tes~; the ditf1.c\llt7 or having God re110k• Hh own (ao~arer.t) cOl.-nda&nt; the pu>t>oa• or t'1bl1cal 
•te1t1• in general, and of Abrah&l!l1 s 11aiq,reN teat• 1n P"•ticular. 

Hr. Blllnlberg then adclreoeea himaelf to t .M Rabbinic •Doctnne of 14er1 ta,• 1n 
the conaideration or vhich he i. rgely tollov• tho gllicknce of Maraoratein , 
Arter thio genel'll diocussion or •aerlts, • Kr. Bluaberg ded• With tha par-
ticular role or I&aac Ill.thin that Rabbinic doctrine. llere he 1a lod to tbe conal.der.t ion ot that school ot Rabb1-nic thought which would aee in hue 
t he actual "hero•• or thu 1Akodah ato'ry, alld vh1ch thue lelila t o the doctrino ot Vicanou• hon..,,t, ---

Special attenblon 1a paid to tho 1.lbdah aa t.ie ScriptuN teHOJI tor Rosh 
Hubanab, &Ill to tha l'ef&renCH to -u;;-TAked&h vithln t he Roah Haehanah 
liturgy. At tho - ti», the author 1~e ot the atrild.nc Christian parallels pNtoentod by 'an<>thor ,young man vbo carr1t.d hie crose up a l!IOWI• 
tein to be ldllod and, thrOll&h his daath, to atone tor 111&11kind'• 11 .. 1, • '11\e 
very d1rt1cult quHt1on or "who borro,,od frca v haa?" 1a adequate~ diacuuccl with reterenc• to the pertinent acbol.&rly literature ot t,t.e 19th and 20th cent.uries. 

Hr, Blu10borg hu ••ae.,bled an in,pree•ive .,.ollllt ot Rabbinic materials, His 
tranalat1ons ct the sources aNt telid.t CNa. l!is use or aecondary oourees is judioicua and c ritical , Ilia diligence and c:cmprehenaic,n are obvi<Na, 

What ll&lcoa Mr. IU ... berg• • theob particularly ntractive are the e111nentJ.y 
reedable manner in wh1ch H is prttsontod, the lo_s:lcal nbdivilion1 1n which iiI'eiiiatet1.al is arranged, and tho deep inlight into Ha ancient and •odem rttlovance vhtch 11 bro11ght out in a PNface and a Poa~acript., 

Tlwre have be6n all kinds or troat-,t or the 1Akedah rro,. ear}¥ u ... a thr'Ol)gh 
the pr .. ent, - the Rabbinic treat.ment bain& onl)r one ot t h.,., but, at t he aaaa 
tiJDo, the leaot aaoil,y acceaaibla . It b found in widel7 scattered Nrerencu 

( oontin""4 next page) 
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vl.thin U.e Taat literature of Rabbinic Judaisl!I. By bringing 1111ch ot this 
""terial togett.r, Mr. IIJ.1.Ullberg has performed a teak ot real uaet'ulneos . 
Whoot he hAs done should lend 1taelt to publication, - oven if in a """"'what 
altered tom. 

It is , therefore, "1th very ill"cat pleasure and oer sonal sat1a!action that I 
recC011111nd to the Faculty o.r the HUC ..JIR !,he acceptance of Mr, Blwober1 1 a 
theais "in p,rtial lllltilboent ot the requi~ol!l8nta for the Des~ee ot 
M.A .H.L. and Ordir.ation." 
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DIOES'l' OF TK&SIS 

Thia paper preaanta a rev1ew or oerta1n Rabb1n1o 

not1ona oonoerning the narrative o1' the twenty-aeoond 

ohapter or t.ne Book ot Oenea1a. Ua1ng tne atory or 

Abraham and the binding or hie aon, l aaao, r abbi• and 

their ■tudenta develop - 1n aermona and hom111ea, wi th 

brier 001111Hnt11 and more prolonged anulyaia - tna1r 1daaa 

and hope• for man 1a r alat1onah1p to God. Henoe, 1n eaaenoe 

we are brought to a d1acuea1on or certain aapeota or 

Rabbinic theology. 

In viewing the 1Akedah, the Rabbinic nund waa con

fronted w1tn a oontrad1ot1on: Why muat t he omn1ao1ent Ood 

t eat Abraham, declaring, only a fter he ful C1lla the 00111-

mand, "Now I know that you fear ~ od"? After ■et ting th11 

t wenty-aecond chapter into 1ta Biblical context we turn to 

r abbinic aolutiona or the problem. And reaolution• abound! 

The teat la JuatlCled by certain of Abreham•a wrong doinga 

which cauae hia ra1tn to be doubted. Tne t eat wea ror 

Abraham - to ~rove hla gcod qual1t1ea, t o 1ncreaae hla 

reward. The tea t waa a vehicle ror Cod's declaration ot 

reason and Juatioe before all the world. 

But the 1Akedan ••• not only a aource or theol ogica l 

difficulty. It aerved the Rabb1a 1n their preaentetion of 

an idea of hiatory. Abraham, ea the protagon1at or the 

Binding, Juat1C1ea Ood'a preaenting Iareel with a apec1e 1 

hiator1ca l Leak. Prom h1a aote or obedience, wh1oh reached 

1, 

their height•• he anawered the call to Mt, Moriah - 1n 

1taelf a ■odel or behavior - -r1t can be realUed, marlt 

by which future h11tor1oal event• oan be Juatif1ed, and 

ind1v1duala helped 1n their defenaa before the Supreme Judge, 

A• Abraham 11 • aouroe or merit, even 10 do■• Iaaac 

gain a central poa1t1on 1n t he Rabb1n1c underat■nding of 

theae Oeneaia varaea. Iaaao 1• an adult who voluntarily 

otfera himaelf on the altar. He 1a OOlllPletely 1dant1f1ed 

With the aacr11'1oed ram. Tne r~m-Iaaao aervea •• a vehicle 

of v1car1oua atonement for rutur~ gendret1ona. Thia tnetu 

11 reflected in the eermona aw-rounding Oenea1e 22 and, 

more 1pac1r1cally, 1n tho liturgy and aggadah which bring 

The Binding or Iaaao and the hol y day or Roan Haahanan 

tocether. 

The imago of Iaaoo oroated by the same Rabb1ti reminds 

one of another young man who carri ~d hia cros~ up a mountain 

Lo be killed anc , ~nrough hie deal~, to atone ror manl<!-nd•s 

a1na. Tnua we aeek the Christian parel l ela tc thia tabb1n1o 

view of Iaaao and a ttempt to underatand their 00G111on and 

unique ■ouroea and their mutual dependence, 

"And aft e r theae thlnga,• we conclude with a brier 

001111Dent on the relevance or tneae rabbinic viewa and d1a

oua111on1 to the modern liberal J ew, 

.u. 
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The format of a page from a Rabbinic Bible is intereat

ing to behold. The Biblical text maintains a prominent 

position close t o the center. Its bold letters become the 

first focus of attention. And yet the surrounding lines or 

print - smal.ler in size and employing a different set ol' 

chara cter• - seem to engulf the few lines of narra t ive or 

legal t'ormula or poetic verse. Five, six, pernapa seven 

blocks of print encompass the words of Scripture, They ap

proach, outflank and overwhelm the cente1· cf focus. The uye 

Jumps frOG1 one to anothen the firat view 1a soon rorgotteh. 

Surely the form or this page i a graphic tes timony to 

the fate of the Bible at the hands of preacher• and coamen

tatora of the Rabbinic yeriod. Rabbia approached Scripture 

to stand reverently at ita aide, But year after year, 

generation after generation, these mt1n surrounded it with 

new, startlingly different structures. Word11 ot Bible 

p,'ovided atrong roundetion11 upon them tne Rabblll oreuteel 

new bU.1 ldinga to houae thei.r thoughts and a_api,ra t1ona and 

1deula, They brought Toran from heaven to earth so tnat 

they could 11va comfortably beneath lta ahade; they bl.lilt it 

anew to continue gleani ng from ita pagea inspiration anti 

hope and comfort, 

And now we atand away from their buildings to obaerve . 

our vantage point ie a good one. Wttn acme clarity we can 

oee the original 81'bl1cal foundation - here the 22nd Chapter 

of Oeneaia. Hopefully with equal clarity, we can alee under-

v. 

I 

,tend the devalol)tllant which (P'OW ijp around it . Our view 

will,or neoe11ity, present the ganeral apecifi oationa of 

thi1 new community or thought and each bu1lding•a uhiql!e 

rao1de . We will aee the env1ronn>ent in which the 0011U11un1ty 

flouri■hed and perhaps even under■tand the 1ource of 1ta 

11111terial1. Hopefully, the reader will ••• untold before 

him ■OIH or the concern, and ideale of the Rabb1a. Ideally , 

\he reader will gain insight into the development or Jewiah 

thought 1n one particule'l' l,1lt01•10 period and realize the 

1mplloat1one or that developmen, for hie own t i me , 

Hopefully e Rebbinio tneela or thia type will edify 

ita re1der 1 there is no auoh doubt aa to it■ va lue tor the 

author. The exercise nae been exciting and fr\U.tful. The 

literature on the 1Akedah open■ winduwa into many facet■ or 

rabbinic thought. Mont ha or re■ee rcr, and ro11d1nc and dia

cuaaion and analya!a have bee,, re1 srded by a richer under

atanding or iaeaa and problema and goala with which the 

Rabbia were i nvolved , And now, with a deeper underatanaing 

of certain phaaea of the past I am prepared to continue , • • 

to go deeper in the atudy of peat heritage, to move forward 

1n the creation or present goal& and future aapirationa ,of 

religious concern. 

Thia work haa been guided by my teacher, Dr, Jakob J. 

!wtuchowaki. Aa profeaaor of Rabb1n1~• he haa become lllY 

model or academic curiosity end diacipUne , He haa inspired 

me Wi th hie personal dedication to teaching and to hia 

atudenta . I am truly i ndebted to hi~ for hia help. 



I am grateful to Rabbi Zev Oottholt of Jeruaalem, 

Iarael, under whoae tutelage I 1'ir11t op,med to the Rabbinic 

dieoueaiona and began thie etudy. With him I reaoned my 

firat in11igllt11 into the literature. I would alao thank 

Mr. L4ton Abramowski for provi ding me with a translation 

of the important R. Levi article from the French. 
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I. DITRODIJCTION 

The Biblica l Narrative 

~DN'1 on,~• nx ~Ol 0,n~Kn1 n~Mn 0,,~,~ ,nK 1 n>i 

nM ,, , OM Ml np 1DK•i ., , ,n ,o., , on,,. ,. ~k 
, n~vn, n•ion riK ~N , ~ ,~, ~n•• nk n,nM iaM i i •n• 

on,,M 02a• , .,•~Mio• iak o•inn i n• ~v n~v~ ow 
nx, , nw ,,,Yl 'l• nN np,, ,,on nw •~n,, , p~~ 

i w• o,pon ~•,~,,op•, n~v ••v vp,,, ,,2 pns• 
1'l' Y nw cn,~N ko1 1 • v • ~QM 0,,~ .o• n~wn , , ,ox 

, 2. ,,,y1 )M 0n,2k ,~.,, . p,n,o O\?On "" K,,, 

niMMaJ, n2 , v n2~l ,v,n, , ,11, ,,onn ov n~ 02~ 

~Y cw,, n)yn •vy nx a~,~N np, , .aj•)M n~1w11 

on•1w ,~),, n)~Mon nw, wMn nx ,,,~ np,, 1l2 ~r.~• 

,~x,, •~• ,DK 1 1 ,, ~N an,~• )N pnM• ,ox•, .,,n, 
.n;y; nwn n •K\ c•vvn, uKn n1n ,o.,, • 2~ • ~1~ 
, ;,,, 11 2 n;y~ nwn ,; nk~• o • n)x on,~• ,DM•1 

o• n~11n ,~ .,OM .,IPK oipz,n ~M iM,,, .i,M• on•>IP 
, pv, , c••Yn n• ,,v,, n,,on nM cn~~K aw,~,, 

n~w, , . o• ~v~ ~~QC n2,cn ~Y ,n~ cD,, ,,~ ?"Z' nk 
H,~ , , .,,, nN ~nw, M~2M0n nM M~•, , ,, MM on-,2~ 
, ox, , an,,k an,,k ,oK,, a•ow~ 1a n,n, 1M~c ,, ,x 

,, WYM >Mi ,v,n >M , , . n~IPM ~N 10M>i . ,,,n 
n, wn N)i nnN 01n)K N~ ' ,, ,ny,, nn¥ , ~ n0,x0 

N,,, ,,,,y nk on,,k xw,, . , ,oo ,,,n, nM ,,~ nx 
n~,, on,,x ,,,, ,,l,~~ ,,o~ ,nxl ,nx ) ' M n1n, 

ow an,,N x,~,, . 1l, nnn n?~) ,n~y,, ) •Kn nK 
. nN,, n,n, ,n, c,,n ,o., ,w• nK,~ ~,n, Ni nn o,~cn 

,~H,, .o•c~~ 10 n,~w 0~,,M ~• n,n, 1w)0 .,,,, 

"'" ,j, n nK " ' WY ~~H 1V' ,~ n,n, 0Kl '"Y2Wl ,, 
n,,n, 12,,• ,,, •2 . , , ,n, nN ,,: nM n2aM M>l 

o•n n~w >Y i wM ~,n,, o•owM .,,,,, ,v.,, MN n2,N 

l. 



r,Kn ,,,~ ~, ,y,,, ,,,,nn, .,,,,w ,vw nM iv,, 11,,, 
,,~,, ,op•1 1•,vl ~- on,,w 211•, .•~~• nVQII ,~M >PY 

.y~w ,.~,on,~•,~~, ~,w ,M~ ~• ,.,n, 

la.. 

The etudent who approa0he1 the 22nd ohapter of Oeneai• 

11 immediately contronted by• diffioult and highly 1ntereat-

1ng narrative , Sven• 11mple tr1n1lation or the Hebrew 

involves the 1eleot1on and evaluation of word• which oarry 

one far beyond• lingu11tio lnalyaia. Whit doe, nol 

mean, How do you tr1nel1te ? Whet doe■ Abraham 

mean when he anawere Ieaao•• queation with the worda1 

? Theae ere proble11111 

in tranalation1 no wonder thlt the search for a propar 

interpretation or the narrative has occupied Bibl101l 

co111D1ent1tor1 and acholare in every generation. The diffi

oultiea will not be finally resolved in one paragraph, or, 

indeed, in one monograph. Neverthelea.,the inveatig1tion 

01n ba atimulating and fruitful. 

What oan we aay with surety•• we read the Hebrew 

text? Only tre moat auperfioial of ob1ervationa1 A deity 

calla to Abraham, telling hjm to take I11ao, hie only be

loved eon, to travel to the land or Moriah and, there, to 

perform aome aot1vity, (vv. 1- 2) Abrlham riaea early in 

the 1110rning, aeea to the details or the Journey, takea hie 

eon and two aervant lad■, and depart,. (v, 3) In three 

daya they arrive cloae by the daatination, whereupon 

Abraham and Iaaao take leave or the servant■ end proc4ed 

alone laden with fire, a knife end wol)d. (vv. 4-7) The 

eon queatione hie father about• miaaing proviaion, the 

lamb ( n ~ u, ~ n11n nu, ) , the rather an.ewer• and they 

contin•1e together, (vv. 7- 8) 

2. 
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At the deeignated pl•oe, Abrlham build• 1n altar and 

arr■ngH 1U wood. He bind■ IHIO 1nd place■ him on the 

•ltar •bove the ordered wood. Abr1ham then piok1 up the 

knife to elaU@:htlr hie ■on. (vv. 9• 10) A ·1M~o , an 

agent or the deity, 0111• to Abr1ham, ordering him not to 

touch hi■ aon. He g1vea him a reaaon why. (vv, 11- 12) 

At aome point Abraham 1ee1 a ram 01ught in a buah, take■ 

it and orrera it aa an (v. 13) 

There rollowa 1n veraea 14-18 the naming or the eiu 

by Abraham and an oath oonoern1ng the proaper1ty or Abra

ham'• 1e1d, The oath 1a pronounced by the agent or Ood. 

In ver, e 19 Abraham return■ to hia 11rvent boy,, they so 

togatlwr to Beer-Sheba where Abraham dwell■• 

We hive aa1d very little, Worde have been lert un• 

tranal1ted, epecitic action■ deaor1bed in \lrlre,tr1ined 

generality. Thia 11 a dramatic ■tory which draw, upon 

relation, or Ood and men, or rather end eon. To orrer any 

deeper anelya1e 1a to enter the cavern, or theological, 

philoaophical, literary and ethical value Judgement. The 

exploration 1■ a veluable one. Indeed llllbb11 and Patnera 

or the Church, acholara , theologiana, philolog1ata and 

moraliata have reveled in the aearoh, Jonathan trenalated 

the word• to Aramaic and gave them• particular meaning. 

Kierkegaard, alllloet 2000 yeara liter, employed the ■ame 

Biblical text to 111u.■tr1te what wH ror him the higheat 

religioua attitude that men o,n 1chi1ve. Each aaw 1n the 

narrative a reflection or h1a own idea or God, h.1maell' and 

11111n. 
). 

-- -..,__ -- ·-

Thia 1, our t 11k1 to ■Xplor, the nineteen ver,e1 or 

the twnty◄eoond chapter or Gen1•1•J to undar,t,nd what they 

meent to o-nt1tor1 ind poet, trom th, ••rlie■t Rabbi■ or 

the Tanna1t1c period to the Jew1 or Medieval EuropaJ to view 

the 'Akldah through their eyea , ., , ■nd then, to WICler■tand i t 

ror ouraelva,. 

On the "Oeogrephy" or the 'Akedah 

But Cirat we l!ll.lllt pl1ce tht■ ohapter into 1t1 context 

1n the Gen••1• nerr,t1ve . Abrah,m ha• e~per1enoed I number 

or event, •1noe he left hi• retner 1■ hou■ehold in Haran and 

Journeyed to Canaan, (1211 rr) He ha1 migrated to Egypt 

(12,10 rr) end acquired great wealth there, (12,16) He 1111a 

encountered hia God and received a tlrat promiee concerning 

the pro1p1r1ty or hia deaoendanta. (1511 rt) He haa entered 

into a covenant wi!' h hie Ood (17,~) and, ea a aign or r a1th

t'ulneea to the egreement, he na■ oirc\DOiHd 111.aaur end every 

male in hi• hou,ehold. (17123 rr) He haa fought to defend 

h1a brother Lot (14113 tr), conaorted with Hagar to produce 

an orrepring, Iahmael, (16:l rr) He hi• been promieed 8 eon 

by Sarah, hie barren wire (18:l rr) and 1nteroedea with God•• 

m••••ngere ror the men ot Sodom. (18116 rr) 

In the narrative 1nimediataly preceding the •Akedah 

(chapter■ 20- 21) three important thing, happen to Abrahal!I and 

Sarah, (1) They Journey to the d11ert end eettle between 

Kad11h and Shur at Oerer, There they meet Abil!leleoh, the 

Ph111atine king with whoa ralat1ona ara good. The king rear■ 

4 , 
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Abraha11 1 ■ Ood ■nd o!far■ him a 11 homee1ta," When there 1• 

• di■put• over water ciaterne they uke • coven■nt 1 Abraham 

give• Abiaalech ■naap and cattle••• gift, (2127) (2) 

The prom1ee 11 fulfilled and at age 100 a 10n, l aaec, 1• 

born to Abraham and Sarah. He 11 c1rcwnc1ead end aventuel~ 

weened. On the day or the weaning, Abraham ukee a great 

feaet. (2118) (3) Sarah, JealoWI le■t Hagar•• eon, Ishmael , 

receive an 1nher1tance 1'rom Abrahan, together With Ieaac, 

cau1aa Abraham to send the ma1deervant and her aon orr into 

the w1lderneea, Thia, the aecond recall o! Jealouay between 

Sarah and Hagar. ( 16 : 5 rr , 21:9 ft ) 

To complete tne 11 h1storical" uontext into which the 

1Akedah 1■ placed one other avant muat be ment ioned. In 

chapter 2311-3, the chapter immediately following tne 'Akedah, 

Sarah, at age 127, d1aa. The narrative reports that Abreham 

rDOurna for h1a wife and then turna to find her a perunent 

burial plece. In essence thia bringa to a c loee the narra t ive 

or the rti•at Patriarch . Tne rollow1ng chapter J.a concerned 

with rinding a wire foT Iaaac, a w1re rrom among Abranam•a 

own people. The WOIIIAn 1a found and at tne end or chapter 24 

Ieaac 11111rriea her. We will nave cauae t o note tnat th1a 11 

I■a•c• • f1rat appearance a1nce the eventa or Mt. Moriah. 

s. 

, 

ll. THE NBAIIIJIO OP nOl 

The problea or interpret ing the 'Akedah nee elreedy 

been hinted et. Here, ae we examine the eingle word no, 

(v. 1) w• u y begin to under,tgnd the depthe or tne complex

ity. How would one tran■lete no, t And What doe■ the 

tranelation reveal or• theological or ientation? Indeed, 

the more proper queat1on, what tneological view 1e the com

mentator 1111p0Ung upon the Bibl10111 etory? 

Our tuk 11 tworo1d1 (1) to exaiune the 1•oot lettera 

no, •• they appear in thd Biblft, arriving e t II e1mple 

tren11ation or the word1 (2) to eurvey the rabb1a and com

mentator•, d1ecover1ng their 1nterpretet1on• or the 1daa of 

p•o> • 

Bibli cal Meanings 

The moat common tranelat1on uf 

Here the teat 1e t&sh1oned to diacover 1t a preconce1ved 

notion 1a correct or it a de11red reault can be achieved . 

In thia context no> ie often followed by a atetement or 

the deaired re■ult. In Exodws l G:4 Ood provided the "bread 

rrom heavenff to teat the people, to •ee "ir they will follow 

DIY law or not." In Deuteronomy 13 :41 Ood ■uggeate that 

throUgh the telae prophet he 1a testing the people "to know 

1t you love the Lord your Ood with 111 your heert and with 

a 11 your ■oul." Agaln, in Judge a we find God angry w1 th 

I■rael tor having broken the covenant. He Wied rore1gn 

n■tiona to te■t I■rael, aee1ng "1r they obearve the way or 
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the Lord, walking 1n it (reading n2 ) •• did their 

ru:hen, or not. 11 (Judgea 2122) Even ,aore explicit 18 the 

"te■t" •• formuleted 1n the next lines (314) "to test I erael 

through them (the foreign national, to know 1r they obey the 

commandlllenta or God wh1oh he commanded their fathera through 

Moaea." 

In the narrative or Gideon th1e Judge aaka Ood for aure 

proof that he haa the power to eave h1a people, He dev11ea 

two teats, employing a fleece of wool on the thresh1.ng r1oor. 

The fir1t time the fleece 1e to be wet with dew and the ground 

dry; rollowing th1a the fleeoe 1e to be dry and all the ground 

covered with dew . With the second teat 01deon clearly states, 

•once more I will teat • •• ,w1th the neece." (Judges 6139) 

or further intereet ie the occurrence or no, meaning 

"to teat" in parallel to other worda, o~v and yn2 , here 

carrying the aame connotation. Paalma 26 opena with th1a plea, 

Vindicate ( o~v ) me, O Lord, for I have walked 
1n my integrity •••• 

Prove ( ln2 ) me, 0 Lord, and try ( no> ) me, 
tea ( n~,~¥ ) my mind and my heart 

(Paalm 2611-2) 

Here, wh1-le "try" 1a the tranal ation oft'ered by the ~ 

StandaDd Vereion2 for no, , it 1e olear fr0111 the context 

and the parallel vorba that the poet 1a aak1ng God to teat 

hilll, proving hh 1nnooenoe and hie integrity . Th1e, then, 1a 

our firet rendering of 

But th1a tranalation doea not convey the nuancea of 

the word in other oontex·ta. How do the redeemed slaves 

approach God in the wilderneaav In the Pentateuch and in 

7. 

the later poetry or the Piel.me we read or the children of 

larael rebelling againat God, ol\alleng1ng hie erreotiveneaa. 

They coae to quarrel with hia, to put hilll to the proor, to 

vex and try Mm. In anger Moaea proclaima, "Why do you con

tend with ,.., why do you try ( no, ) God." (Exodua 1712) 

One or the place• at wnich they rebelled 1• even called 

"becauae of the quarrel• or the children 

ot Iarael and their trying God, aay1ng, •Ia Ood in our mid■, 

or not. •" (Exodu.a 1717) Here ,,o, h paralleled by 2•, 

and it help■ u.a to underata1':Cl tho particuli.r 1h8de of naean1ng, 

So does the context or no> 1n P■alm 78141. Here we find 

,1nn 

aeema to come from the root ;,,n , "to pain," "to wound 

figurat i vely," i.e. ''to provoke.'' We would translate, "They 

tried h1m again and again, and provo~ed the Holy One or 

Iarael." In verae 56 or thi■ aame P■11lm we rtnd "to t1•y" 

parallel to "to reb1>l againat" and 1n verae ~8 they try God 

l'or their own 11eltieh purpose, "de11111nd1ng rood tor the11-

aelvea, 114 

Surely the people are "teating" God in the aan■e that 

they want to aee if the expected result w111 be ru1r111ed , 

But more, their "show ,ae" attitude 1a betrayed by the nature 

or their aelfiah requeat and by their quarreleomanaaa. Thia 

1a not Gideon apeeldng to God; certainly it ia not Ood test

ing hi■ people, It 1• a people vexing God, daring Him to 

prove h1maelt. 5 

Other uaea or ;,o, auggeat themaelvee. The word 
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aeeu to moan "to be accustomed to," "to have experience 

with. " In thie way tne woman ia described in Deuteronomy 

28156, She la delicate; ehe haa not been aoouatomad to put 

the sole or her root on the ground becauee or ner delicacy 

and eottn•••• L1kew1ae, the young Oev1d 1a un&bla to move 

under the weight or Saul's Bl'lllor ror he baa had no exper

ience with it. (I Samuel 17: 39) 

Related to thia meaning, Greenberg auggeata that the 

word 1111y have a causative meaning, ''to oauee to have exper-

lance or. " In this way he underatar.da no> aa it ia uaed 

1n the theopl!llny or Exodun ~0:20. Ae well Judgea 3:l-3, 

Koheleth 2:1 and 7:23, end Exodus 15:25 may be beat under 

stood in thia way.6 

One other ehade or meaning may be seen. In Job 4:2 

and again in Deuteronomy 4 :34 we may translate nc» aa 

0 to venture. 11 In Job ,.Eliph8z the Teman1te approaohea Job, 

eaying, "If one venturee ( no, ) a word with you, will you 

be weary." Likewise, 1n Deuteronomy 4: 34 rr God 1a a a king 

if there is e god who speaks from the midst or fire or whose 

vo1oe one can hear and live. Ke continues, "Does any god 

venture ( no> ) to come end take for himself a nation from 

the au.dat of another nation, with t rials, w1th signs, with 

wonders end with war .. .. ?" 

What does thie 1nveet1gat1on t ell us about no> 

in Oeneaia 22? It ia difficult to know exactly, Perhaps 

it was a teat of Abr aham•e faithfulness, God wanting to 

know more about Abraham, to aee 1t the desired result would 

9. 

be achieved, There ie merit (and rawer theological problema) 

in e1.1ggeating that God wanted Abraham to have a particular 

experience ot Him, bringing abouttnia event to widen Abraham's 

understanding or h1mael1', hie God and the world , Mora impor

tant thane precise answer here are tho later Jnterpratationa 

of the ,,,ol , epeculat1ona that began aa ooon ea the tirat 

scribe approached the Biblical text. 
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If 

A Genuine Teet of Paithfu1nea1 

A 11 rabbinic argWDenta look to wor,d1 or Scripture ror 

aupport, olarificat1on end example. One auch Scriptural 

paaaage, a verse from the Pulma, will eppeer o1'ten to olar• 

Hy and b_ring support to different 1nterpretat1ona ot ~o• • 

In Paalm 60:6 we read 

The Hebrew~• quite d1f

ti~,ut , Perhaps we might tran1lste: 

You gave those who rear you a atandaDd around 
which to rally 

Becauae or truth, Selah.7 

In Midra1h Tanohwna the o, of t h1a paalm verae 1a under-

stood aa a teat, a 11 •0, The midraah prooeeda to compare 

ooourrenoeJ of no,, d1atinguiab1ng between p•o> 1n 

which Ood participate& d1ructly and those i n wh1oh he uaea 

an agent, here other nations. The former method was uaed 

for the early generations; the latter• teats were broUght upon 

younger generat i ons. In both inatancea ~o, aeem11 to carry 

ita "baa10" meaning, i.e. , to see if Abraham will remain faith

ful. So, too, Ia~ael 1s faithfulneaa ia teated, Ood aee1ng if 

the peop~e 11 w111 follow my law or no. " (Exodua 16 :4)
8 

That 

their faithfulness to Ood 1a belng teat ed 1a made even more 

explicit in a variant reading, quoted 1n a note to .B1.1ber1a 

Tanohuma collection: 

.Behold, you have given those who rear you a teat 
upon which to be teated, Why? To fl.nd out who 
(in truth) doea Ood1 e will, aa it ls written in 
Scripture, FOR THE SAICE OF TRl1l'H, SEIJIH.9 

n. 

Wt,y mlght Ood pave cau•• to doubt Abraham'• taith

fulne■■t Whet rea■on to auapeot and teat th1e patriarch? 

In an attempt to anawer the rabbia turn to analyze tha phraae 

(v, 1) They ask, "What events 

ere reterred to?" Two an■wer■ are a1.1ggeated, the riret giv

ing inlight into Abraham• ■ th1nlc1ng, the aeoond b&11ed 1.1pon 

his action■ : 

We remember that in the Biblical narrative ~braham 

makaa a great tee■t, celebrating Iaa~o•a weaning. (21:8) 

The Rabbi.a were aware of the feaat. 10 Indeed,Bere■hith 
~ u■ea it aa the Jumping of: point for a Juati f 1cation 

of the teat, Here, tha q1.1eation ia a■Ked aa to what event■ 

have been referred to. And the anawer: 

AIITER THESE THINGS After the impure thoUghta 
which were there, Who doubted? Abraham doubted, 
He aatd: "I rejoiced and made everything merry 
and I did not aet aeide (anything) tor the Holy 
One, Bleaaed be He, not a oow or a rem. 11 Ood H id 
to him, "So that when you are told to aacrifice 
your ■on, you will not hea1t.ate,"ll 

The nature of o•~,n~n , impure thoughts or doubte , 

ls made even oleore1· aa we read ttua midreah: 

ANU TAKE HIM UP AS A~ Oll'FERIHO You find that 
A bra ham entertained do•1btt$ ( ,n,M ) concerning 
Juatioe ( i• ,M n,a ) , Whet did he eay? Rab 
Levi aaid, It ocoura to me that I received my 
reward in tbia .-orld, tor the Holy One, .Bleeeed 
be He, helped me before f~nge , and he eaved me 
from the fiery furnace.• The Holy one, Bleaaed 
be He eaid, "Because you doubted me you muat bring 
en offering, aa it 18 written, TAKE YOUR SON YOUR 
ONLY SON AND BRING HIM THERE AS AN OFPERIN0.~13 

The eeoond anawar point, to an even more concrete 

example of Abraham's untaithfulneaa, an example actually 
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recorded 1n the Bible. Again the question 18 asked, "What 

refer to?* A d1a-

tinot1on ia drawn be~ween and 

, the fot'lller rorerring to ev6nta 

close by in the text, the latter indicating eventa recorded 

muoh earlier, 1.4 From a qulok inveetigetion we realize thet 

the preceding pareaheh enda with the story vr Abraham and 

Abi.melech, the oovenent they made and the seven lamba given 

to the King by Abraham, (21:25-34) The midraah uaea this 

incident to understand Abreham•a unfaithfulneaa, Abraham 

had tran1grea.aed by making a covenant concerning the holy 

land which waa not yet hie poaaeaaion; moreover, he had 

given Abill!eleoh aeven lemba, aleo property belonging to 

God. Hence the teat to punian Abraham and, more important, 

for God to understand the true meaaure of hie faith after 

thia momentary lapse.15 Perhepa we oan better realize the 

magnitude of the t ·ranagrea11ion by reading the end or the 

•idrash: 

AND A.BRAHAM STRETCHED FORTH HIS HAND. ,never 
the leaa,,.they afflicted and oppreaaed Iarael 
for more than 300 yeara in retaliation for h1a 
hav1ng ID8de a covenant with the n11t1ona of the 
world.lb 

Even though Abraham stand• suooeaarully in the teat, Israel 

must auffer ror more than 300 years at the hands of her 

enemies, Again in Beresh1th Rabbeh the seven lambs cause 

a aeries or ■even calam1t1es and misfortunes to be brought 

on the Hebrew people by Ood. 17 

Here ore two examples of imputed sin, one generation 

suffering ror the wrongdoings or another, hence the ultimate 

13. 

reaponaibility of one man toward• another, 

Rabbi ~•muel ben Meir (Raahbam), the grandson of 

!!!£!!, attampta a more ayate11111t10 proor or "lnK • He, 

too, oon11dera it to refer to the preceding parashah, His 

prcora are not too convincing; the scriptural examples he 

brings might be challenged, ~evertneleas h1s explanation 

or Ood'• anger with Abraham ror having niade a covenant with 

Abimelech 1• in good company. For the Rashbam the teat 111 

en eotuality. Ocd wee teaching Abraham a lea,~n. He saya, 

"And now, go, bring an otre,•ing ll'ld it will be aean 1f your 

agreement (with Abimeleoh) 1• helpful. ttlB 

In summary, we have viewed two reason• wny Ood might 

want to actually teat Abraham's faithfulneaa. Surely he 

had entertained aKept1oal notions about Ood 1a prcteotion and 

Justice. More~serioua, he hao transgressed, making uao of 

property not yet h1a. Ood had good rea~on to doubt Abrenam•a 

perrect raith and to br1l\g t he evente of Mt, Morten 88 a 

teat, 

The Teat and Theology 

Until now, we have dealt with ~hat might be called 

the peeha~ meaning or Oeneaia 22, T~ere ere doubta 89 to 

Abrahem1a foithfulneaa, God bringe e teat 1n which Abraham 

demonatratea a full meeeure or ralth and love. , Ood 

repllee, 

"!!.2!! 1 know that you rear Ood." (v. 12) The question, the 

teat, the concluaion • • ,.all the elementa of a genuine teat 

are present. 



Imagine the problema bh11 oreatea to the man or fa1th

!ul heart and d1acern1ng eye! Ood 1a omn1aolenb end H1a word, 

revealed i n Torah, 1B true, Tnere ere no defects, om1aa1ona 

or contradlct1ona. Ood 1a faithful to the covenant made with 

Hie children . Yet , here he teeta man, certain of the full 

measure or hia ra1thfulneea only after the test ls completed. 

Moreover, he haa co1M1Snded the aaorir10e of Abranam•a only 

eon, which wi l l make i mpoasible tne fulfillment of the prom

i ae of the covenant that I aaac •s children will multiply and 

fUl the earth, (chepter 15) Moa t aerioua, the demand for 

a hwnan aaor1f1ce J.s ln direct con:.rad1ct1on to Ood I a ex

pressed abhorrence of hWMn eoorlflae eltpreaaed in word• of 

llorlpture. Tneae theological problems cUaturbed rabbis and 

com111entatora 1n every generati on. Witneaa t he bulk of Rab

binic literature , It ia ooncel'neo With alternate 11olut1on11 

to the myatery and the contradiction. 

Itn Ezra, in hi.a unique critical and "sci entifi c man

ner,' addreaaes himself to t he theological 1lllpl1cat1ona of the 

'Akedah, a subject completely ignored by hia older colleague 

~ - Hia solution t o the problem i s that there ia none! 

Man can not underatand all or Ood 1s aotiona . In oonatruct

ing thia opinion he firat reviews the gamut of opinions 

offered by other oommehtatora. Before approaching the 

midre■h 1elaot1ona t hemae lvea, it will be advantageous to 

read hie catalogue, or aolut1011111 

AND 000 TESTED ABRAHAM ( v. 1) There ie one who 
auggeata that we ahould read the t ext au if there 
were a "' in the place of the o, and an M in 
place of the n , (Hence reeding acwi , t o lHt 
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up Abraham •• a modal , a bannn 
before the otner nat1on1.) But 
whole eeot1on oontradiot1 them. 
taken in 1ta literal meaning. 

tor Iaruel end 
the aenae or the 

"Ol mwit be 

Philoaopher a s tate that there are two kinda or 
knowledge1 (1) knowledge or what 11 to be, and 
(2) knowledge of that which 1,. Thia 1e tha 
intereretatlon of noi (knowledge of what 1a 
to beJ and •nv,• nny (knowledge of that 
Which 11,) 

Saac:lie the Oaon eaid that the aubJeot or noi 
11 to damonatrate Abraham's righteouaneaa to 
mankind; 10 too 111 the meaning of •nv, , to 
be understood .1n the aenae of •nv,,n 
(hipn@g) "to llllike know." But didn't the Oaon 
know at when he bouhd hie aon, thdre wae no 
one there, not even Ili a aervant boy1! 

Other■ ,aid that the interpretation or 
n~,y) o"' , n,11n1 is that he should 

take hl.Jl1 up the mountain and thia would be con
aidered aa en offering. But Abraham did not know 
the aecret of prophecy and he hurried to ■lay him, 
Ood then aa1d, 11 I didn I t requeet th1a , 11 

" 

Still othdra said that n),v) ,n~yn 
11 an example like that found in Jeramieh 35,2, 
AND OIVB THEM WINE TO DRD:K. (Here the point 1a 
that God gave Jeremiah a 001Am&nd which Goel knew 
would not anrl could not be ~arr ied out.) Similar-
ly hare: n~, v, ,n,11n 

Nvw theae rabb,a wa ~e in need or the■e explanations 
for they ■aid, It 18 not po111bla that after Ood 
gave a 0011111Bnd (22:2) that he would then Hy, "o,, 
not dolt." (Oen, 22112) Indeed, they did not 
pay attenti on ~o the proodae whero the oomand
ment concerning the prla1thood of all the r1r1t 
born 1a changed to thllt or the dedication of the 
tribe or Levi after one year. Likew1ae, after 
Scripture eaya in the begiMing AND 000 TESTS 
ABRAHAM, all the olailna oeaaed and Ood teated 
him ao that he would receive a reward. 

And tne aeru1e ct , n11,, nn11 , :i 18 like tha t 
of nv,11 11) 011 , (Oen. 16121) (!!!!! 
Ezra does not return to diacuee thia.)19 

With thia capsul e view of the varlo~a aolut iona 1n 

mind, we may profitably turn to tha aggadiO l itera tui,e and 
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w1tneee the development or the theme ot 

1 Akedah. 

no; in the 

1. Abraham Did Hot Underatand 

W'e begin witn a aimple explanat10n1 Surely Abraham 

didn't undaratand the coffllllllnd! Ood had only reque1ted that 

he bring Iaaac to the mountain. To what can tnia aituation 

be compared? 

To a king who aald to l'tia friend, "Bring your 
eon ( n~ll"I ) to m.v table." Hie friend, 
broUght him and had a knife 1n hia hand. 'And 
did I aay to bring him to eat! I aaked you to 
bring him. I made ~-hi' requeat out of love." So 
it 1a written I NEVER C~HSIDERSD IT (Jeremiah 
19:3) .••• Thia is Iaaao. 0 

A aimilar aggadah seta 1t forth even more explicitly. 

Abraham la aurpriaed that God 1B reversing the pront11e tnat 

h1a name will be eatabl1ahed through Iaaac•a deaoendante1 

The Roly One, Bleaaad be He, aaid to Abraham, 
I WI.LL HO'r PROFANE MY COVENAHl' AHO MY lll'TERAHCES 
I WILL HOT CIIANOE (Paalm 89 :35) Whan I ■aid to 
you, take yow• aon (v. 1) I didn't aay to a lay 
him, but only to take llim up there - out or love. 
I aaked you to bring hilll up and y~~ rulf1lled 'lflY 
command. And now, bake him down. 

Somewhat amue1ng la the related paaaage where Abraham's 

miaunderatanding 1a combined w1tn h1a perfect fa i th. From 

the beginning Abraham waan•t aura of the 00111n111nd, In n1a 

zealo1111neae he took the more dirr1oult or the alternatives. 

AHO SRIHO HDI UP FOR AN OFFERINO. I am not sure 
(tr ~hie means) to bring him a■ a real offering 
( •• ,, n~,Y ) or 11' h1a being brought to 
the top of the alter 1tand1 in place or an offer
ing. In the and 1t wae underatood that the latter 
waa oorreot. But Abraham our rather, in that he 
wanted to fulfill hie 11111ker1a will at ~~l oxpenae , 
thus interpreted it in the former way. 

11. 
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2. To T•111>•r Abraham 

But 1r problame or oontradiot1on and Ood1a taithfulneaa 

to h1a prom1aa are solved in th~ a1mpl8 manner, there remains 

another problems Why the coramand at all? We r1nd a f1rat 

clue to our answer aa the Rabb1a auggeat , Proverba 17:3 ae a 

description or the ~ot or the •~~edah: 

AND IT CAME TO PASS All'l'.BR THESE THINOS THAT GOD 
DID TEST ABRAHAM. Thia ta what acripture rerere 
to ae 1t 1a written1 THE ~RUCIBLE IS FOR SILVER 
AND THE FUIUIACE FOR JCILO AND THE LORD TEMPERS 
lll!AR'l'S (OP MAH). And 000 SAID, TAKE, Now ... 3YOUR 
SQM. Imll>ed11te1::. AND ABRAHAM ROSE EARLY.« 

The aame oontrad1otion bet•veen Ood 11 promise and thla 

commend 1■ voiced, thia time by the m1ni■ter1ng ange l9 1 

DO HOT TOUCH THE UD, When Abraham grabbed the 
knife the m1n1etering angels ahouted and cried 
bitterly before the Holy One, Bleaaed be He, 
■eying, "Lord of bhe Worlda! Abraham 1a Blaughter-
1ng hil eon and you 11id that he would be known 
throush Iaaao•a deaoendants. To whom will you 
Hy at Mt. Sinai I AM THE LOl'ID YOUR 00D7 (Exodua 
2012) Who will eay before you at the aea THIS IS 
MY 000 AJ.'D I WILL ADORN HDI?" (Exodus 15:2) 

Ood anawera their oompla1nt , ottering an e_xplanat1on or 

the te1t1 

The Holy One, Ble1eed be He, aald to them1 I 
teated ( •n, n~ ) Abraham and (1'ol!lld that )hie 
heart 1a like m1ne.24 

We muat underetand no, in th1a oontext ae it paral-

lela 1n~ end ,,v . Both gold and ■ilver achieve their 

purity and r1nene1a tnrough repeated E1r1ng1 (heat1nga and 

cool1nga) 1n a furnace or kiln. The hea~t or mania 

broUght to a dea1red oon111tenoy or level or purity through 

a like procea■ or tempering. Ood impoaea teata on ma_n, 

here A~raham, convnanded to eacrift ce hie eon, to improve 

hia good qu,al1t1ea. 
18. 



llere■hith Rabban adda to our underatand1ng of the idea 

of tempering ■I it oomparea God 's aot1ona towards r1ghteoua 

men to the work or a flaxmaker and hie tlRXl 

THE LORD TESTS THE RlGlfl'EOUS, B111' HE DESPISES 
T~ WICKED MAN AND THE LOVER OP VIOLEJICE 
(Paal11111 1115) Rabb! Yochanan 1aid1 When the 
flax ia poor the flax maker does not beat it 
too much for it breaka but when h1■ flax 11 
good, he beats it more and more. Why? Because 
it ~ontlnue1 to improve 1n quality. Likew1ae 
the Holy One, Blessed be He, does not teat the 
wicked. Why? For they are not able to survive, 
aa it ia written, THE WICKED ARE SWEPT AWAY LIKE 
WATER. Who does he teat? He teat, tne righteou1 
aa it 1a written, THE LORD TESTS ~KE RIGlfl'EOUS.25 

Both Rabbi Moses ban Naolll!lan and Serorno, commentatora 

of tne thir~eenth and sixteenth oenturiea r eapeotively, re

flect tne same i dea in e much more sophiat1oated manner. Por 

the !l!!!!!!!!!. the test waa a real one with the purpose or bring

ing Abraham•• potential power into actuality. In this way 

he can receive the reward fo·r good deeds (deeda actually 

performed) in addition to the reward of a good heart (poten

t i al). Only the rtghteoue are teated and the teat 1a made 

tor the man who 18 belng t eated and not for Ooa . 26 In th1a 

wey hie merit 18 mede oomplete.27 serorno agrees, Abraham's 

love and teer ere turned from potentiality to actuality. 

Abraham draws oloee to the image 1n which he wae oreated.28 

3. The Teat to Increaee Abraham1a Reward 

Ramban•a comment provides a bridge to a related, bu~ 

llift'erent 1dee. He d1a t1nguiahea between the reward for 

intended good aeeda and the benefit accrued from commandments 

which are carried out, Hence tne teat becomes a vehicle 
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through which Abraham 11111~ change the 1111ture of h.1a reward. 

The Midraah, too, propoaea th1■ idea, drawing concrete 

1magea to illu■trate the point, The act or the 1Akedah and 

ita separate parts becQl!le means by which Abraham'• reward la 

increaaed. 

The Tanohuma records a convereetion to explail'I the 

repetition or adjectives in verse t wo: 

God: 

/Ibraham: 

God: 

Abraham: 

God1 

Abraham: 

God : 

TAKE YOUR 30N 

Which aon? 

YOUR ONLY SON 

One 1a an only eon to his mother 
and the other ie an only eoh to 
hie father 

THE ONE WHOM YOU LOVE 

le there a limit to the emotions? 

ISAAC29 

The name or the eon 1a not revealed 1mmod1ate ly. A parallel 

M.idraah in Bereahith Rabboh gives a reason ror the extended 

oonveraation: 

Why did He not reveal it immediately? To 
make him feel how dear hie eon waa to hJ_m 
encl to give 'him ·a reward ror each part or tna 
oommand.30 

The same principle 1a understood behind the repetition of 

adjective, in the paraahah 

To make him reel the dearheaa of h1a home and 
to give him ~award ror each part of the o01111118nd 
and ror every atep.31 

Every aotion that Abraham performa la rewarded: 

(v. 3) become t wo separate aotiona and 

bring with theme doubl e re'"11rd: 
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KB ROSE UP AKI> HE WEtfl' (The act1on 1a repeated) 
to g1va

2
h1m reward tor r1a1ng end reward tor 

go1ng.j 

Even the vag11e 1natr110t1ona and the three-day Jo11rney are 

11nder11tood 1n thh way 1 ''To attl1ct him and to give h1111 

reward tor each and every atep."33 

Related here ia another 1nterpretat1on or no> 

11■ 1ng Psalm 60161 Abraham 1a teated "to give him hie reward 

in tr11tn, 1134 And as we have aeen, even Ibn Ezra, after• 

l ong analye1a or ver1ollll !nterpretatt ona or the nat11re of 

the teat oonol11dee that in the last aooount, Ood ta testing 

Abraham to increaae h1a reward.35 

4. The Teat aa Teatimony 

The eole object or all the tr!ala mentioned in 
Scripture 1a to teach man what he ought to do 
or believe eo that the events which form the 
ect118l trial 1D not the end dea1rad ; 1t 1a b~t 
1;1n example tor our. i natruct1on and guidanoe,jb 

'l'hue the philosopher Ma1mon1dea introduces hie dia011Baion 

or divine tests in general, the 1Akedah in particular. The 

t eat is an attestation t o the world or abeolute love and 

rear or God, unbo11nded by thoughts or reward or punishment. 

Maimonides' oommant x•eturns \IS to a ram1l1ar theolog1oal 

question, the teeta appear to be a meana by wh1oh Ood 

learned the intensity or the faith end the devotion or man . 

But unders tanding an omni001ent Ood, How can thia ba137 

A search for the aolution to the problem 1a a promi

nent theme 1n M1draeh1c L1tera t11re, not only in ~egard to 

the 1Akedeh, b11t concerning all or the teats under which 
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Abraham 11 p11rported to have pa11ed, 

In ~ 513 we read1 

Abraham, oll?' tether, waa teated with ten teata 
and he paeaed allot them to t11tify ( Y' ' '"~ 
how great waa Abraham'& love.3tl 

Thie 11 a a1gnir1cant atetement tor two reaaone: (1) it 

shows a oonnect1on between the teats; (2) i t givea an 11nder

lying reason for them. 

We f ind a catalogue or the teats 1n many place,, There 

are differencea in the rert1oulare or eaoh 11st , but all 1n

cl11de the migration rrom llaran, the war with the k1nga, the 

Covenant of the Piecoa end the 1 Akedah. The 'Alcedah la tho 

final and moat important of them. It outweighs all or the 

previous ones, ror 11' Abraham had not aooept ed it, the val110 

ot all of them wo11ld have beon lcat.39 The relative impor

tanoe or the 1AKodah 11 1nd1oate~ by this midraehiu statement : 

AND OOD SAID1 TAKE YOUR SON. Rilbbi Shimon ben 
Abba aai'1 , '.:'ne " 11, " l a n.ithing other than an 
expreaaion or r equest. To what oan thie a1tuot1on 
~e compared? To a hwnan king who wee victor1~118 
in many ware , He had o~e hero who won ell or 
them for him. Once the ki ng was engaged in u 
fierce battle. He Hid to h1a warrior hero,"Do 
me a raver, win thia battle for me 60 that th~y 
will not eay that there waa nothing to the earlier 
onea." Even 10 did the Holy Ona, Bleaaed be He, 
eay to Abraham! "Abraham, I have toetod yo11 in 
many teat& and you 1ucoeeded in al l ot them Do 
me a ravor. Undergo thie teat (the 'Akedoh) ao that 
they wpn 1t aay that there waa nothing to the r1rat 
ones . nqo 

We ret11rn to the second aigniticanoe of t he Aboth 

paaaege: The teeta, and in particular the l ast of them, 

the •Akedah, teatify to Abraham•• love. We have aeen berol'B 

in Deuteronomy 1314 tnat Ood te1t1 the children or Israel to 
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know 1r they love Him with all their hearts and souls. A 

lll.draah eohoe■ thia ~heme: 

The tentn teat: AND IT CAME TO PASS AFTE~ 
TH.ESE THINGS THAT GOD T&sTIID ASRAHAM. He 
teated Abraham edoh t1.Dle t9 understand h1s 
heart, to know i f he waa able to atand and 
oba~rva all the commandment■ of Hi■ toran 
8 1 1t 111 aa1d, BECAUSE ABRAHAM OBEYED MY 
VOICE AND H£ OBSERVED MY ',jATij~• MY COKMAND
MEH'l'S, MY LAWS AND MY TORAH. 

But 1n ~ end in many other paaaagea we find one 

oruoia l dirrerence: Tne teat 111 not ror God 1a info1'1118tion, 

certainly in hie omniacienco ho already know■, but rather to 

testify to ot hers of Abraham' s love and his faithfulneaa to 

God. 

A 1111.draeh frc,m Baroeh1th Rabbah damonatratee thia 

well. Abraham 1a atopped from aaor1f1c1ng hie eon, teera 

from the ministering angela melt the knire. Abraham want a 

tlo choke or at least aned a few drops of Inao 111 blood . God 

repl1ea: 

DO NOT DO ANYTHINO TO HIM. Do not blemillh him 
for now ( 'J1ll , , nn ll •~ ) I have made it 
known t o all \ , 011,,n ) that you love me 
AND DID NOT WITHHOLD YOUR SON • • •• so that they 
can not say: All the auffering that 11 not 
personal (part of one •a own body) 11 not really 
suffering. But I cone1der 1t aa 1f I commanded 
you to aacrifioe youraelf and you did not heai
t ate . q 2 

The 1nterpretetion ia, of courae, baaed on 11 ~ • , 

making it a oeuaative hiphil or a piel inst ead of a plain 

J!!l. Thia removes 1;he d11'1'1oulty in whn 1B implied 1n the 

Biblical text that Ood haa aure knowledge or Abreham1a raith

fulne se onl y after the teat ia oompleted. We reed •nv,• 

or ,nv, ,n now everyone knows the extent or 

And did God not know it before, ea it 11 
written REIATDIG THAT WHI CH HAS NO'?' YET 
HA PPBIIBP BEPORE HAND Am> DI ADVANSE (Isaiah 
46110) Do not read • n11 , • "I knew, " but 

•n11•p "I will make known." Now a ll _ tho■e 
who oome will know the extent or the eiraogth 
or one who re■ra Ood, even to 1l■y1ng hie 
10n, hil only 1on1 all th1a a<191 greatneaa 
to hie great and awe■o~e name. J 

Why mu.at God diapley Abraham'• greetneaa? And to 

whom muet he diaplay lt? We bring a selection of midraah1m, 

each a partial answer t o better underetend t he idea of the 

Teet aa a Testimony: 

(1) The ldolator eeks: Wny did The Holy 
one, Blessed be He, cher!ah Abrahem? The 
Holy One, Bl eeaod be He, said to him: Behold 
I eu him to sacrifi ce I.le eon and he obeys 
me. 

The teat la performed, then, aa teatimony to the 1doleto1• 

ot Ood•• wi sdom in having ohoaen to love Abraham. 

(2) Bereehith Rabbah bri uga an exciting i ntupretation, 

our t hird, to the a1xth verse of Pea ln: 60, an i nt erpretation 

or great relevance here : We will recall the difficulties in 

rendar1ng a suitable Rngliah translation. .But more important 

then the tranalat1on la the rabbinic 1nt erpr etat1on: Tne ~Ol 

ot Gene111 22tl 1a underatood trom the root •~2 , to lift 

upJ there 1a an 1ntcreat1ng play on words . 

AND IT CAME TO PASS APTER THESE THDIOS THAT 
GOD TESTED ABRAllAM. I t 1a written: THOU HAST 
SET UP A S'l'AN!lo\RD FOR THOSE WHO FEAR YOU TO 
RALLY ARO\IND, BECAUSE OF 'I"Rl11'K, SEIAH. 
El evation after elevation and rai■e attar raise 
in order to e.nlt you 1n the world, in order to 
elevate you in t he world Uke th11 banner of a 
ahip, and 1o1ey a ll th1a7 FOR_ THE SAICE OF TRl1l'K -
in order that the Divine Attribute or Juatioe 
would be verified in the world. ~or it a man 
would ■ay to you,0 He whom He wants he lllllkea 
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rioh or poor or a king •• , .Abraham, na d,eired 
to ll!B~e him a King, He did•?,• aooording to 
Hi■ deaire He m1de him rich. 

(When one 1peak1 like thie) you ere able to 
reply, ■aying, "Are you able to do tha~ lllhich 
Abraham our rather did?" He an1wera, What 
did he do?" and yo11. reply, "He wae one hundred 
year• old when a ■on wa■ born to him and after 
all thi■ trouble it wae aaid to him, TAI.E YOUR 
SON,, •• and he did not tarry. Behold, YOU HAVE 
GIVEN TO THOSE WHO FEAR YOU A Bo\NNE) :it4ARCUND 
WHICH TO RALLY (TO EXAill' YOURSELF • 11 5 

Again, 1n the Bereahith Rabbah Mb Yoae Ha Gelil.i aaya, "He 

elevat6d him like the banner of a ahip.1146 

(3) From the Tanchwna: 

•.•• Abraham aaid befor e the Holy One, Bleaaed 
be He, ''Lord or the Universe, man teeta hie 
fellow ror he doea not know what ie in hie 
heart, You who eear cn hearte and m1nd6, why 
did you nave to do thie to met Wae it not 
revealed to you before that when you said 
that I ehould sacr1ficij my eon, that I waa 
quick to slaughter (him) with perfect heart?" 
The Holy One, Blesaed be He aaid to him, "To 
teetify to the nations or the world that I 
did not chooae you w·1thout reason, aa it ia 
written in Scriptures, FOR NOW I HAVE MADE IT 
KNOWN THAT YOU FEAR GOD. 117 

(ij) The Tanohllll18 also comments on Psalm 60:6, 

What doea ,,.., mean? It meane to eJtBlt 
them, sa 1t is written in Scripture, LIKE 
A BANNER ON THE HILL (Isaiah 30:12) And why 
did the Holy One, Bleaaed be He, teat him? 
Jn order to exalt Him so as not to give the 
world an opening, sayi ng, He elevated him, 
but did not teat him nor did they paaa the 
teat, Therefor!/E'I'ER THESE THINGS, GOD 
TESTED ABRAHAM. 

(5 ) Bereahith Rabbah br1nga one other interesting mid

raah. It is similar to th~ one mentioned above which 

compares God tempering Abraham, improving his good 

qualities through trial as the f lax maker beats the 
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flax to improve it, But here t here 1a a subtle ditt erence. 

The art111n ■trikes the good ve1ael not to illlprove it, but 

to l how it1 perfection and to de110n1trate the worth ot his 

artiatry and equipinant: 

Oo-nting on nol Rabbi Yoct,anan 1ay1, 

The erti■a·n, when he examines hi■ furnace, does 
not exani1ne the detective vessel■ , Why? For if 
he tape it, he will bre1k it. And what do•• he 
examine? The good veaael tor even i t hi ■trikes 
it• number ot time, , it will not break, Thu.a, 
the Holy Ona, Blessed be He , does not teat the 
wicked, rather the righteou.e as i t is written i n 
Scr1et 11.ra, THE LORD T&STS THE RlO!fl'.OOUS (Pealm 
1115)49 

(6) One further comment from the Tanchuma. Earlier we 

read that Abraham didn't really understand the command. 

The teat wea not to be completed . It wa■ an opportunity 

to1• Abranaia•a faith to be te111perad . Hera, beginning with 

the Jerellliah verse we aga1n read of Abr&ha111 1 a unders t anding 

and one view or the purpoae or the •Akedah, 

W'HICH I DlD NOT COMMAND (JaremJ.ah 19:5) ••• • to 
Abraham tuat he should ■acr1t1ce hil aon, but 
l :i81d to him, DO N<7r COM& NEAR TO THE BOY •• • , 
in order to ahow how Abraham wa1 obeying my 
word, Por the nation~ or the world would say, 
Wh)I doea the Holy One, Bleaaed be He, love 
Abraham ao mu.ch? Therefore God aa1d to hi1111 
TAKE YOUR SON Behold, FOE I DID N<7r COMMAND 
ABIIAHA.M 'l'O SACRIBICS HIS SON.50 

PrOJD these eix aelect1one we can u.ndar1t1nd tho anewera to 

the problema poaed above1 

1) There 11 a atrand or Midraah whi ch regard1 the 

'Akedah aa s means of exalting Abraham, or holding him up 

aa a modal or perfect !ai tlltulnea, in God . 

(2) Through Abraham God i e able to JuatU'y (a) the 
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Divine attribute of Juat1oe • Abraham 11 not ,xalted without 

having earned the honor; (b) God'• aeleot1on of Abraham a1 

a partner in the Covenant and h11 love for him; (o) the 

exiatence and value of torah ae a aouroe or r1ghteouane••• 

peraon1r1ed by Abraham. 

3) God 1a orter1ng theae Juatir1oat iona to the nations 

or thll world ( 
0'>111:0 "'""' 

), to the idolatora 

( a"" 1:w ), in short, oefore any one who would challenge 

God and the poa!tion which the children or Israel 1m8gined 

themaalvee to enjoy-. 

We will return to this theme witn 1te apologetic over

tone, when we diecuee the Concept or Merit, the particular 

p1ace or Iarael and the r1ghteoua person in the world. Here, 

eufr1ce 1t to realize the zeal with which the rabbis build 

up Abraham and hie deeds. 

Two other oolllfflents, growing out of this diaoueaion, 

remain. Having surveyed the uee to which the rsbb1a put the 

1Akedah we are in a position to better understand the aeries 

of atatementa which show remark.able inaight into the literary 

etvucture of the narrative. 

Rabbi Ak1ba aaye, Ko really teated him eo that they 

would not say, "Ke took Abraham by aurpr1■e and oontueed n1m 

and he did not know what to do"!51 Every detail or the 

narrative become■ 1mportsnt. We have seen one explanation 

of the repetition of sdJeotivea in verse two. Anotner sug

geet1on 18 made: The command is given in parts eo as not to 

derange Abroham.52 Abraham 1e pictured as moving with intent, 

Even the three daya' Journe~ falla into place. From Jleer

Sheba t o the land of Moriah 111 a one-day walk, "Why does 

Scripture eay that 1t wa1 on the third day and not on tne 

first or aeoond day?" And the answer: "So that the nations 

or t he world would not aay, 'God took him by surpr ise and ne 

went to s laughtoer h1a son 1n confue1on . • 53 • or 111 11nger . , 5/i 

' If he nae hie sense, he woulO not have obeyed God to offer 

n1a eon 88 a eccr1f1ce. • u5S One Rabbi has n1m go and return 

on each of the first two days without 1rne1ng anything, He 

seea the mountain on the third day, demonstrating t hat he 

was a cting calmly and in full poaaesaion of his facult1ee, 

rather than 1n conruaion.56 

A fascinating sidelight of c,e whole d1acuaeion ea to 

whom God wiehea to testify concerning Abraham ia tho entrance 

01' a Satan element wh1oh appears i;o parallel the prologue to 

the Book~ot Job and tne further comparison or Abraham and 

Job aa .57 

The earliest r eference toe conversation between 

Satan and God la round in the Book of Juo1leee , The feast 

t hat Abraham i.rrer.geu to oolebrate ldaec•a weaning (21:8) 

1a ueed to oonatruct a prologue to t he 'Akedah. Similarly, 

in the pt'ologue to Job a feast , here made by the sons (Job 

1:4-5 ), precedes the oonversat1on ~etween 

Satan and Ood. (Job 1,6 ff) The resat and Aoraham•s act ion 

or leek of action becomes the motivation for a d1scuaa1on 

between Ood and Satan: 

28. 



.. 
And i t oame to paaa i n the eeventh week in the 
tirat year thereof, 1n the firat sonth in the 
Jubilee, on the twelfth day or the month, there 
were voicea in heaven regardi.ng Abraha111, that he 
wa■ faithful 1n all t nat he told h1Jn and that he 
loved the Lord, and that in every affliction he 
w1■ faithful, And the prince Maet 1mii (Setan) oa111e 
and Hid before Ood, "Behold, Abraham lovea IDBac 
hie eon and he delight& in hi m above all th1nga 
elaa1 bid h1m ofter hi m up a■ an ottering on the 
altar, and thou wilt aee if he will do thia oom-
11111nd, and thou wilt know it he 11 tai tll!ul in 
everything wherein thou doat try hiln."56 

==-- w 

The text oontinuea, enumerating ten teats in which 

God had tried Abraham and found him tote raithful, In 

the fol lowing chapter the oonoluaion or the atory 1a gi veni 

And laa110 atood before. him and before the prince 
Maatima, and the Lord said, "Bid hi m not to lay 
hie hand on the l ad , nor to do him any thing to 
h1JII, ror I have shown that he feara the Lord," 

* •••• 

For now r have shown that thou feareat the Lord 
and naat not wi t hheld tt)y eon, thy f1rat born 
eon from me, And the prince Maatima waa put .to 
aname; and Abraham l ifted up hie eyea end looked 
and behold a ram •• •• 

• ••• in the etead or his eon 

And Abraham celled that place "The Lord bath 
seen," ao that it ia aaid (in the 11111unt) the 
Lord bath eeen; that 1a, Mt, Sion.,~ 

The aggad1o 11tereture carries the aame theme, Rabbi 

Yochanan in the name or Rabbi Yoee ben Zi mra comments on 

-,n• in a way strikingly a1m.1lar to t hat of Jubilees: 

AND IT CAME TO· PASS AFTER THESE THINGS THAT GOO 
DID TEST ABRAHAM, What does .,n11 mean? 

Arter Satan's words, ea it 18 written, AND 
THE BOY OROW UP AND WAS WEANED, (Gen. 21:8) 
Satan aaid befol'<! the Holy One, Bl essed be 
He: "You gracioualy bestowed to thia old 
man a ■on 1n hie one hundredth year. For every 
meal that he haa arranged he baan• t offered 
before you one pigeon or young chicl<Bn." God 

::::=--=-? 

replied, "He h81 don• nothing, but 1r I OolllDBnd h1III 
to 1aor1r1oa tu■ ,on before ae, he will do it6b-9d
iataly, • 1-ediate~ AIID GOD T&ST.&D ASRAHA!I!, 

In b, Baba Bathra there 1• • oonveraati on between Ood 

end Satan 1n Which Satan '• Journey on eorth 18 being discussed. 

In words almoat ident1oal to those of the r1rat chapter of 

Job, the two speak firet about Abraham and hie Caithfulneae 

and then about Job and hie faithtulneaa.61 

Similarly, Bereah1th Rabbah, conatructl a reason tor 

the teat, oea~d upon Abrahamta douoted faith, Here the 

oonvoreetion 18 between God and the m1n1atering angel&J 

here eguated with~ !!.!!l' 
Rab Blazer ae1d: a• ~1en1 a•n~N , God end 
h1a Beth Din The m111Utering engole aaid: 
'-bra!'iiiin"r ifcfi_cea and oauae merl'1ment, but he 
di d not dedicate to the Holy One, Bleaaed be 
He, a oow or a ram. The Holy One, Bleaaed 
be He aa1d , So that when it 1e said to him 
t hat he ehould eacr1f1oe hir eon, he wou.l.d 
not heaite te,62 

Satan himqel; returns in th, aggadic emoelli shment1 on 

tho ' Akedah at1 Abraham end Iaaao walk to Mt, Mor1ah. He 

attempts to 1nterrqpt Abraham, oont'rontlng the old 1113n w1ttl 

tho cold logic of h1s deed . Un~uoceaa tul, Satan ~urns to 

Isaac,63 We will aee 1n another context the meaeure or 

aucceae he hes with the young.er man, The m1n1otering a ngels, 

too, return in the rabbinic writings a11 they plead '-braha,n•s 

case before God, Ttiey realize the measure of Abraham' • 

faithru1nea11 and are eager to aeve him from deatroyl.ng h1a 

only eon, 

Thia recurring theme or Satan and t he ministering 

angels aa the accuser and then, for the ro1n1atering angela, 
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88 the ohiet defender, is but another ind1oat1on of the 

great ra1tn and love ><nioh Abrahalll had for God, Even in 

tne race of thia foreign, deceptive peraon who ia tcy1ng 

to diaprove and d1acred1t AbrYham, he 111111ntaina hia faith 

in God. 
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III. THI! CONC&PT 0P IIBRlT 

Rabb1n1o diaows■ion or the 1Akedah 1a concerned, 1n 

large me■■ure, with aapecta of what hlla oo,ae to be called 

"The Doctrine or Mer1ta ( n,n ) . • The concept it a elf ex.

plain■ the relation of the deeds of one 1nd1v1dual to the 

fate of othera, h1a contemporaries and h1a descendant• (and/ 

or anoeatora). It 11 baaed upon the ideo or imputed pun1a1,

ment and reward. The good deeda and wrong doings of one 

generation have a beneficial or adverse effect upon the 11vea 

of othera in their own ere, or a t some other time in History. 

Ultimately, the Concept or Merit br1nga one to a view or 

"human aol1darity, " that ia, of the oontinued relationahip 

and interdependence of ell men throughout h1atory. 1 

Thia general concept may aid ua to underatend the 

ethical, ph1loaophioal and reug,.ows ideaa of the early 

rabbia, In diaouaaing U111rit, they mu.t define waya 1n which 

it oomea abouti how it grows up in the world, Thereby th.ey 

are indicating their ideal or ethical and rel1gioua ~ire. 

FurthenDOre, in auggeat ing upon whom th1a merit i a to be 

beetowed tney are 11111king value Judgement aa to tne worth or 

that individual or nation and betraying their prejudices aa 

to their view of the world, Hence, in examining the 'Akedah 

aa 1t reflect• the Concept of Merit , we are opening w1ndowa 

from which the ethical, religioua and philosophical ideas of 

the rabbi• can be viewed, 
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Modela ot Behavior 

'hi• r1ght•oua ••n ot lar1el bU1l t up Mr1t t or tne•-

11lve1 i nd thtlr poettrlty by the qu.lity of their filth and 

love ot Ood end by thdr detd1 ,2 Ctrt11nl y their 1ot1ona and 

bel1•f• beoaM example• or 1lllport1nt moral qu.lit 1•• wortny 

or eau.lat1on, "They 01iae to peraonlt'y the great morel t e1oh-

1nga tor wh1oh Juda1a• llve, .•3 Mal'lllor■teln deaor1bet the 

proo,11 by wh1oh ailllple ethl oel ide11 develop 1nto general 

ooncept1ona1 

They (11niple ideee ) originally 1mperaonate par• 
1on1lltie1 ■nd event, who ere the be1r1r1 or the 
etn1c1l ideal. Th• hthera, tM pioua, the 
verioua 81blioel per1onal1tie1 who1e 11tri t 1 
ire 1poken or, r1pre11nt r,ithtulne11, tdherenoe 
to Ood'e word and obedience to H1r. 00-nd, 
lovingkindneaa and aelr a,cr1tice , uo11lti1h
neae and love. Speaking, therefore, of the 
1111r1t, or th■ee peraonalltlaa, mean,, 1r wa 
divert them or their name,, 1dael1ema of general 
notion• or the dlrrerent merit1,4 

How well the prlncl pa l t or the 1Akedah, Abr1ham and Iaaac, 

reflect tnl• ldeeUzed catalogue of virtue■, 

Vhen Ood calla, Abrana■ en1wer1 l!l■ply, • , , ,n , 

Hero am I. " {v. 1) The Tanonuma v.nder■tanda th1• aa an 

"•XJ>r•••ion or nu■111ty and piety, tor thla la the h\Alllty 

or the p1ou1 one■ everywhere , •5 A para llel paa11ga ln 

Ber■-hltn Rabbeh hll Ood an,wer MOHi w1tll thll proverb 

when NoUI 1Mg1nea hl■aelf like Abr■na■1 "Do not glorit~ 

your1elt beror• a king and do not 1t■nd in the place or 

greatn••• •• (Proverb• 2516)6 

ReJo1c1og to tultlll Dod 11 will, Abraham blnde tne 

donkey 111aa,1r (v. 3) 1nd Mr1t le ■oot'UOd to Illa. 
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Abran■■ l a oonaldered the tir1t •n 1inoe the creation or 

the world to bind b.1■ own an . 7 And the •erlt wtuch 1111 zeal• 

ouaneaa n■a ••rn•d 11 oounterbel 1noed 1g1in1t Blleu•, ze1loU1 

binding or hil donkey to ou.r, e I■reel, ital •■rging out or 

hit■ 1n oontre1t t o Abrena•'• lova ,8 

V• 1nm otlltr tniog1, how be l t lea■ proround, rrom 

Abr11hUI. lie aroH early 1n the ■ornln&, llJ'OOr thllt a 

o,n , , o~n doe, not go out e t night by hiluelr.9 It 11 

proper f"UI ,.,, , •nnere, for e •n not tu go out wltb 

l••• thin t wo aervent■, viz. Abr■hlm who "took 1111 t wo 1er

v1nt1 w1th na," (v. 3)lO U Abrlhll■ Ind other B1bl1oel 

pereonalitia1 wer■ ■oouato■ed to r1e1ng early t o do Ood' • 

will, how auoh the more 10 should the o-n 1111n rlae eiriy,11 

Indeed, the o•~• , s Abran■■ and I■aao or rered their morning 

prayer oerly in the morning and oocordlngly we r u the t 1me 

or our prayer.12 Ve even learn troca Abrlhlm that tne 

"zoaloua one■ antillipate ru1ruu~ a o-nd•ent." In 

LevitioUI 12:3 we read the c-nd thlt t he c1rou■o1aion 

ceremony 1■ to be pertor111ed on the eighth day. TIie Rabble, 

ldent1ty1ng Abranam•• eerly riling w1tn till■ eighth day 

aentloned 1n tevitioua o-nt, " (Abrena■•• early rl■lng ) 

te1011e1 thlt although l t 11 1ooept1ble to pertor■ th• olr-

011111011100 I t any ti■e during th• eighth day, the Z■llOUI 

onH antlo1pete a 001111111ndm.ent ind perfol'III it orly . •13 

Merit, I1r1el end tt'le World 

Iaportant underat1ndlng or the Dootrlne or Merit 1• 
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gained by placing 1t into ita cult11ral and pn1loaophioal 

environment. Stoic philoaophera were concerned with th~ 

aim and p11rpoae or the creation of the world. Moreover, 
14 they que■tioned ita continued exietance. Thaae Oreek 

philoaophero were Joined by the Early Church Pathera in 

sugge1ting that the wot'ld wee created for the aake or man.
15 

From this concluaion it 1a but a s hort atep to a rivalry 

between rellgioua groupa, olaiming that their veraion or 

man (i.e. the Chr1at1an or the Jewiah) 1s the one for whom 

the world waa created. Thia atep takee ue i nto the world 

or polem1oe; there , we r1no ample roaoon for a development 

or the idea of Merit among the rabbia . 

The Rabbia concerned themaelvea with the question 01' 

the purpose or the world end thereby foatered the develop

ment or the idea of merit1 The world waa cr!lated ''for God 'e 

glory ••• ror mnn•a aake • • • ror t he righteoua ••• for Torah1a 

merit •• • for the aake or Iarae1 . 16 

The catalogue Jwnpa to life withe few words of 

explanation. We nave aeen why some r~bbia could not rest 

with man ea the final object and p11rpose of creation. In

stead, the righteoua m11n became for aoma the ideal pillar 

of the world. Marmoratein de■oribed the continuing proceaa: 

Some tried to find t be ideal of rignteouane■■ 
peraonU1ed in the life and daeda of ■ome Biblical 
peraonalltiea. Others aubat1tute Torah for the 
individuals who represent by their actions and 
worka the ideala laid down in Torah. Aa a matter 
of fact both preach the same doctrine. The world 
waa not created in vein. It wea celled into 
existence for the development of the righteouaneaa 
tor which Torah, and with it Judaism, atanda. Thie 
will also explain the doctrine, "for Iarael'a aake 
wea the world creeted."17 

35 . 

I■rael beooaiaa the ve11el throush which Torah end 

Righteou.ane■s are presented. "I■rael •• the aaaembly which 

ia able to bring forth the proper type of righteouanesa, 

haa the opportunity to ■upply ideal par■onalitiea for whose 

sake it WH fit to create the world. 1118 

Related to the answer ia the idea thllt the world 

actually exiata for Israel, for the righteoua and for 

peculiar co1111D11ndmanta. rhey become the moral pillar■ of the 

world, aupporting it end giving it reaaon and purpo■e. 19 

Marmor■tein auggeata that the view is neither chlluvin

iatic nor doea it reflect eelf-tonot1t on tno part of the 

Rebbia, rather 111ta development 1a usually connected with 

the polemic■ of the day • • •• The Aggadiata did not proclaim 

the idea before the Ohuroh tried to deprive t he Synagogue of 

her spiritual r1ghte and privilegea. 1120 While one may dh

agree with Marmorate1n1 a protection of the "oppreaaed" 

Rebbia, a polemic battle between Church and Synagogue doea 

help to explain the devalopffi8nt of the Merit idea. Tar■el 

hlld to Justify heraelf ih the race or Church claims that it 

had engulfed, auyerMeded and outdated the Hebrew religion, 

i t a Lawe and ita wr1tinga. The world, argued ~he Raboia, 

waa created and continued to ex1at for the righteous brought 

to maturity through Icrael by up~.olding and following ite 

Torah. 21 

111th this background we are better able to underatend 

many of the 1tatementa relating to the •Akedah _, aiidraahim 

which auggeat the close causal relat1onah1p between Israel 

and ita rightoou.aneae on the one hand and the creation and 

continued exiatenoe or the world on the other, 
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We have eeen how Abranas and other righteoua men 

beooaie • model tor future gener.tione, Aak.ing the ques tion, 

''Why 1a Abraham'• name doubled, 'lv , 11) Rabbi Eliezer ben Jacob 

■naweH, "(Onoa} for him and (once) for the (f11turc,) Oaner1-

t ione, Th1r1 11 no generation which doea not nave in it one 

like Abranas,,.David,,,Moaee . . • or S11aue1 , "22 Kaeher inter

pret, thil on the b811i11 of other midra•~ •• "to hint that 

one like ha will be round in the coming generation• to gwird 

the world through hi■ Mrit , "23 

Not only 1e the world guarded through tna merit of theae 

rightaoua men, out i t la upon their merit that the world w11 

created. liet•t in particular Abraham and laaao are aingled 

out . 

Whan the Holy One, Bleaaed be lie, aought to create 
the world, the min1~ter1ng angela aald to him, 
WHAT IS MAN THAT YOU REMEMBER HIM. (Pul.JII ~15) 
The Holy One, Bleaaod be Ha, 1a1d to them, You 
1ay, •Wnet is man that you remember h1m?• ••• • 
Beh~ld l ahow you Abreham•• glory a, it l a written 
1n aorlpture AND OOD RBMEMBEREI> ABRAHAM, (Oanaai1 
19120) You say, 1And iun that l ahould r111aabar 
hilll • aa it ta written in 1orlptura AND 000 VISITED 
SARAH." {Oene111a 2111) Ho eald to them, "You are 
deatinad to aee the rather who el■1.1ghtered the aon 
and the eon ,no 1■ aleughtered in 1ancr1tioat1on or 
Ood•• name . • 

Again, a delightful atetement 1n the Tenohuma 1how■ the 

■peoial teak or Abraham Dnd laaao, We nave read or Satan 

1188t1ng rather and aon on the roud to divert them from their 

goal. Hare Satan, angered tnat Abraham end laaao are not to 

be di■auaded, eat■ a big river before them. Aoraham antera 

to hi• knee■ and then to hie neck. 'l'hen he oompleine to Ood 

that neither he nor l1aa0 w11l be left to unify Ood' ■ namo. 
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'l'h• Holy Ona, BlHHd be He, 1nawarad1 "By 
your lira, through you ■ball~ name be unified 
in tna world, " Illlllediatal.y, the Holy One, 
Bleaaed be He, commanded the 1pring, the river 
dried up and they atood on dry land,2, 

The Patriarcna receive the bleaaing of t he world by 

muana or the aaoririce each nae made.26 'l'ha world would 

hive been de■troyed 1f larael had not taken the Torah; 

indeed, all or the good thinga or the world cell8 about 

booauae ot larael'a having acceoted the Torah.27 Without 

Iarael the nation, or the uorld would not continue to axiat.28 

Sven tar diat■nt nation• ■re bl oaaad only baoauae of I areel.29 

Ae long•• larael oont1nuaa to do rlghteoualy, the nation• ot 

the world will be bleaaod.30 Iareel and it■ rightaoua aan 

aro tho pillars or the world. Abraham and I1■10, in the 

evonte of Oeneaia 22 d11play the teithtulneoa end love or 

Ood, the ideal moral behavior which 11111kee Israel wortny or 

thla honor. 

The •~kedah and Morit 

That the ' Akedah 1a singled out ae a :lpociol ev-,ht 

from Which the nations are to enjoy merit ia made very c~ear . 

Levy auggeate 

that the aubmiea1on ot Isaac in being bo1111d upon 
the altar 1a regarded in Jew1ah theology•• the 
h11tori0 cauae or the iaputetion of virtue to hia 
doeoendants. 31 

He 111 quiok to point up the ract tn■ t "the 'Akedah c,0811 

not atand ■lone in ita praaument benort oent 1nfluenoe on 

poeterity.11 32 Indeed, the other patrilroh■ are 1noludedJ 

merit 1e accrued from other r1ghtooua por■onal1tiee, "8ut, 11 
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he cont1nue1, 11 th11 11l1ght var1eti1on doaa not afteot the 

general val1d1ty or the concl1.111ion,,.that the theory ot 

•Or1g1nal Virtue• 1a modelled on 11nea analogoWI to the 

Chr1st1an not1on of Or1g1nal Sin."33 

Prore■sor Levt erra in hh making O'rig1nal Virtue 

and Or1g1nal Sin analogou11, the former the Jew1ah count er 

part or the latter. He ignores the large collection of 

rabbinic stetementa wh1ch argue over the t1.rne l1m1t of 

imputed merit or virtue. Obvioualy, merit 1n Judai11m does 

not asawne the importance and central poa1tion that 1a 

fo1t,reg upon the Christian concept of Original S1n, More

over, merit , despite Professor w vt• o olar1fioat1on, doea 

not hinge on the 1 Akedeh alone. All the patriarcha and 

other biblical heroea aeem to share in 1t. Wh1la Abraham 

and Isaac do aaaume a central position 1n the Mer1t idea, 

t he role L.evy would g1ve them and the deed on Mt. Moriah is 

overemphaaized.34 

Cohon eugge11ts this in hie discussi on or Illlputed 

Morit,35 Marmoratein, as •1ell, maintains that "or all the 

fathers , Iaaac has the greatest share 1n bringing about 

atonement or Iarael ' s sin. The Sacr ifice or Iasac la referred 

to 1n thia connection numerous t1me11 in the prayers end 

homil1ea 1n ~heae centuries, although the me-rite or Isaac 

a-re seldom alluded to 1n the Aggadah. ,.35 lie w1ll return to 

deal with the pecul1ar relationship or laasc to the Doctrine 

of Merit end V1cer1oua Atonement,37 but only arter we have 

1nvaet1gated thoroughly the 1Akedah and Ab1·aham the pr o

tagon1at ae sources of Merit, 

39, 

In beginning our 1nve1t1gat1on, we muat remember 

that the Rabb1a were 1ntereated in tind1ng Merit in the 

deeda and act1ona or the Patr1aroha, Mer1t 1a earned 

through faith and love of Ood and by the performance or 

deeda, c011111andmenta which demonstrate their zeal and un

bending belter.38 We have already aeen that the teata 

which Abraham underwent were brought together by the 

Rabbis; a connection was made between them. They are all 

aeen ea demonatrst1ona of Abraha~•• love. The 1Aked&,h 18 

the tenth end final teat 1n which Abraham uxhibits hia 

"unewerving devotion to Goel ' anJ by Which merit ia atored 

up for the people,39 

The ' rabb11 1~g1ne Abrenam as h:llllself cognizant of 

the relation between the te11te. Co11111entlng on •n~,~, ,, 
(v, 16) they offer theae words: 

Another axplenatlonr What 1, the need t~r 
th1a oath. Rabb1 Chama 1n the name Rabb1 
Cns.n1na: He (Abrallllm) eaid to H1ll11 "swear 
to me that you will ,,ot try ma anymore Crom 
now on ." TIIJ.1 1a comparable to a king who 
wee married to a woun, She bore him one 
aon, He divorced her.,,a aecond eon 
he d1vo~ced her •••• th1rd,, ,he d1vorc~d her.~o 
When ehe bore him a tenth aon all or them 
gathered to the king and 1a1d, "Prom1ae us 
t hat you will not divorce our aiother again." 
Thua, when Abraham our rather waa teated w1th 
the tenth teat he said to Ood, "Swear to mo 
that you won I t teat me from now. on. 111n 

Here, Abraham hlmaslf ia pleading for the future genera

t1ona, baaed on hi s ten triala. 

The Rabbis were indeed quick to tie together aer1ea 

or event a. Using the number ten, they compared the ten 

times that hia deacendants tr1ecl the lioly One, Bleaaed be 

40, 

I ... 



He, in t he wilderneaa. The Merit or Abraham atanda for 

them, Ood tiaving adva.nced the "heal.log" to the "wo\llld, 
11112 

Moae• recall" bet'ore God the ten te■la ea he pleada 

ror hi1 people: 

Moaee aaid tc Him, "Do you remember tr-at 
you teeted Ab·rahem with ten teats? Let 
thi a •ten• (tit1ta ,Qf Abraham) counter
balance the •ten• ~commandlllenta) which 
we nave deetroyed.'43 

The children the1D1Jelvea invoke Abraham•a merit in thei r 

own defen1e1 

We ere descendants or that same Qian who 
wee teated with ten teaaa from God, Let 
hi e merit stand for ua . 

The ten teats are invoked together, hut thei r ultimate 

a1gn1f1oenoe 18 overshadowed by the 1 Akedah itself. w·e will 

aee how the deed of Abranam ia developed and exalted, hie 

action beoomea the finest demonatretion of ratth, love and 

zealoueneae for God, Isaac, too, takes on a a1gn1f1canoe 

which 11 completely absent from the Slblioal narrstive.45 

And matching the magnificent act or obedi ence is Ood'a con-

81deret1on of Abraham• s deaoenclanta ea he awaZ'da them the 

merit earned by tne principele acting out the 0011111111nd of God. 

Abr•aham A Source or Merit 

We eZ'e struck by the portrait of Abraham dZ'awn by the 

rebbia. They are oonoo1oua of the deep vain he muat have 

felt, soZ'row hidden by teare of 1Mer grter, 46 and yet , 

"when the Koly Onll , Sleeeed be lie, aaid t o AbZ'ahBm, TAKE 

YOUR SON, he Z'OI& eerly in the moZ'ning and took him (Isaac) 

qu.ickly and zealously. ,.47 The ~ auggeata the magnitude 
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of Abraham•• taithfulne11, even 111nt1ng at Abraham'• 

evaluation or hie own life v11-a-vi1 I1aao•a. 

Sven if Ood reque■ted of our rather hie 
eyeball, Abraham would have 1urrandeZ'ed 
it to him . .. ,He would e·,en nave given him 
hla aoul whioh 11 more beloved to h:tm than 
anytlling, &8 it 18 written in Scripture, 
TAKE YOUR SON, YOUR ONLY SON ( 1i•n• ) 
(v. 2) And 1a it not known that I1a8c wae 
h11 eon, h18 ,,n,t 

Tnen calling upon Pealm vevae 22:21 "Savo my eoul 11Dl 

f Z'om the sword and my ,,n, fZ'om the power of the dog, " 

the M1draah oontiouea1 

But 11~l 1a called n, •n• ae it ia 
written SAVE MY SOUL PROM THE SWORD f 
•ni•n• FROM THE POWER OF THE Doo. ijB 

And again 1n the words ot Rabbi Shimon ban Yochai: 

The Holy One, Bleaeed be He eaid to him, 
"By your life, I cone1der it a1 if I 
would have told you to alay yourcel.f and 
you would have not tarr1ert , ,,.on 111¥ name 
you would have obeyed, ele.ghtering for 
the aake of my n3me.,,. 

The Holy On~. Blee8ed bee~. 8a1d to h1m, 
"You d~.d no~ hold back your eon, your 

n,,n~ But it ia already explained aa 
Ieaao, What then 1a n·,•n• ? Abraham 1 a 
soul, for the soul ie called n,•n• a1 it 
111 written, SAVE MY SOUL ( Hl ) !!ROM THE 
,;~~ 22\~}'j"4'g FROM THF POWER OP TKE DOO 

How oompeaaionate 1a the father pi ctured et the very 

moment or the aeor1r1oe: 

He 1ende forth hie hand to take the knife 
and h1a eyee etream forth tear■ and they 
tall to I1a11c 1 11 eyea. (Tear■) or a 
oompa1111onate father, 

and nevertheleee 

He weoc, reJo1c1ng to fultiU hie oreator•s 
will., 

42. 



Re ia happy to rulfi 11 a n ,,_o 
,, . ,Ra did not do i t under oompulaion, but 
i n joy, aa it i a written, ANO HIS

1
COMIIIA.NO KE 

DESIRED VERY MUCH (Pealm 11211)5 

The ra,bbia do not ignore Iaaoc. Far from it. They 

draw a portrait ot him 111m11e.r to that of t he fattier. 

Abratiam and ! aaao are eeen aa o•p•,s , joyoua 1n ttieir 

errort .52 Tiley walk t ogether 1P Joy 1 

One to bind and one to be bound 
One to slay and one to be alain,53 

The angela eoe that "the rather binds with au hie tieert and 

tile eon allowa himaelt' to be bound With all hie heart, 1154 

The Rabbi doacribed every movement, l'inding i n them inspira

t ion and meani ng. .Pather· and son bringing tM atones and 

ttie £ire and the wood are pictured thualyt "Abraham, like 

one wtio prepares his aon•e wedding, and Ieaac, like one who 

prepares hill own Chupah, 1155 And indeed both are to receive 

a blessing. Commenting on 

, the doubling of the blessing end the 1ncreaae in 

seed (v. 17) ttiey say, 

A blessing f or the £ether and a bieaeing 
for the eon 

a NUlt1tude for the
6

father and a multi t ude 
for the aon.5 

Reci pi ents or Merit 

The Rabbis were not sat1ef1ed to a1Jllply deacribe the 

emotional attitude of father and eon. The deed was too 

tarrifyj.ng and unusual. The father ia about to kill his 

aon; God's promise that Abraham•a aeod will inher i t t he 

q3. 

oo.•th 1e about to be broken, Into the mouths or the 

m1n1at ering angels are placed worde or aeton1ahment et 

the magnitude or the deed and petitions tor maroy beror e 

the Holy One, Bl .. 1ad be He. 

• • ,.The ministering angela gathered in 
group■ (in heaven) above • • •• What ware they 
crying? THE HIGHWAYS U.Y WASTE, THE WAY
FARZR CSASES, HE HAS BROKl!H THE COVENANT, 
OBSPIS&S TKE crr:ras (:taaiab 3318) Doe■ 
not Ood desire Jeruaalam and t he Temple 
wbioh ha intended to leave to Iaaao • 8 
Ohildran ? HE 010 NOT CONSIDER MAN (Ia , 
3318) Waa there no merit for Abrabami 
l a there np

7
prior value (merit) for all 

ore at urea?:> 

Ths1r problem ie a familiar one : How can God reverse 

h1maelf, turning back the covenant tie tiae entered into with 

Abratiam? If the son la killed, ttien the promise (Oeneaia 

21 112) that Abraham will proapar and multiply through Isaac 

hie eon 11 broken and unfulfilled. The m1n1ater1ng angels 

real thia 1nJuat1ce; Abraham h1uelf is conso1oua of a con
t radiction, 

How well the portrait of the suffering father 1, drawn, 

the ra ther who even in hie pain ... xprsaae■ t he moral ooritr.ad1c

t 1on he aaea before him, The Midraah 1eleota a familiar Psalm 

verse to eetabl1ah the outline of the portrait: 

Though ha went h1a way crying, 
Carrying the trail of hie aeed; 
Surely, he will 0 0110 in joy, 
Bearing hie aheathes. (P■alm 126 16 ) 

And then fills 1t in from the 'Akedah narrative: 

HE WENT HIS WAY Thia 1a Abraham, tor when 
the Holy one, Blessed be He , teated him, 
saying, TAKE YOUR SON • ••• aven though ne waa 
crying in h1a heart, Ilia lips aa1d to Ood 
HERE AM I, ' 
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11B WEln' HIS WAY. When? At tne time he 
waa oarry1ng the trail of h1a aeed, ea it 
18 written 1n Scripture, POR YOUR DESC&ND
Alfl'S SHALL COlrl'INUE THROUGH ISAAC (Oenea1s 
21112) 

SURELY HE WILL COMB CARRYING HIS Sl!EATHES. 
AND ABRAHAM AETURNm> 'l'O HIS SERVANTS (v , 19) 
Who oauaed him to reoeive a reward ror having 
kept quiet and 11111da him■elr like a mute,•• 
it 1■ written, AND LIKE A Mt1PE, I WILL NO'r 
OPEN MY MOllrH ( Psalm 38114) Por he has sn 
opportunity to say to Himt Yeeterd1y you 
promiaed ma t hat ~our descendants ahall 
oonti.nue through .\aaao. And now you are 
telling me to kill him. But he did not say 
anything, Ha kept quiet, therefore, SURELY 
HE WI.LL COME DI JOY, CARRYING HIS SHEATHES.58 

The astonishment at the oontraat between Abraham•a 

ra1tnru1ne11s end the potential of God breaking the covenant 

was not left unchallenged. Par the rabbi it became a 

n~ ,,nn~ to eeek merit for future generations baaed on 

Abraham1 a faithful deed, Many different veraiona of the 

petition can be f ound, and a fuller di~cuaeion of the date 

and e1gnif1oance or the prayer attributed to Rabbi Yochanan 

will be given below.59 Here, suffice to auggest the tona 

of the prayer as it appears in Bereehith Rabbah: 

God called the name of the place nK,, n,n, 
Rabbi 

Yochanan: Loro o1' the Worlo, when you aaid 
to me TAKE YOUR SON, YOUR ONLY SON I had 
something to reply: Yesterday you said to 
me, your deecendante will be called through 
Isaac, and now you command me TAKE YOUR SON, 
God forbid that I ahould have done ao (to 
reply), rather I restrained my oompaaaion to 
do your will. So may it be your will, Lord 
our God, that when I1aec 11 descendants come 
into trouble, you will accord to tnem the 
'Akedah and ygu 1<111 be f1Ued with companion 
towards them, o 

And 1n the Miahneh, where one version or the prayer 15 

recorded, we read, "Ke who an1warad Abraham at Mt. Moriah 

may be anewer you.•61 

The ■tructuring or a prayer by which Abraham'• merit 

could be invoked for future genaratione wa• vary convenient. 

Indeed, "ho Who an&Wtired Abraham at Mt. Moriah" waa to an
swer thoao pra~ere . Ood was to abandon hie attribute of 

Juat1oe 1n favor or mercy and compa111on for the Petriarchet 

deacendanta.62 

When the Egyptian, ware p~reuing the Children 
of Iarael, God'• con.pno"ion prevailed and He 
aa1d to Moeee, "I remeimbar the prayer or 
Abraham, my beloved, which be prayed when I 
c01111118nded hi m t o eley hie aon Ieaac, Illlmedie
tely, he accepted the command in love."63 

Oomment1ng on nK,• n, n• (v .1,,) •• Ta •anith auggeat■ that GQd 

Will remember the 1Akedah end be filled with oompaaaion.64 

He will turn Juetioe to meroy,65 

God prom1sea to remain with \,he oh1ldren ot Iara~l 1n 

every hour of their trouble,66 u' P lm 60 6 •~ng •• veree : , now 

in another con::ext, Ol 1a uoderatood ea 

or refuge. 

ouo , a place 

AND GOD T£STIID ( no, ) ABRAHAM. Thia 1a what 
Scripture aay■ oounn~ c:, ,M,•~ nnn, 

(Paalm 6016) (meaning) a place of 
refuge, tor Iareel 11 delivered f ro= the Judge
ment or Gehinom, but the wicked nave no shelter, 
811 i t 111 written, THE EYES OF THE WICKED WILL BE 
DIM AND A PU.CE OP REFUOE WILL BB LOST TO Tl!Ji)l:o7 

For the Merit or the 'Akedah the children ot Iareel 

will be r elieved rrom their ene=iea1 

Rab Ch0fn1, son or Isaac, aaid: Just ea our 
father Abraham waa binding hie aon below, the 
Holy one, Bleaeed be He bowid the g,1-Jr<Uan 
angels or the idolatora above (in heaven),68 
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And again, comenting on the .,,n of the bleaalng (v. 17) 

Juat a, the aand is a fence to the aee -
when the eea etorma the wavea are broken 
when they reach the aancl - ,o with I1raal1 
a■ 11111ny time• ae the nations ri■e up again■t 
Iarael, in the end they are broken before 
them (Iarael). So you will find w1th Pharaoh, 
Siara., Babylon, Haman, and the Greekai l1kewi11e 
all men are deetined to fall before them, ea 1t 
l~z~:t~s~t4)i9SE'l' MY REVENGE AGAINST EDOM 

S1n11larly, in the a~me bleaa1ng (v. 17) 

ia underatood 88 a specific enemy whom Iereel will destroy, 

,,D,n , the people of Palm,yra, who participated in the 

deatruction of both the t i rat and the second Templea.70 

Keineiunn d1aouue■ at length the me\)hod by wh1oh the 

rabbi1 ,1ought to relate events in Scripture, one to another. 

or partioular 1ntereat ia the qualitative similarity between 

a deed and it,1 rewarda.71 The act of Abraham'• binding the 

donkey hi,uelf (v . 3) is brought together with other auoh 

unuaual "b1ndinga." 

"Abreham rose early 1n the morning and 1111ddled 
bis aaa," (v. 3) Rabbi Shimon benYochaLHid, 
"Love u~aeta acoepted mode or benavior72 (tor 
we read) Abraham rose early in the morning 
(and ,addled hill aaa)." But didn't he nave 
aervanta? (Yea,) but love up■ete aooepted mode 
of behavior. 73 

The lllidraah proceeds now to deaor1be other examples or love 

and hate bringing about auoh unuaual behav1or1 Balaam in hie 

nate 11addle1 hill aaa hiffl1e1r . Pharaoh readiea h1a own char~ 

iot. And Joaeph, overcome by the love of rather, readie11 tne 

chariot to go out to meat Jacob. Thoae acts done out of love 

come to counterbalance the 11111111.ar deeda or enemies : 
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Rabbi Shimon ben 'ioohlli Hid •••• "Abrenam•e 
bind1ng •••• oounterbalanoe■ the binding or 
Balaam who went out to our,, I1r11el. Jo1eph'11 
prepering hie own ohlriot oountnbalAno,1 
Pharaon•• - who went to pureue I■rael." J 

HeinemtM underline• the aignificanoe or th1• 1111draah. The 

rabbia point out the a1m11Arity of expre■aiona to amph81iz~ 

that enthUll18Hl CBUllell a man to do unu■ual thing•. But 

Sh1mon ben Yocha1 hall carried the implication one atep fur-

ther, The identif1cat1on or like deede of l'lkl• and 

n,nw ahow11 that the deeda which our father• performed 

put the 1118dic1ne before the wound, w'ounda Which our enam1e11 

are plotting to give u11 

He (Shimon ban Yochai) oomae to tie the deeda 
of the r1ghteou11 whioh are in our power to do 
wit h the dangers which were annulad by them. 
The rule which he feela, (, ven though he doee 
not expreae it 1n full) 11 the rule or harmony 
between our deeds and our fate. Th1a 1a not a 
paychologioal rule, but u moral one.74 

Thus thel'e ia an int1111Bta relat1onahip between the aote or 

different generations, one conmon, interwoven rate mculded 

together by the pr1no1ple ot merit. 

At the tim.o that Abraham 111 binding his aon, God pre

p&l'ed two lamb■ , one for the morn1ng sacrifice and on~ for 

the evening. When Israel br1nga the ,,en offering to 

the altar and reada s~r1pture, G~d will remembel' the Bindi ng 

or Isaao.75 

But more apecif.ic parallela between tho 1Akedah and 

particular Biblical happenings are ev1dent1 

The word ., J ,n appeare in 8xodu1 1614 and, of 

oourse, in Genea1a 22. The f ormer ,,in oocul'e 1n oon

text whel'e God br~nga rood ( on~ to the leraelitea 
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wandering in tho w1lderneaa, it hlla reeulted from merit 

earned by the l atter • ,,,, • 

Rabbi Chllnil9 ■aid When the Holy One, Blened 
be HeJ. oalleo to Abraham, he an■wared aaying, 
HERB M I 'lll1 , God ea1d to 1'l1JD1 "l!y your 
11r11, w1tl'l tl'le aame expreeeion 1 will reward 
~our children, &a 1t 1a written, BEHOLD, I AM 
{ 1l In } CAUSDIG BR.lllAD TO RA.DI DOWN UPON YOU 
Ji'ROM THE HEAVENS. 11 iExodua 16:4 )7b 

God declared that he will eave Israel by cleaving the 

Red Sea upon the merit of Abraham's having cleaved the wood 

tor the aacrif1ce,77 

Similarly, evento having occurred in tho third day ere 

related r1ret to 

and than to the third day mentioned in the 1Akedah. A eeriea 

or event■ Which ooourred on the th1r~ day are l1eted and then 

the queat1on1 

By what merit (did theee th1nga occur)? ••• 
Rebenu and Rabbi Levi: Rabenu eaid, By the 
Merit of the third day of the giving of Torah 
• , • ,and Rabbi Levi aa1d, By the Merit ot' the 
third day or Abraham our rath~r, aa it 1a 
written in scripture, ON THE THIRD DAY ••• ,KE 
SAW THAT PlACE FROM AFAR, 7tr 

And again in Esther Rabbah the principle 1■ eetabl1ahed that 

Ierael never aurrers more than ttlt'ee daya baaed upon Abraham's 

experionoe .79 

Similarly, merit 1a accrued to future generations because 

or Abraham1a aot or n,nn•n ,or bowing in prayer.BO 

The !mite itself la aingled out for apeclsl aign1fioence: 

Why is it written n)~,c11 and not p ,o 
(regular knife)? For Iarael ate food by 1ta 
hand ,81 

Or in another for111ulation or the, same thougnt: 

All food Which I1rael Bit& in th11 world 188 
eaten ~y the merit or that knife ( n),110 }. 2 

A1 well, the name n,,,an ,n and the oryptio 

atatement of ver1e 14',. .. ., • .,, "'"' '""" o,pen oe 11,p'l 

n11,• "'"' .,,,, opn ., .. ,.. cell.a to the reader with the 

f811l111sr words ,,,.,~ • 

alternatively aa a pl ace from which fear of Ood inatruction 

(Torah}, goe, rorth, where the r1ghteoua teach before God 

and• place from which God ahoota down the wicked and t akea 

them to Gehinom.83 n•,,11 1a equated with Jeru.eelem 

and the Temple,84 Heinemann underacorea the niatorioal 

importance or part1oular place na111e,. The altar ie aeen 

aa that one upon which Adam and Noah end hie aona each 

uae,85 It is n:uen , TIIB a ltar which David and Solomon 

uaed and that 1ite which 1a destined to be the Temple. 86 

Thua ~he 1Akedah beoomes the foundation or the 00Jn111andmenta 

or the people of Israel end its nopo,87 

so. 



IV. ISAAC AIID MERl'1' 

The Tole that Iaaac playe in the Rabbinic conoept 

ot Merit ia hard to d1Scern, A gene1•al exell1inat1on ahowa 

that ''the merits of the second pat1•1erch do not figure to 

the same degree ••. ,as that or the other two. lnd1v1dually, 

h1D (Iaaac•a) merits al'e 8eldom alluded t:o,"1 And yet 

th1a aame author suggests tnat 11of all the f athers , laaac 

had the greatest share 1n bri nging about the atonement or 

I srael I s ain. "2 

Indeed, tne story or the binding or Isaac dooa 

oocupy a dominant position 1n the liturgy concerned With 

atonement. The t heme appear s many t imes. Isaec la the 

defender and advocate of Israel 1n times of• dis treea and 

via1tation on account of ains or when lerael ls being 

Judged.3 But H is important to realize tf\llt although 

the 1•efel'encea a.re found many t imes 1n the prayera and 

homilies of the Rsobis , tne pet•ticular mer1t8 of Isaac 

ere seldom alluded to in the Aggedah, 4 In thi s distinction 

we see the oeginn1nga of a dtacuaaion or t he uni que poa1t 1on 

Isaac aaaumea in the merit idea. 

The Ohara cter ot' Isaac 

The portrai t of Isaac presented Dy the Rabble la 

indeed unusual; its l aok or relationship to the Biblical 

understanding of t he event l b oa uae ror won(Jer. Isaac ' a 

faithfulness and righteousness ere omph.aaized. He 1a 

viewed ea a part ner, climbing Mt, Moriah With h!e father 
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to build the altar. They walk together, "one to bind , one 

to be bounds one to slay, one to be alain."5 Aa Abraham 

petition• Ood to bring merit fr0111 the •Akedah, ao doea Isaac 

offer • a1m11ar prayer. In Kkhah Rabbah Abraharn' a pet1t1ou 

le recorded in a version a1m1lar to that with Which we are 

now familiar. Immediately following we read~ 

Iaaao began, saying, "When Father aaid to me 
•Ood will provide the Lamb; (you are) the ' 
offering, my son,• I did not hea1tete over 
your co11111111nd; but l was wilfully bound on 
the altar, and I a tretohed out my neck under 
t he knif e . Will you not cona1der th1a to my 
ravor and have oompaaaion on my deacendantal"6 

And in Sha1110th Rabbah merit is ace.rued to the people a bout 

to be killed ror laaac•s voluntary deed. Moaea pleade with 

God not t o kill the people in the wilder naea, tte 1nvokea 

the merit o1' Abrehllm and Jacob and then pet1t1ona: 

Ir they (the children or Iaraal) muat be 
killed, remember taaac wt,o 11tretched out hie 
neck on the alta r to be elau.r,htered ror the 
aake or your name ,7 

Again, when God 11ee .. that laradl h.e no merlt to enter the 

Holy Leno , Iaabc ls remembered and meri t imputad r r om him 

to the children or I11rae1.8 Ident ical to a statement 

deaor1b1ng Abral'lam'a ooncern wlth ruture generations •e 
reacl1 

Iaaac went to sit down at the thres hold or 
Gehinom to aave his children from puniahment 
or hell,9 

Bach of the Petr1srch■ le aean aa loving Ood "with 

a 11 hie heart . " We lcnow that thia appUea to Iaasc "for 

he bound himself on the altar. "10 Both Abraham and lease 

are credited with maintaining all or Torah: 
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Abraham 11181nta1ned the Torah, all or 1t, ror 
he orrered a aaor1r1oe • • • a ram. Iaaao main• 
ta1ned what 1• written 1n Torah, He th~ew 
bilde½i before h1a rather•• a alaughtered 
lamb, 

Not only 1e .Iuao 11een 1111 an equal partner in the event■ 

that tranap1red on Mt, Moriah, and not only 1a Isaac con• 

e1atantly ored1ted with merit for hie voluntary and oonao1oua 

act of eaoriflce, but he 1a pictured aa being ln conflict 

with Abraham, Iaaao aeka the queation (v, 7) and Abraham 

anawere. (v. 8) The Rabbi& ae1ze the langWlge of the 

narrative, 

Why does it aay "Abraham" and not juat 
"Ilia rather"? For be waa not oona1derei2 aa a tether, but ea a rival conteatnnt, 

, and aak: 

Thua we come to realize that there 1• oonaiderable dia• 

oueeion thlt aeta off I11ae0 ea a aeperata character, important 

to Rabbinic underatanding11 ot Oeneaia 22. Tile oocupation with 

tni■ new development 1a exciting; the 1nvesti~ation will be 

greatly rewarding ae we oome to understand one school of 

thought wnioh bestows great a1gnificance on the merit and 

power of expiation tlia t Iaaao brings torfih. 

1. Isaac 's Age 

I n vertie five of ow· narrative Abraham 1natructs hlll 

servant boys to remain at a certain apot w1tll t he donkey. 

He explain• that Iseao snd he will go rurtner, pray and 

return. The text reada (v. 5) Tbh 

wa1 very d1aoohcerting t o tile Rabbis for, aurely, Abraham 

should nave uaed tile singular: he alone waa to return from 

the act of prayer. Some rabbis suggest tna t be used the 

53, 

plural 10 •• not to excite Iaa■o,13 Abraham had to hold h1a 

nand, aay■ ■nothar rabbi, eo that 111■0 would not tlee.14 

In hill axpo1it1on or vera■ five Ibn izra 1uggeat1 the, aame 

idea, ■nd, ohar-eoter1at1oelly, ■ID■ up all oth1r •~gumenta 

on the aubJeot, It will b■ wall for ua to review hie com• 

menta aa • prelude to further cU■oua■ionz 

Our Rabbla of ble■aed memory ae1d tllllt I■a■c 
wa■ 37 yeera old when be was bound; if th1a 
• •• an authentic tradition we would accept 1t. 
But, when employing rea■on, thi■ view 1■ in• 
oorreot, For tllan it would llllve been wortny for 
Ieaa o •■ r1gbteouane1a to be revealed and Ilia 
reward to be twioe thlt of 1111 fattier, for he 
would have been giving llimaelf willingly for 
the ■eor1f1ce, But the aor1ptural text 11aya 
not hlng e bout Iaaa c. 

Others say that he was 5 years or age. Tlli■ 
too 1a improbable for he o~rried the wood for 
tile burnt offering. 

Moat reasonable 1a tile View that he was about 
13 yeara or age and hia father forced n1m and 
bound him againat hl■ will. The proof or this 
ia thlt hie father kept tbd secret r~oa him 
and said, GOD WILL PROVIDE A IAMl!, tor if he 
had aaid to him, "¥ou are the offering II I■aao 
probably would have fled , 15 ' 

I■aao •a age 1~ a or1t1oal 1aaue, for it become■ en 

index to tile degree of his involvement, tr I■aac 1a young, 

tnen Abraham oould have bound him agains t. l'lia will, Ir he 

1a an adult, then ha muat have atretched out Ilia naok will• 

1ngly; otnerwiae the elderly Abraham could not have ecoomp11ehed 

tile binding. Ieaeo, in the flower of youtn, would have oeen 

too strong. 

How old is laaac? The Midraan, oonoerned wtth eatab• 

11ah1ng tile act ea voluntary or compelled, answers the 

question. The only apecifio mention ol' his age 1e as an 
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adult or 37, or at th• young••t , at age 2. Purtheraore, 

we will••• thllt with tne exception of a few reference, to 

Abrlllaa having concealed the r1.n111 1ct ti-- nia ■o •• not 

to excite the young boy, lae■c 1■ •••n aa cognizant of tna 

eot and willing to pertioiplte 1n 1t . 

2. I■1■c•1 Active Awaren••• 

Wu Iauc aware or whet wae happening? Many Rabble 

,,,.wer with • re■oundin& "yn. " They of~er inure■t1ng 

1nterpretat1one and addition• to the original B1bl1cal text . 
to ■upport their enawer. 

C01111M1n~1ng on I11ec•a seemingly naive queetlon, it 

11 written 

I1aac ••rited before Abranaa in rive tnlnga, 
strength, weeltn, wiedom, ateture, end length 
of ye1r1. How do wo know that he had wiedom? 
Ke 11ked nta tether, BEHOLD, Tl\£ FIRS AND1THE 
WOOD, WHERE IS THE IAMB FOR TIU!! OflllERINOt 7 

Tn• 1Jlpllo1tlon her• 11 that he ree lly knew tne 1n1wer, but 

pretended 11 if ne did not Wldaratend,18 But th1e 11 1 

rather aubtle approach; tho Rabble were reedy to go further, 

building etorlaa which would demon1trete 1■110 1 ■ lenowledge 

of tna f■ot that ne wee to he the orrer1ng and, coneequently, 

h11 w1111ngne■■ to be e1or1tlced. 

One ■trend of midraah create■• 1er1e1 or conver11t1one 

between I111c end Iellmlel, Tne pnr••• n~•n o• -,,,n ,nx 

1■ interpreted•• referri ng to lncldent a betw•en the two 

eon■: 

AND IT CAMB TO PASS Al'TBR THXSK THINQS What 
doubting wee thero1 I■eac doubted tor ne 
••• hiving a dleou■■lon wltn I111.11111e1 (for 
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l■haHl WII boa■t1n&). I■hMel 111d, 111 •• 
gra■t■r than you. 1 •• 1nher1t1ng the world 
for I•• a.y f1ther•1 r1r■t born, and tne tir■t 
bom al waya geta • doubl■ lnharltence." I■a■o 
Hid to IUa, "Tell •• whet doe■ \be Koly One, 
Blea■ed be lie, nave or yourat" 

I1h11111l1 11 11 tell you what I did, lf I d1d 
noth1ng el■■, I we■ 13 yHr■ old when 
rather olro\l■ciled ae. I could have 
■lid, 'It 1■ iapo■■1ble to o1ro1acl1e 
se.• But I gave ay ■cul end I ■coep
ted 1t. 

I■Ho I Look, you only lent the Holy One, 
Blea■ed be He, three dropa or blood 
and I know that when the Holy One, 
Bleaaed be He, reque1t■ to ■laughter 
me - and I u 37 year■ old - and Ood 
1ay■ to tat:-.Or t? 11or111cu me, I 
will not tarry • 

Th■ Holy One~ Bleaaed be Ho, ■lid to the ongel, 
"It 1■ time. Immod1ate~·, na Jumped on Abr1ne111, 
H 1t 1■ written, AND rr CANE TO PASS AIIT&R TKBSE 
Tli.DIOS1 Here you learn that there we■ doubting 
th .. •e. 9 

Slmllerly, we reed in the word■ of Rabbi Yehud1n1 

Wa hive ■earohed the book of Oene■l■, but did 
not find (the r■fereno• toi '•'KBSB TliDIOS , Whit 
did (the autnor ) He to ■ly Ar?BR THESZ TlilJIQS 
•••• TAKE YOUR SOM, YOUR ONLY SONT (Ke ■aw ) 
nothing otner· than all the tnlng■ that ware 
be~ween taa■c and l■hMel. The Holy One, 
Ble■■ed be Ka, aatd ~o leoaoA "By your 11re, 
I wil l fulfill your destru,•~o 

There 11 on• Curtner v■rlatlon in which Ineo, argu1n!: with 

X.h■ael, ■wear■: 

Would that Ood would reveal hlmeelr to 111e , 
telling me th■t I ehould out err one or my 
l.itlba,21 

Por ■oat the tabrloatton or• "prologue" 1■ not nece■-

■ary. Tne 1mblguou■1Y worded eighth ver■e or Oenee1■ 22 

provide■ en opening ror Rabbinic d11ou■■1on wh1oh would leave 

I11ec w1tn clear knowledge or hla role 1n the ■ot1vlty, By 
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changing the 111e■oret1c punotuetion we may read, 

, "Ood will ehow 

hilllHlr a lamb, my aon 1e the offerlng•;22 Even wi thout e 

new punctuati on, understanding n,on from the Oreek 111eaning 

"you, 11 we again have the father directly informing his ■on. 23 

A delightful 111ldra1h, co11111ent1ng on 

oonveya the aame idea. tn great detail Iaaac 1e pictured as 

fully cognizant of the act, and yet , behaving aa a ? •U , 

Joyoua before Goda 

THR RIGHTEOUS REJOICED IN GOO (P■alm 33:l) 
When the righteoua men see the Divi ne Preaenoe 
of the Holy One, Ble■eed be He, 111111edi ately 
they 11ng a eong, So we found when Isaac wee 
bound and he sew the heavens opening, immediately 
he sang a song, 

When Isaac said to hie fa ther, BEHOLD, THE PIRE 
ANO THE WOOD: WHERE IS THE [AMB FOR THE OFFERING? 
hie rather replied, " •,:i n~ w ~ " - "You 
are the iamb for the offering. 11 Immediately, 
Isaac was bound above the fire, He began to see 
the Divine Presence above him in heaven, &tending 
to receive him a■ a pleasant odor, Thus Iaaeo 
waa overJoyed end he aang a aong,2qWhat song did 
he ning? - the song or aaoririce, 

We nave eeen the introduction of Satan by the Rabble, 

He 1a a disturbing influence which the faithful Abraham over

CC>lll&t , Aa a reeult, Abraham•• faith in God i s even deeper 

and more permanent . The Rabble have Satan turn to I■aac after 

the unauooea,rul attempt at diverting Abraham, From th1a 

m1draah we learn that IHae , 1s •~rare of the act to be per

formed. More important , we underatand the cloaa relationship 

between Isaao•s awarenese and hie reacti on, But how subtle 

the difference between confident father and lmpetuoua aon! 

Abr-aham 1■ unmoved. Ieaec, too, 1s not to be diverted, but 
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a question, one queat1on, leaver; his l1p11. Hear the oonverae

t ion between It1eo and Satan: 

Satan I 

lseaoz 

Satan: 

Son of an unfortunate one, he ia 
going to alay you, 

For that purpoae (we are going) . 

U so, all those th1nga which your 
~other 1114de for you wtll go to 
Ishmael, the hated one , He will be 
the heir. Doea i t not bother you? 

If something ia not completely e1'fect;lve, it 
is pertly 110, aa it 1a Wl'i tten, AHD ISAAC SAID 
TO ABRAHAM HIS FATHER: 1#HRRE IS THE RAM POR 
THE OPFERI NO? ANO A.BRAHAM SAID, TH£ LORD WILL 
PROVIDE THE IAMB, MY SOM, and if not , you will 
be the lamb f or the ofi'ering, ANO THEY WENT 
THE TWO OP THKM TOGETHER, One to bind, and one 
t o be bound; one to s l ay end one to be ala1n.~5 

In yet another deaor1ption, commenting on ANO HE PUT THE 

WOO.D ON ISI\AC, HIS SON, Bereehith Rabbeh aaya; 

To what can Iueao be compared? To one who 
goee out to be ourhed and Uia (1:1ndllng) 
wood is on his ehouldere ,2b 

And in one other comment , Isaao, oarryin.,; tile wood, le likenad 

to "one who beers hie own oroea on hie at-ouldera, 1127 

3. Isaac 1a Voluntary Subm1ealon 

Tt\e portrait of laaac 1e growing, 1"or many Rabb18 he 

ls an adu'lt, f ully aware ol' the consequences or the Journey 

to Mt. Moriah . And now we learn eome&h1ng more: Isaac la 

aware and he cooperates (w1111ng}y) . Hie submisalon ie 

totally voluntary. He , like Abraham, is aware of Ood'5 

command. His faith 1n Ood, hie fear or the Creator ls no 

leas than that of the father , 

l'he Rabbis, dwelling upon the deeds of the Patriarchs, 

reoell Abt•aham end Jacob, their positive deeds. Of IeaBo 
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I t • 

they aay, 

Who wa• ao a o~1ve before Thee Bl I11ao, 
who 1llAWBd himaelf to ba boWld upon the 
altar120 

... 

I 1aao, llim■elr , reflecta hia active Ind volunt ary part!oi

pat1on and IIU deep concern aa he apeeke wit~ hi1 rather o~ 

Mt. Mor11eh: 

Whan Abraham sought t o bind hi• eon, Iaaac 
aa id1 Father, I am young and I am arra1d 
leat my body move in fear of danger and. I 
will gri eve you, and leat the aeorifice be 
void; it will not be credited t o you ae a 
aecr i fice. Hanoa , tie me well. lnlnediately, 
ANO HS SOUND ISAAC, 2~ 

Similarly, Iaaac eaid t o Abraham, hU rather1 

Bather, tie me wall, my nande and legs, 
le1t I rebel and p~orane the oonnand, 
HOMOR THY llATKER, . ,,Abraham t ied hi1

0
handa 

and leg and bound him on the altar,J 

Theae atatemanta reveal two important con■14arat1ona . 

(1) Iaaao adml.ta h1Jn8elf to be a ~,n, , young in age, 

yet he 11 old enough to be fully conacioua of what 111 to 

happen, (2) Iaeac ia concerned with being a proper aeori

f i ce ao t nat hie rather will be able to fulfill the 0011111111nd, 

An inter eating midraeh oarriea ua atill further into 

a realm in which Ieaao not only eagerly eaor1f1oee himaelt 

ao that Ilia rather can fulfill God ' e coffllll8nd, but he 11 

concerned with event• after hie death, Abraham, 1n reeponee 

to Ieaac•• iMooent queat ion telle hie eon whet will really 

happen. laa■o repl1ea: 

111101 My poor old mother, what wi l l you 
t ell her? 

Abraham: I Will tell her that Ieeao had al 
ready been ala in (before bei ng 
■acrUiced), 
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111101 Won' t • h• die r rom a~fliction? 
When you burn me, take my a ahea and 
bring them t o.-, mother ao that by 
them ahe will be oon,oled .31 

A lovely midraeh bring• t~gether the concern of 

Abraha• and Iaeao, rather ~ eon eagar to perform Goel '• 

00DUD11nd111ant 1 

AND WltERE IS THS LAMB JOR AN Oli'BEflDIO? Iaaao 
Hid, BEHOLD, THB FIR& AND THE WOOD, WH.KRE IS 
Tlll!l lAMB ,OR A.N OFF.SRIIIO? Abrat\1111 replied, 
"My 10n, you are the offering . " 

At t hat moment the expreaeion on AbrahaJ111 • 
face changed and he thought, "I am en old man 
and he 1a young; perlwpa i,e will run away . 
What will become or me?" Ieaao aa1d, "Father, 
do not r ear. Mey it be 0.)d • a will that one 
quarter of my blood be accepted (aa atonement 
ror Iarael) .J2 But tie ~e well 10 that I do 
not move, And wnen you return t o Sarah, my 
mother, do not toll her 1uddenly, leat ahe 
1nJure heraelf . It aha i a on the roof, laat 
ahe fell end dle; if ahe ia standing by a cie
tarn, l oat the throw heraelf in; if aha ie 
holding a knife, leat ahe kill her1elf with 1t, 

At the same t ime that Iaa&c w,1 agree.1ng (to 
the aacrificej with word of mouth, tu• heart 
waa aaying, "Who will uve ,ie from the nand or 
my father; l have no hel per other than the Holy 
One, Bleeeed be KeL II lt ia written MY HSLP I!i 
l'ilOM 000, THE OR&\TOR OB lliAVBlf AND BARTH, 
(Paalm 121:2) And t l,8 lllin1eter1ng angela were 
aaying, "Conie, aee two r1ghteoua 111en1 the fathor 
who alaya and the eon who atande reacy to be 
ala1n. And th~y do not ddlay one anotne~:33 

For the preaent let ue note (a ) Iaaeo•e concern, and (b) 

the uee or Ieaao•a aehee (and blood) f or a apeoitio purpoae 

following hie death (e1c), 

Ieaac and the Ram - An orrer1ng of Atonement 

Thoae Reb01a wno make a caae for an adult Iaaao volun

tar tl~ offering h1maelf to be aaortficed aeem to have a goal: 

60. 
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to find in thia patriarch an inatrument or Vic11r1ou1 Ator.e-

111ent for the ■in• of future ganer11t1on1. To acooa,plieh thill 

they proceed to further elaborate on the B1bl1oal account, 

In Loviticu■ 612 we read tne law of the 

the aacritlce commanded of Abraham in the 1Akedan. The n~,v 
1a a burnt offering which will l:lr~ng about atonement. Wlth 

a\;t1aw and wood a:, fuel for toe fire, the bUrnt offering, h 

plaoed on the altar and consumed. 

But wnat 1a consumed in t he 'Akedah? In the Biblical 

account 1t 1s a ram. We reed: 

,■Mn n• np•, on,,N ,~ . , , ~1, p2 1202 '""' ,n• '"• n,n, 

1,2 nnn l'l~W) 171,v,,. (v. 13) The text 18 not clear; 

end ,,2 nnn 111ult1ply '-he complexities. 

At aome point 3 ram 11 offered 88 an 

not eay wtth 1urety. 

n~,v Mora we oen 

The Babble make use of the ambiguous text to eatabl18h 

the needed bond between Isaac, the rem end V1oar1ou8 At9ne-

menll. we reed t 

THIS IS THE IAW OF THE BURNT Oll'FERDIG 
(Lev1t1oua 6:2) And wnat ie a burnt offer
ing? That which ia burnt before the Holy 
One, Bleaaed be He, and atone■ tor Iarael 18 
■1n■• For when Abraham mede tna offering or 
the ram, ea it 11 written AND HE LIB'l'ED UP 
HIS USS AND LDOKED, AND, BEHOLD, A RAM , nK, 
And whit ie ,n" ? The Holy One, Blee9ed be 
Ha, ■aw tn&t (Abraham) came with ell hia heart 
end ■oul to meke an offering - Isaac, hie ion, 
11a the n~,y - He 9ent a re111 • • •• to otter it 
up in place of ( nnn ) I1aac. Thia 11 what 
the text n:aa~e When it ■aya, ~•11 n,n , 

,n1r1 •• • • 

Hence, the ram 11 a aubat1tute tor laaac, and, more important, 

the act 1a oon.aidared mer1tor1oua for future gen.erat1ona: 

61. 

Th• Holy One, Bl••••d be He, proiaiaed Aljrebam 
t hat when hia de■oendant■ would offer up burnt 
otf•ring■ God WQUld ■oo•pt th•m 1-di■tely (ea 
otf•rina■ ot ■tonement).35 

Ood cone1dered the ott•r1ng ot the ram ae a aubatitute for 

taaeo1 

And he t1>ok the ra111 and offered it ae • burnt 
offering 1n place of hi■ eon . Rabbi Berecbyah 
■eidt Tha plaaaent odor of the aaor1fioed ram 
went up before the Throne or Glory and waa 
pleaaan~ to Him like the plea■ant odor ot taaao. 
Then He ewore to bleae (the children or36■rael) in thie world end in the world to oome. 

Again, under■tanding nnr. &8 a aubat1tute - in plaoe or -

we read the worda or Rabbi Ben&yah1 

Abraham ■aid before H1mt "Loru of the llorlde ! 
Behold 1 am alayir,g the ram. Coruiider it•• it 
my eon, Ieaac, 1a 11leughtered before you." 

He tool< the ram•a blood and ■aid, "Coneider it 
•• if my 110n I eaao 19 blood 1■ eprinkled before 
you ... 

lie t tll1nn~ , . .. the rem, ••• "con11der 1t aa 11' 
my ■on l9aao 1a ,1:,·•~d!·~ , before you." 

ll• wiped orr the rem. He 111id, "Conajder 1t a9 
1t Iaaao ' • bl<iod 11 w1ped ot'f berore you. , •• 11 

Thue, w1tn everything he did with the ram he 
eaid, "Oon9ider 1t a8 1t it were done with my 
eon Ia110. Behold thia in place of t his; 
thia 88 a aubet1tute for thia; th111 in ex
change for th1a,"37 

Aa weU, Rabbi Beneyuh offers auother e:cplanation or 

ANO OPPER HIM AS A BURNT Oll'll'S/UNO ,,, nnn 
Abraham 11a1d, Lord of the World■ ! Conaider it 
ae if I 8■cr1fioed my eon ftret and afterward, 
aeor1f1ced thi8 rem , •nnn (after tum) a9 you 
aay, AND AZARYAH WAS ~TH!RBD TO HlS ll'AT!lERS AND 
Y<Yl'HAN, HIS SON, RULBD AB'J'ER HIM ,-nnn 
meaning , • ,n,c 30 

Theae lllidraeh.1/11 hinge upon 1nterpratat1ona of nnn 

pther9 ere even mo~e 1mlg1native . Tne ram beoomaa en imper• 
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tant aubJe ot or d1aouaa1on, The Rabbi• aak where the ram 

came tr01111 RaDbi Judah and Rabbi Yo■i ■ugge■t d1rter1ng 

■n1111er11 

The for111er said, It came t o hand (provi
dentially) at that time, 

The latter oaid: (The ram) \11111 at t he heed 
or Ie■ec•a flo~k and 1t 111a1 called Iaaac, 
but it wea not recognized. The Holy Ona, 
Ble1■ad oe He, aai~, " Let thie I1a10 come 
in place of that I aaac."39 

Hence, I1aac and the ram are equated; the ram•a aacrifice 1a 

oonaidere<l ae 1f Iaeac hiJl\leli' wu offered up. 

Now we can better underetand ~ quote from the 

Midraah Aggedah. Commenti ng on verse l~ he includes thia 

explanations 

THE LORD WILL SEE (CHOOSE) th1a ( binding) t o 
pardon Israel every year and to eave them from 
punishment ao that in every generation, on thia 
day it 111111 be 1181d, "On t he mountain, . the Lord will aee Iaaao'• a1he1 burnt and atanding 
a■ atondment . "40 

Thia parallela other comment , on the phrase nM,, n,~, 

In ana111er to t he question, What did God eee?, Rabbi Isaac 

Napaoha aaid1 "He sa111 Iaaao •• aahea reating in tbat aame 

plaoe , ••41 and Rab anawera, "He beheld the a■hea of (the 

ram of) laa&c aa 1t 118ya, 000 WILL SEE .FOR HIMSELF THE .U.MB~42 

The ram and l aaao are often equated. So, t oo, are the 

a1he1 left on the altar oonai dered a■ thoee ot Iaaao - the 

Ram. :For theee rabbia it 1a "aa lf" ( ,~•H, ) laaac wee 

burned and 1111 aahea remain on the altar,43 Even though 

Iaaac doea not di e, Scripture conaider a lt aa if he wee 

alaughtered,44 

63, 

Spi egel 1ugga■t1 the importance ot the a1he1 in t he 

ouatom aa■ooiated with tasting, The ark 1a placed in the 

atreet ot the city and roaated a■hea are plaoad on it, , 

Rabbi Samuel bar Nachman otfera •• an explanation ot the 

ritual the atatement, " In order to recall the merit ot 

Iaaao,• 45 Purtner, Spiegel r ecord• a pet i t ion f rom the 

Shofar earvioe of Roah Haahllnah that oall• tor Ood •a mercy 

baaed on the c0111pleted aacritioe at Mt. Mor1.ah1 

Look at the duat of Isaac our f~ther who 
waa burned on the altar and deal with your 
children in mercy, 46 

ThiB 111 the goal of' the Rabbis: From Iaaao•a volun

tary aaor1fice , which, in oonLreat to the Biblical text , 11 

completed, we find merit and atonement for the children of 

I srael. In the Temple r itual the aahea are important aa the 

aign ot atonement. Here, the a,hea, remaining on the altar, 

are the l:,'!Dbol of t hfl completed act, or Iaaao•• merit, They 

etand trom generation t o ganarat1on to remind God of i1ia 

obligation to excuse t heir 1in1, Thua, they become a eymbol 

of V1car1oua Atonement. 

Thia 11 atate:l, quite explic '.tly, in the Tanohuma 1 

~han Iaaoo 1a deacendanta are sinning and 
bec0111ng involved 1n trou~le, let the Binding 
ot laaac be remembered and oonaidered before 
you H if hi.a aahea were burnt on the altes.• 
and pardon thom and redeem them from tneir 
t rouble ,47 

Juat aa the a11he1 have a redeeming value, either 

directly - in t he Temple ritual - or Yicarioualy - in thia 

discussion, ao too 11 the blood important in the ayatem of 

expiati on, Both the blood and the ashaa, indeed, any inJurt 
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that ahow1 ■utferlng or death, have the power to expiate 

man•• 11n, and reoonoile him with hl1 God. The 11hea, the 

blood, death and aurrerlng all 1erve a, lnatrwnenta of 

e tonement .48 

Having e1tabllahed Iaaao aa an :Lnatrwnent ~r vicarloua 

atonement, we can better understand the relat:Lonahlp between 

the •Akedah end the holiday or Roah Haahanah. Marmoreteln 

dlreota our attention properly1 

The aierita or the fathers errect atonement 
and rorglveneaa for their children•• aine •••• 
theae Patriarchs appear ea aollcltore Bijd 
advooatea before God who Judges Iarael . 9 

The 1tatement or Rabbi Hama ban Hanlna illuatratea thia1 

~uat aa a eon or a k:Lng, who nad a oaae to 
defend before hla father, la told: "If 
thou dolt deaire to be acquitted in my 
court (Judgement), appoint for thy defense 
that aol1c1t.or and thou wllt be 1cql.l.1tted." 
L1kew11e God aaya t o tarael, "Ky children, 
do you dnlre that l ahllll Juatlfy you in 
my Judgement? Recall before me the merit• 
or your rathera and I ahall pardon you. "50 

Marmorataln continues: 

Thia 11 partioula~ly the caae on the Dey 
or Judgement . Thie doctrine influenced a 
great deal or the liturgy or the New Year 
end that or tho Day or Atonement . They 
had a type or prayer and aupplloatlon, or 
nymna end poems call ed n,,, n,,,n 

n,,K , the
1

remembrance or the merit■ 
or the fa thers.'.> 

When we examine the liturgy we find t.he molt algnifloant 

passages of as it relatea t o the 

1Akedah in the Zlkhronoth aectlon of the Roah Hashanah Muaar 

service. ln that prayer we read: 

65. 

Our God and Ood or our Batnere, remember 
u1 favorably end v11it 111 wttb a de1tiny or 
eternal ■alvatlon and mercy. O Lord our God, 
remembar in our favor the covenant and the 
lovingklndneea and the oath which you ■wore 
to Abr1ham our father at Mt. Moriah and let 
Abraham our rather•• binding or I1aa0 h11 eon 
on the altar appear before you. Ka re■trained 
hie 0ompa1aion to perfona your will with per
fect heart , So too, let your mer cy reatra1n 
yol,U' anger frOID upon ua.52 

and tbe prayer enda with t he further petition: 

Por you remember all the forgotten tbinga and 
there la no forgetting before the throne of 
your glory, and thil day remember the Bind
ing of Isaac and hie 1eed in mercy. Ble11ed 
art $~ou, 0 Lord, who remembereat the Coven
ant , 

Iarael Levi reminds ua ttiil', the idea wa11 11ot part or 

the Temple rltl.!81 . We know lt fr~m tha Aggadan, from a 

prayer attributed to .Rabbi Yootwnan, a Paleat1nian A'f'ora 

or the third century.54 The prayer appears with variant 

reading• in a number or aourcea: 

AND ABRAHAM CALLED THE NAME OP TKE PU.CE 
n•,• n1n• Rabbi Bibi Rabbah in the name 

or Rabbi Yoohanan, He (Abraham} aaid before 
God, "Lord of all the Worlds . ,~om the time 
that you aeld tc me, TAKE YOUft SON, YOUR ONLY 
SON, I had aomathing to replyt ' Yeeterda)• 
you Hid to IDEI, YOUR DESCEHMN'l'S WILL .BE 
l()IOWN THIIOUOH lSAAC, and now you aay, TAICB 
Youn SON. I God forbid that I would not do 
1 0 . But I withheld my .neray to perform 
Your deaire. So let i t be Your de11re, o 
Lord our God, that when Iaaac 1a doecendanta 
get into trouble You will r bmember that 
bindina5and be filled with oompaaaion ror 
t hem."' 

Other vere1ons convey the aame idea. Jeruaalem Talmud 

Ta 1an1th at ates that Iaaeo 1a deaoendenta wil l be in trouble 

with no one to speak 10 their defenae, Abr aham plead& that 

God Wi l l be their defender .56 
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Vay11cra Rabbah 1a more explicit, di1tir1guie111n~ between 

Ood'& Juatice and mercy: 

Wnen 11aac•a des cendants come into the power 
of transgreesion and wicked deed1, recall 
tne Binding or Iaaaa, tl1e1r father, and 
move rro111 t he tllrone of Justice to the throne 
of compaaaion . Be filled with mercy towarda 
them and be compasa1onate. Turn the attribute 
of Juat1ce to an attribute or mercy, 

and a time is given: 

When? In the seventh month.57 

An indi cation or time and a frame of reference la alao 

suggeated in th1a version: 

When, on thla day, i aaac•s descendanta are 
being judged before you - even though tnere 
are e number or a ocuaera eocuaing them - Juat 
aa I kept a1lent and did not anawer youA 
likewiae you shall not listen to them,5° 

A connecti on 1a made between the Day or Judgement, Ro1h 

Haahanah, and the •Akedah, Some Rebb1a ooneid~r the event 

ot' Mt , Moriah to nave taken place on tha t day .59 

I t ta i mportant to discover when and how the theoriea 

or Merit and Vicarious Atonement made their way into the 

thought of Bome rabbis. Then we will better ba able to 

understand their relationship to the 1Akedsh, and, in turn, 

their coMection W"ith Roah Hashanah , There are t wo classic 

viewa concerning the date and source or thia idea ln Jewish 

11 tera bl.lre 1 

Abrahll!ll Oe1ger, writing 1n the mid- nineteenth century, 

auggeata that the Rabbis borrowed the idea from Chriat1a·n1ty 

through tne Syr ian Church in Babyloni a and that the borrow~ng 

ia very late, in t he third century or thia era. Oeiger•s 
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dohi-al of an e■rl1er date 11 very ■trong . Human aaorif1ce 

1a repul1ive t o Judaiam. Ood doe■ not need re00mpen1e to 

f orgive a nd be mer ciful to Hia creature . There 1a no idea 

or tranafer of ain rrom one generati on to another, or from 

one man to another. There 1a no vicarioua pardon or 11n and 

no g1111'di1nahip of atonement , The idea or merit aocruing 

from the 1Akadah 1a oontrad1cto~y to the Torah and ahoul d be 

removed from the liturgy.60 

Geiger aupporta hie caae by poi nting to tne Bible 's 

silence on the matter; the Oenaa1e narrati ve 11 not referred 

to any place i n Scripture, The Miahnoh makea no reference 

to i t. I t mention& only the danger in whioh leaao found him

self and tne prayer of Ab~aham, Sven the~ whi ch 18 

uaed at Ro1h Haehanah haa no apeoifio connection with the 

l'am of tne 1Al<edah. The horn of any animal, a gazelle or 8 

bull or a ram, could be ueed, 61 Oeiger auggeat a that only 

tne Babylonian Talmud eatabli&hes e connection between the 

ram•a l'lorn and the eacr1f1ce of l~aac: 

Wny doee one bl3at with the horn or a ram? 
So that I "111 remember to your favor t ne 
Binding or Ia~ac, the eon or AbrallAlm,62 

The author or the idea 1a Rab, the r1r1t nead o, ~he 

Babylonian Academy, It was here in Babylonia that tne !'ead

ing of the 'Akedah for the firat day or Roah Haahanah was 

adopted, The Mishneh had aaa1gned Oeneaia 21 tor the f i rat 

day; only on tne aeoond day - celebrated in Peleatine - waa 

tne 1Akedah portion read . 

Levi takea Geiger t o taak on aeveral levela,03 Surely 

hla preoccupation with Refoi'm created d1ff1cult1ea for tum, 
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Levi auggoata tnat any of tho men who concerned themaelvee 

with th1■ idea were Pelest1n1ane - indeed, none of the 1n:por 

t 11nt one■ uved 1n Babylonia - and that many or them lived 

before Rab whom Geiger considered ae the author of the 

relevant Zikhronoth paaaage in the Rosh Haahanah Mua■f 

aervice . 

More 1erioualy, no one aaaumes that the Roah Haahanah 

313 r e ference 1a to the aynagogual cult, bu t rather to tho 

much earlier Temple ritWll. Here the r t te of 11ounding tne 

horn 1a more important than the tnterpretation . Tne t rac11-

t i on had never been fixed - the horns or other an1mala are 

aometlmea referred to,64 

A more l!uportant 1aaue 18 raised by Levi conoerning 

the Scriptural porti on to be reed on Rosh Haahanah. If ~e 

oan diaoern when end where the 1Akedah became r t xad aa the 

reading for that holy day, we have an indioation or the 

origin or ideaa or Vicarious Atonement 1n Rabbinic literature. 

Geiger had suggested that the Babylonian school adopted 

the reading of the ' Akedah for the first day of Ros h Haah

anah. The M1ehneh aaa igning Oeneais 21 for the first clay 

meane tnet in Peleatina, only on the eeoond day was Oenea1a 

22 read. 

1l~chler65 takes us to 8n examination or ~he aourcea and 

to a plauaible underatanding ot' how the 1Akedah paaaage came 

to be aa1001atad with R01h Hsahanah1 

In the Mi■hneh, Meg1llah 3:5 we read1 

On Peaaoh they read the section n,,~,o 
(Lev 2311 ff) in the Law of the Pr 1eat a 
(Leviticua). At Penteooat they read r.he 
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■1ot1on SKVIN WUK8 (.0.ut 1619-12)1 et the 
Kew Year DI THB SBV&ll'l'H NOll'1'H tK TKS FIRST 
IllY OJI TIIR MON'l'II, (Levitioua 23,23 rt) 

• Tneee aeot1ona were aot, according to ll~ohler, to educate 

the people 1n their d1apute wit h the Sadducee. 

A gradual onange from. theae portions 1a recorded in 

b. Meg1llah 316 , More specifically, in the Toaerta, MegJ.l

l8h 3 :6 , Genesis 21 la given 88 the raad1.ng. "Though only 

cited by the~ with t he formula •some aay, 1 it mu1t be 

oonaidered ea original." A Bora1tha in Meg1llah 31, the 

Jerusalem Talmud, Meg1llah 3:7 and th.e Peaikta horn.Uy euggeot 

t wo portions - both Lev·i ticua 2? and Gene■ie 21, decla r i ng 

the Oenea11 reading to b~ first. 

Addre■aing himllelt to the que■t1on or why Oene■i■ 21, 
II 

Buchler aakll, 

Where is i t explicitl~ atatad in the Bible 
that S11rah wae remembered on New Year 1 a Day? 
What led the Aggadah to 11111ke auch • s t a tement? 
Should we not rather explain the matter, that, 
independent of any purpose, th1a port i on w•• 
read on New Year•a Day, and, on thia account, 
waa 1t that th~ incident of th~ bi rth or Iaaao 
became aaaociated with that f eatival'I Yet , 
why waa tr.1a part of t he La• recited on ao 
sol emn an oocaaion? A aimple way out of thd 
difficulty 1a auppUed by a oona1derat1on of 
tha triennial r~ading of the Law, which muat 
imdoubtedly_be pra■uppoaed 1n Palestinian 
sources ...• o6 

11 1t 
.,Buchler cont i nues to examine the davelopment or the 

Triennial Cycle. He fixea Oeneaia 30122 88 the Roah Haahenuh 

po~tion for the r1rat year.67 Here God remember■ Rachel, 

This l a ■ubat■nt1sted by an aggadah in b. Rosh Haahanah 10 b 

in Which Rachel 1a remembered on Roah Haehanah Day. He oon

tinues, 
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When once it waa assumed that one or the 
Matrierch1 waa remembered in thia day in 
reapect to the bleaaing or children, the 
idea b1•oadened to include Robacc11 and :laran 
aa we ll. Hence it come■ that the portion 
deacribing how Sarah waa vialtad by God 
waa eeleoted aa the reading for the New 
Year.bB 

~ chlar concludes h11 analyaie by al"J.ud~ng to the 

rule eet down in Palestine tl\8t no colWllfl of the Torah waa 

to be alcipped over 1n moving from one eectiou to another, 

\MegUlah 415)69 Babylonla1,Jewa aleo obeyed thla r1.1le. 

With Genesis 21 aet for the firat day, to prevent the neoea

aity ot' 1:olling the Toran to another place , they selected 

Geneaia 22: 

When the Seder waa adnpted aa the New Y~ar 
portion, perfiaps alao by some Paleatine 
0011111unities as well, a theory arose in 
connection with it that Abraham•a ~ttempted 
aaoririoe of his eon nappened on this dsy.70 

BUohler•a approach 1a attractive, The reading of 

Genea1a 22 on Roan Haananah 1a a rea1.1lt or the Triennial 

Cycle and the f1x.1ng or reading for the Holidays. It 1B 

only after the reading ia aaa1gned, arbitrarily, to the day 

that a theory 18 suggested linking the events or Moriah 

with the day or Rosh Haananoh , 

Levy aeema to follow B~ohler•a reaeoning and refutae 

Geiger•• argument baaed on the Torah read1ng71 • He goes on 

to answer hie other main argument, that the Zikhronoth prayer 

waa composed by Rab in the third century, His refutation 

involves an analysis or tne na ture or the Malkhiyoth, ™
~• Shofaroth section of the Nuaaf service. For him the 
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three pa■■■g•• torm • unit who■• oh■r■oter is clearly maa

a1■n1c, the tinal redemption or the whole people, Thia 1a 

a logical extenaion of the theme ot merit rrom the r egular 

•Amid■h which apeaka or , The 1Akedeb, 

referred to ao clearly in thia Muaat Service Amidah, bec0111ee 

the cleareat form of t he Merit or th.a Patriaroha. Thia ear• 

lier idea 1a no later than the f 1rat century of thie ara. 

Th111 unity, thU men1an1c theme, 11 broken by tha introdnc-

tion ore new element , the idea or 

a reereauon 01' the worlrl and dth it the Judging or all 

people , Thia does not oonoern collective ealvati on or 

Israel but the rate or the individ1.1&l . For Levi the phrase 

hall all the oharacter111t1ca of an addition penned by Rab. 

He ia rav1a1ng an old prayer and odding to 1t. He aWNn11r• 

izea hie conoluai~n thualy 1 

The order of tne Malkhifoth, Zi cTenoth and 
Shofaroth which we reorea.ll'ing e Roeh 
lli■hinah Muaar 1erv1oe waa alreaqy di ffuaed 
in the f~ret century C,&., and a1noe the 
ra111embranoe of the 1Akedah became an integral 
part or it there ia no doubt that the 11nder 
atanding (or M~rit and \'1car1oue Atonement) 
wni ch waa expreaaed 1D it wae already wide 
epre,d 1n thoae daya.12 

Spiegel diecuaeee theee two contrasting viewa and 

drawa a more moderete oonol ueion . I t 11 d11'f101.1lt to date 

the prayer. Neverthelaee we muat conclude that the Amoraim 

in Paleatine knew of the oonveraat i on oe Abraham with God 

(Rabbi Yocnanan I a prayer) and that it 118• known one hundred 

and r1rty yeara earlier in the Zikhronoth to the second 

generation Tannaim. Moreover, the idea rf merit did not 
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come rrom contact with the Syrian Church in Babylonia. 

All of tne Amoraim were ramiliar with it; the aohool of 

Rabbi Yo011anan was converaant with the idea, Merit and 

Vica r ioua Atonement as expreeaed by Rabbi Yochanan and 1n 

the Zikhronotn prayer have their origin early .1n the thought 

of that Rabbi. 73 

The proolems of tile date or aaaooiation of the 1Ai<edah 

and Roah Haehanah and of the aouroe of the M,rit idea ere 

difficult and their f inal resolution ill beyond the acope of 

thia paper. Hence we recognize the proble01 and move on, 

continuing our examlnat ion or the themea of Roan Haahllnah 

as they are developed by the Rabbis uaing the tAkedah atory. 

1, The Dey of Judgement 

A m1mber of element!' a re Joined in the liturgy, pre

aenting the New Year festival with a composite meaning, The 

holiday is under atood as the anniveraery or creation with 

the implication or an annual re- creation. Men•a rate 1a 

fixed at the ti.me as the order of the world i ts re-eataol1eht!d . 

The Enthronement PaalJna, prominent in the Roah Haahanah 

liturgy, are .important here, The God-King re-eaoenda hits 

throne and Judges mank.1nd; rev1ewa their deeda and settles 

their destinies. Here th~ B1bl1cal-Rabbinical name of 

1,.,,,-n oi• , Day of Rc,mernbrance , is given meaning. The 

God- King remembers the paet of each 1nd;l.v1dual. But more. 

He also remembe~s the deeds or the ancestors and considers 

theil• merit that may be credited to those preeently under 

Judge■ent. 
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Raooinic exegeai■ or tha 1Ak1d1h preaent■ th1a pic

t ure. At the moment ot Judge■ent, when Ood ta to decide 

the fate of the children ot Israel, he 11 ■eked to remember 

the merit of toe 1Akedah and to be ■ercitul to the atray1ng 

children, In one veraion or Rabbi Yoonanan•• petition God 

.la aaked to move to the throne ot mercy and judge the child

r en or Iarae l with a moaaure o~ compaa11on.74 

We l\llve aeen how the aahe■ of the r■m-Ia1■0 become an 

1nat rument of atonement, awakening Ood 1a memory of the 

meritorioua deed to nave it applied to thoae atand1ng befo~e 

Hie Throne of Judgement, Likewise, the~ or horn ( ,.,, 

1a aaeociated with Judgement anJ redemption. :onrnenting on 

Psalm 75,11 we read in Midraah T~h1llim1 

A'll the Horne or the Wicked I will out off, 
But the horns of the r1ght eoua ahall be 
exalted. 

Ten horns of 1alvat ion are counted ea having oeen given to 

151•ael by God, end one of them 1a the horn or r.aaao from the 

•Akedah, 75 

The horn ia to be used on Roan l!l!ahanah when t ho 

children of lar~el are being J udged: 

The Holy One, Bleaaed be He, aa!d to th~m, 
"Your children are de:itiued to come before 
1118 and to oe Judged on Roah H■ahanah, If 
they want me to pardon them, let them blaat 
forth on that day with the Shofar, '' Abraham 
U1d to li1m, "What ia a aho~ God r eplied, 
"You do not know?'' Abra~." "Turn 
around and look l:>ehind you, 

lnnedtetely Aoraham l ifted hie eyea end 
there waa a r am behind, cuyght 1n the 
thicket by hits horna, I t ia written here 
Ood aaid, Let them aound with ~hie horn 
and I will pardon their aina."7° 
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And again, 

Rabbi Ctian1na eon or Rabbi l.aaao aa1d1 All 
the day• or the year Iareel 1a caught 1n 
tranagreaaloo and entangled 1n troubl•• • 
But on Roah llaahanah they take th• ahorar 
and ao1111d it, They are remembered 6eror e 
the Holy One, Bleaaed be Ha, and He pardona 
them. They w1ll be redeeaed by t he norna 
or • ram,•• 1t ia written, THE LORD WILL 77 B~ ST POR'?H OIi THB TRUMPET . (Zeohari■h 9114) 

The element or Vicerioua Atonement la brought out clearly 
troa theae eelectiona1 

Rabbi Abahu eaid, Why do they eo1111d the 
horn or a ram on Reeh Haehanah? The Holy 
one Blaaaed be H• ae1d, "Sound a ahoCar 
ud: or • 1'■1111 a horn before 11e ao ~ 
r•••b•r in your ravor th" binding or lNec, eon or Abraham, and I con•i~er it•• ir you 
bo1111d youraelvea before mo , 7~ 

The Pu11ch de Rail Kahana ldde I 

And turn for them the attribute ot Juatioe 
to mercy. When? In the aeventh montti .79 

2. Meu18n1am 

The blaeting or • trU111pet •• a aymbol or reda,apt.1on 
18 8 theme oOGl!lon to a epec1r10 Olly ot Judgement and to the 
Final Judgement Day et tne end of tiJle. The trumpet would 
herald the oOlling or the Meee1ah and t1nal redeiapt1on rroc 
wrongdo111g and tranagreaaion, Thua we arrive at 1nother 
important theme rerleoted 1n ~he liturgy and aggadah ■ur
roW>d111g Roah Haabanah, Beg1Minga, the beg1nn1.nga or new 
aontha and the llaw Year were aocoapenled by the sounding or 
trumpet, . Aa well, royal prooe11iona, wi th the God- King ru
■eoending hie tbrone and Judging 11111n were to be nerelded by 
blasting tr1.111pete. In the period envi1ioned by tne apoca}yp
t 1o wr1t1nge the trwnpet waa to anno1111oe the and ot daye 
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with the ooainc or the 1141a■i•h and the IC1ngd011 or God, 
Indeed, Crom e■rlie■t t1lllll■ , R01h Ha1hanah wee known•• 

"'" .," 01• , the 0.y or Trumpet Sounding. 
Collon ob■ervea that th~ incident• or the 1Au dah 

Ir•• inv11ted with Meui1nic a1gn1ficanoe. He oontinuaa 
to augga■t that the meaalen1o ton•• ■N •reminiao1nt or 
the Go1p1l Story • .ao The Neae1en1c overtone• attach1d to 
the 1Akedah t ogether Wi th the element• or a doctrine or 
Vicarioua Atone111ent provoke au intere1t1ng qu&etion or 
origin■ and relat1on1n1ps of tM M1draahlo Uteretura to 
other aow-oee, Wt will riret att•pt to 1ee ~heaa Mea-
111n10 olemanta aa they appear in the liter,ture aurrounding 
the 1Audah and then retw-n to explore the origin• and 

element• parallel to otner 11tereturea, TM■ will b1coa,e 
a eWlllllllry or tne entire diaouaa1on or 11110 and tho 1 Akedah 
•• we turn back to underetend thd extrnt or the perallel 
between hHc •no the 1Aked1n on the on, hand and the tigura 
or Je1ua, the Mea111h, on the other, 

Th• rabbinic d:lacuaaion with meea1■n1c alluaionft 
center• Cir1t upon ~he rllll and the oonoluaion or the 
binding. Already we have eeen the rim Ind Ia1ac identified, 
the blood and t ne 1ahea or the 0011pleted 11crUi01 aerving 
•• atonement. The ram11 iaportanoe 1a heightened•• ita 
horn 11 uaed •• the trUlllpet, reminding Godot I11ac •a merit, 
In Aboth CS. Rabbi Hethan e■oh part or the r im 1e made lig 

niricant Ind ~nva1tad with • me1eianic 1igntfioan011 
Gabriel ran Ind brought h1m before 
Abrohem end Abreham orrered the l'am in 
place or hie eon. That day we■ Roah 
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Ha■hanah and he made f1ve , i;i1out. 'dH<lt 
( nni, ) from the ram1 

He took the horna and eounded on them 
The wool was fo1• I'~'" 
Ilia akin for Tephillin and M•zuzo~b 
Hie legs for flutea 01 H1a a1newa for harp strings. 

That no part of the ram went to waete 11 etteated 

to in other places ea well. Hie aahea formed the baae or 

the inner altar or t he Temple whereon the expiation sac

rifice of the Day or Atonement was to be brought, Hie ten 

ainewe wera the ten strings on Oavld 1 e harp, Hie akin waa 

ueed aa EliJah1a girdle, Hie left horn was used by God at 

Mt. Sinai. The right horn, larger then the left, was destined 

t o be blown 1n the future at the time of the gathering of the 

exilea,82 The ram waa oonaidered ae one of the things created 

on the Sabbath evening 

The Rabbis attributed the origin of the firet three 

blessinge to Abraham, Iaaao end Jacob, respectively. Thus, 

rsaao 18 the f1-ret man to eay the n,,,,~ prayer with its 

emphasis on Resurrection. When laaoc heard the angel aey, 

"Do not ■end forttl your hand," be reoicecl t he bleaeing or 

Reaurrection: "Bleeeed art Thou, O Lord, who reviveat the 

Dead !,81; 

That leeao did not 1•eally exp1ra in the Biblical nar

rative is no problem for the Rabbi&. On the contrary, they 

make a caae for Iaeao•a death. There in no mention or his 

return from Mt. Moriah with Abraham and the servant boys. 

They apeoulate aa to wher e ne went: He went to etudy 1n a 

Beth Ham.idt'ull to insure hie worth. 85 He traveled o dii'-
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ferent route, He went to Par1di1e ro~ three yesra to heal 

the wound 1111'fered ■t the hand■ or hie t■ther,86 

There are actual deaoription■ of how laaao died and 

waa reeurrectad, llllbbi Yehud&h ■■id , 

When the knife reached hi■ neck, I■■ao 
expired ( , now> nn•, nn.,e ) • 
When Ood oauaed Hie voice to be heard from 
b■tween tha two cherubim aaying DO NOT 
TOUCH THR I.AD, h1a ■oul r~turned to hie 
body and ha waa reatorad to life. He 
etood up and knew reeurraotion, from the Torah, 
Por all the dead are de1t1ned to be re■urrao
ted, At that ti.me he ■aid, Bl■,•• art Thou, 
0 Lord, who reatoree the dead.~ 

Not only 11 Iaaao destined to be resurrected, t>ut "upon 

the merit of Isaac, who aaor1fioed 11111111elf on the altar, 

the Holy One, Bleeaed be lie, will r<i■tore the deed, 1188 

Spiegel oitee a nwnber ot alternative explanationa 

l\'hioh the Rabbia offer for Iaaa')1 a death. Realhticelly, 

he may nave fainted or expired from tear ot the knife, Some 

auggeat that he aaw the Divine Spirit or the Glory of God 

from between the heaven■• In ~weaome fear he explrad, The 

of laaiah 26119 1• conaidered aa the dew or 

resurrection, a lif~•giving liquid from Ood which restoraa 

Ieaeo•• lite. Aa well,some later •tdraahim en~noe tne 

bleeaing evan 1110re, placing tt lnto the mouthe of the 

engela .89 

In addition to thes e two major meaa1anio images, the 

ram and tne resurrected laaao, other elements of the 1Akeden 

take on apeoial meeaianio aigniticanoe. Heinemann suggests 

the knife and the looat1on of the Binding nave baen g1'1en 

special meaning, The donkey, too, la singled out.. Ha is 
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deatined aa the a■■ created n11>Dwn 1•~ , aa the ani11&l 

upon whi ch Mc■ea rode when he went down to &gypt and t,a 

aaa upon which t he Messiah, eon of David, will ride at the 

end or tlme,90 The ram, too, was brought from Paradise 

Where i t had been pasturing wider the tree of life, l\av1ng 

been pl■oed there n ,.,,,.,n l' ~ 
91 

In ■IIIIIUry, two element& dominate the picture ot Iaeac 

aa the Rabbi& understood h1a ro l e in the 1Akedaht (l) the 

Vicarious Atonement t hat he provided by his willing aaori

t'ics and hence hh importance et time of Judgement , Roah 

Haahllnah; (2) the messianic overtones WhlOh surround the 

events and the obJecta connected with the 'Akedah. 

But t neae obeervatlona ra1ae other queat1ona. wnat 
ere the origins of the theory of Vicarious Atonement and 

Merit Crom one individual to another? How did the ideaa 

f1hd their way into Judaism? What ia the relation between 

these concepts end thoae fowid in the early writing• of the 

cnurch, It ia to this diacuae1on that we now turn. 

On Origina and Parallela 

l. Pagan Souroee 

The 1deo or human eaorifioe ia familiar to the student 

of mythology. Even 1n Biblical literature we can f1nd refer

ences to th1a practice, aere the earlier practice& are 

recorded aa they are denied by Kebrew prophets and other 

Biblical authora. The whole animal aacr1f1c1al syetem repre

eente a development , e refinement of the earlier, more 

primitive ayatem. 
79, 
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:In Oreek l1terature ·wa find 1111ny 1natancea of fathers 

who aaor1f1oed aona or daughter& whom they loved i n order t o 

do good for the nation, to appeaae the god■, or to redeem 

the landa from war, drought, blight or plague ,92-

Ph1lo atrivea to prevent a 0ompari1on betw~en the act 

of hUllln aacr1.f1oe and the Binding of I1a10, Where the lat

ter 11 oone1dered inaignifioent and interior because or ita 

not l\aving been completed, Spiegel review■ Ph1lo'a arguments 

Abraham did not do what he did for glory, in anger or excite

ment, to 111Bet th.a needs of the hour. Rather ho fulfilled 

hia Creator ' s command 1n lovn, the love of rather for h1a 

son, the love of man who r~are Goa.93 

Thia becgmee a centra l ,noeis or Sp1ogel•a exam1nat1on 

of the M1draah on Isaac and th• parallel Chr istian Uteratui•e, 

The 1dentif1oat1on or Mt. Moriah aa the Temple, the pra.1oe 

of the mountain and the rabbinic approach to all or t he 

evente of the 1Akedeh show the change from hwnan to an1.mel 

aacrif1oe in glowing term&1 of epp~oval and sanction, Theee 

midraah1m were flghti ng against t he ear•liel' tendency of the 

pa~an wcrld for hUIDlln aacrifioe . 

Chriatian thought, drawing upon the aame aouroeu, mekea 

the idea or Vicarious Atonement throUgh aeor•1f1oe a, central 

doctrine 1 

The idea of atonement ahd pardon t o the entire 
oommwi1ty through the blood of the first born 
who ia sacrificed on the apring month 1a 
implanted in the darkneaa or en ancient pagan 
period which wea aoouatomad to aaori tice the 
first oorn aona on the Naw Moon of the New 
Year to appease and entice the goda, •• • and 
thus the community 1a aaved and pardo~td oy 
meena ot' the blood ot one ind1v1dual,9'1 
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Judaiam reJects their 1olution, pertioularly t~• 

emph.lla1a on one individual, but in it• idaaa or merit, or 

aurrer1ng, or redemption through the blood and eahea we 

aae the influence of pagan eouroea and the current• or 

thought that were dolll1nant when the TannalJII and Ammoraim 

were diaouaaing and writing, Both religtona ebaorbed, 

conaoioualy or unconacioW1ly, or by way of polemic from 

the earlier pr1m1tive idea, The parallels end the differ

ence aeem to have been taken from a common pagan aow,oe, 

There are hints of thia pagan source 1n the midrash. 

Q!\r11t1tn1ty b\.!1lt them into p oentr@l dogtr1no, ~o, 1n 

responae , tried to blot out re11nanta or the earlier pagan 

idea and attempted to counterbalance Christian viewa . Aa 

e result we have only hinta of the idea, Nevertheless we 

can irubstantiate the idea of 1aaac•a being slaughtered and 

resurrected, Truly, there waa a constant interaction be

tween early Christianity and the beginning• of Judaiam in 

this era ,95 

2, Christian Parallels 

The Chriatian idea of atonement, of man•a reconoi l 1a

t1on with Ood 1a accomplished through the aacr1f1o1nl death 

oi' Jeaua . The idea 1a expla1ned more fully in the ~ 

D1ct1onary ot' thtl Churoh ' a dofinitlon or atonement, 

The need for such reconciliation is 1.lllpliclt 
in the Old Testalll8nt conception of God'a 
abaolu~e righteouaneaa, to Which nothing 
impure or a1n1'ul can spproaon. Ita echieve
ment 1a here represented as dependent on en 
act of Ood himaelf, whether by ttle Divine 
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appo1ntiaent of the aaor1f1oial ayatem 
through ~hioh wioleanl1nea1, both ritual 
and mor•lt may be purged by the ahedding 
of blood Hebrew• 9112) or, in a prophetic 
view, by the future divine gift of a New 
Covenant. , .,by the action of a Divinely 
aent Servant of tne Lord who 111 "wounded 
for our tran■greuiona" and~barea the ain 
of Man." (Isaiah 5315, 12)"" 

Levi auggeata that the Ooapela never mention redemp

tion, Jeaus does not l'epreaent himseli' aa a voluntary 

expiator of sin. It is Paul who oreatee the link between 

Jeaua and &xp1at1on of ain 1n the authentic Pauline Bpistl8e.97 

In the Letter or Paul to the Romana references to Jeaua 

aa exp1ator for man I e ain1 e bound. He wrJ tea, "The right• 

eousness or God has been magn1f1ed, ••• tnrough the redemption 

Which 1a in Jesus Chris t who Ood put forth as an expiation 

by his blood." (Romana 3,21- .25) Jeaua• d.e/ith beo01118a the 

key events 11Jea11a, • • wae put to daath for our treapaaaea and 

I'eieed for our Juat1fioat1on. " (Romana 41211 ... 25) "Ood ahowa 

H1a love for ua in that while we wgre yet sinners, Cnr1at 

died for ua . Since therefore we are now Justif ied by tua 

blood, much more ahall we be saved by him t'r om the wrath of 

Ood. 0 ( Romana 5 18-9 ) Ih· the Ftrst Letter to the Corintni ana 

Paul 11tate11 hla v1ew c l early, "For l delivered to you aa ,,f 

firat im~ortanoe what I also received, that Christ died for 

our a 1n.a in accordance with Scripture . " (I Corinthiana 1513) 

Again, we read, "Ood has not deatined ua for wrath, but to 

salvation through our Lord, Jeaua Chriat, who died for ua 

so \;hat whether we wa ke or sleep, we might Uve with Him. " 

(I Corinthians 519-10 )98 Levi obaervea that the idea 111 vre

sented sometimes aa 1f God 1a delivering fl'om a1n bl Jeaua, 
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but ignoring hie 11111r1t. Other t1aea Jes1111 h1.mllell' 1a aeen 

•a voluntarily orraring hilllaelr ln expiation for Bin, Again, 

we 1011etime1 feel bnat it la not fr0G1 dea1gn, but aooldental,98 

Prom where did Paul learn the idea or Vicar1oua Atone

ment, Certainly, the pagan notion or atonement through the 

eacr1t1oe of the r1rat born 111uat not be ignored, The Clu-iat

ian 1nterpretet1on or the Servant or Ood paaaagea, axe111pl1f1ed 

by laa1ah 53, auggesta that in the aorvant waa aeen the image 

or the future autferlng Meae1ah, It la an easy and logical 

step for Paul to continue fr0111 there , 

Intereatlngly, the 'Akedan, oa Paul underatanda it, 

baoomea a second "Jow1ah" parallel to h1a doctrine. Of 

courae, in the B1bl1cal nerrat1ve the ultimate reward or 

the b1nd1ng hie nothing to do with atonement and expiation, 

Nevertheleea, we have aeen that many Rabbinic views ot' the 

atcry provide suggestive parallel• to the death or Jeaua , 

Paul adlllita tha d1v1ne arr111&tion or Jeaua , Ocd takes 

Abraham's place; Jeaua atande in Iaaao1 9 poa1t1on , The 

redemptive value of tho aaorifioe, the reaurreot1on, t he 

victory over Satan, and the Moaalenlc overtones are all aeen 

1n the death or Jesua,99 

We find that New Testament literature rerera to laaao, 

even ea it looKa to the other Patriarchs, for modela or 

faith. However, Isaac, 1n particular, 11 oona1dered a son 

of promiae and the rsther or the faithful . (Hebrews ll:17-

19) (Jamee 2121) The 1Akedah 1a o1ted ea an example of 

t a1tlltulnesa, and the aecr1r1ce or Iaaac 1a seen ae parallel, 

an earlier form or Jeaua• sacr1r1oe~00 In Oalat1ans 4:21 

Paul draws 0 11 allegory baaed on Abraham• a two wive a : 
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., .But the eon or tho slave (Iehlnael) waa 
born according to the r1eah1 the aon or the 
tree woman (laaao) through prOG11ae, These 
women are two oove11,11nta, One 1a from Mt . 
Sinai bearing ohlldreo for alavery; she is 
Hagar, Now Hagar,. ,oorreapond• to the present 
Jeruaelem,, ,, but the Jel'1.lae lem ebove (Sarah) 
18 free, and ■he l a ~ur mother, For i t 1a 
written, R&701CE O BlRR&N ONK THAT DOST NOT 
Blo:AR.,,Now we (you) brethren, like Iaaao, 
are children or proaa1ae, 

Even more •~pl1c1tly, 1llud1ng to Je■ua we r1ad, 

Now the promiee w■a made to Abraham and to 
hia otf-apring, I t does not H y "to hie 
ort■pr1nga,• referring to Nny1 but reter
ring to one,! ' ~And to your orrepring" whJ.oh 
1a Chr1at. Oalatiana 3116) 

01reot rererencea 1n the New Teatament are acant , but 

we muat not ignore Paul1 a deaoriptlon or Chriat ae the 

"Paschal Ullllb who has been aaor1f1oed." (I Cor1nth1ans 

5 16-18) He le the lamb who ■acr1f1oed h1lllaelt and tnere

by redeemed future generations . Likewiae, Jeaua ia ca lled 

"tne Lamb or Ood" (John 1129 ) and in the Revelat 1ou to John 

the la111b 1a deaoribed1 

l saw 8 lAmb standing, 88 thou,gn 1t had 
bean ala1n,,.,and the t wen~y-four elders 
fell down berora t he Lamb,,, .and they sang 
a aong, aayihgl Worthy art thou to take 
the s croll and open 1ta aeala, for thou 
waat alain and Thy blood did ran■om ~en 
tor Ood, (Re'lelat1on to John 5 16 rr) 

Jesus l a called the "Paachal Lamb who hae been aeoritined" 

(I Corinthlane 5 16 rr) and through h1• death the blood or 

the faithful 11 Juatitied1 

WhJ.1e we were yet helplea~, at the right 
time Chr1at died for tne Wlgodly, Why, 
one will hardly die ror a rlghtooua man 
though perhaps for a good man one will • 
dare even to d1e, but Ood ehow■ hJ.a love 
for ua in thllt while we were yet ■inners 
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Chr11t d1ed for us, S1noe, therefore, we 
are Juat1f1ed by his blood, much more shall 
we be aaved by him from the wrath of God ••• , 
(Romana 5 16 rr) lOO& 

Sohoepe euggeata that Paul I a teeoh1ng of .atoning 

11urrer1ng 11 "genuinely Jew1ah for tne synagogue maintained 

the atoning, value or oert.a1n p1oue 1nd1v1duala and probably 

also the doctrine of the aurrer1ng Me111iah.11101 He bel1evea 

that the IAl<edah prov1dea a l1nk between the "genuinely 

Jewiah" idea and Paul's fully developed Doctrine or Salva

tion through Jeaua. 

Since the Binding of taaac wea a Jew1ah con
cept which must have been familiar to Paul, 
a former Pnar1eea, it aerved ea Paul 1a modal 
when ne undertook to develop out of the doc
trine or the meaa1an1o atoning death or a 
divinely aent envoy, hie doctrine of salvation 
through Chr1at 1 11 death on the crose.102 

And further , 

The aignificance of the croaa for Paul 
cannot be fully understood witnout t acit 
reference to the Sacrifice of Isaac. Peul 1 e 
exegeaio here 1a Rabbinical. We muot remem
ber, however , that in Paul's thought the 
' Akedah of Ieeec ts mainly the "type," the 
"shadow" for the 1,edemption wrought rully 
and finally by the death of Jeaua Chr1Bt,l03 

The early Churoh F·athera extend and amplify the 

pa1•allel auggeating the 'Akedah ae an example of fe1th

f ulnesa, the precuraor, the type in which Jeaua becomes the 

supreme example, Chr1at beco~ea the taaac ~f the Ooapel,
104 

Parke• auggesta ~hat the parallel between Iaaac and 

Christ 10 rarely uaed by theae Ohuroh Fathers. He continues : 

aut oona1der1ng how apposite the paral lel 
ia, 1t 111 eu.rpr111ing that it 1a not used 
more frequently. tt may be th.at the silence 
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1- due to the feet tnat they were aware 
that it waa used by Jewa, and that there
fore , they were unwilling to emphasize the 
a11111lar1ty.l05 

No one will deny the level or a11111lerity between the 

two figu.rea and tho events. The question or which 1dea 10 

prior 1n time 1B more difficult . Petuohowaki diaagrees with 

Sohoepa . He points to the feet that none of the Jewiah 

sourcea upon which Sohoeps bases hla arguments antedate 

Paul. "Paul ' s dependence upon J ewish ideas oen, therefore, 

be et beat ooneidered plausible, but 1t cannot be proveo , 11106 

lie suggests another view1 

It seems to us, how£ve,-, ttwt it 111 Juat 
ea plausible to aaetune a Jewish dependence 
upon Christian ideas, 

ThWI the build- up of Ieeec es a sin- expiating figW'e 111 a 

reaction to the Chr1at1en idea, a kind of "oompetit1ve" Un" 

to en11wer for man ' s inodeqUBciee and fears before the Divine 

Judge , 107 

Perkes eatabliahea e similar hypot11ea1s. He cites 

Origen who report~d .he distress o! the Jews in tne a~cond 

century1 

They had no altar, no Temple, no priest and 
therefore, no offeringa of sacrifice , They 
felt that their ~ins rerna1nP.d with them ena108 thet they had no mean11 of attaining pardon. 

In response to this uncomfortable situation end in response 

to the Cnr1atien answers, the Rabbis dwelt upon the ' Akedah, 

finding 1n Isaac en instance or voluntary submission and 

seorifice from whom merit could be garnered for their pro

tection and defense,109 
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Thia view 11111kes eenae end provides en additional 

explanation for the development by the Rabbis or lease 

as the 111Bin hero or the 1Akedah, Cognizant of earlier 

pagan ideas of atonement and responding to t he preaeurea 

or the Church, tney t1irned to Isaac ea a symbol er Jewish 

faithfulness to God, and, for eome, a £igure through whom 

they could find exp1at1oll from their wrongdoinr,a. 

V, AND APTER TKBS6 THINGS., .A Poataoript 

After theae th1nga ••• what mere can be aaid? The 

survey or Rabbinic under1tandinga or the Binding tuaa been 

completed. The viewa of aoorea 01' Rabb11 etand bafore the 

reader and he muat evaluate them f or himaelr. 

But after al1 these things, after the reaearch and 

the compilations, after the ordering and the writing and 

the rewriting, I , the author, would add one more word, 

Aa a atudent,l have found this paper a moat lmportant 

source of learning . The research h8& t akon me deep into 

Rabbinic literature and brou0ot me to understand some or 

the problems that a student or the past muat confront, I 

have become familiar with olaseio 9oholarly approaches. 

The aweep1ng generalizetiona or Abraham Geiger and Kana 

Sohoepa stand,: before me, teatimony to the reault of haaty con -

oiution and unbridled bias . The diligence of &p1egel and 

Levi and Marmoratein aerve ■a my model for future etudy End 

reeearoh in thil field or enquiry. The d1ao1pline of writ ing 

a n■earoh paper may 11erve ea a fruitful px•eparation for 

future project■ or like natui•e. 

But aurely tnia h&a been more t han en academic exer

oiae. I have gleaned underatandinga that may help me ae I 

join that group of men who would attempt to diaoern the 

relationahipa 01' man to God, or God to hie people. 

Por the Ha bb1a,the deeds of their anoestora could 

serve as models of behavior and 1napiration for their own 

conduct. Moreover, in timea of opprea1ion theee s toriea or 
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the past oould beoome l1v1ng proof• or the nearneaa or God 

and or hla protection. Through them the rear• and pain• ,r 
the diatraught could be d1apelled. The Rabbi knew tnat he 

did not live alone, There were atrong ohlina linking him to 

hie partioular peat; he felt a bond between himaelr and 

generationa or Jews in the past, or thoae yet unborn. At 

the aame time he realized that he could not rely completely 

upon thie hiatory, He had a role 1n it, a duty to direct 

hie own deatiny. 

Kow well the words or Hillel bring these oppoaing 

tendenciea into bright relief: 

If I am not for myaelf, who will be for me? 
Yet when I am for ,nyaelf alone, what em I. 

Surely the modern Jew Will obJect to the apeo1f1ca or 

the Merit ayatem here deeoribed. Abraham's deoda, hie 

demonstrations or faithfulneas and hie acts or obedience 

are not fitted to our convictions and view or the world. 

We do not expect the Binding or Isaac to stand and proteci 

ue ageinat the atra1te into which our twentieth century 

tormentora might roroe ue. We will not look for divine 

intervention, Ood outting a way of life for ue in reward 

for Abraham's uleaving or tho wood. We do not really aeek 

atone111ent through the aurreringa of I■eao . We do not a ooept 

the direot• and literal relation■hip between eventa in the 

peat end nappeninga in our lifet1.me. 

And yet; Hillel'• words lllight remain•• a motto tha~ 

keepe before our eyee the underatending of a balance between 

t he preeent and tne peat, between our lives end the future. 

89. 

Men era int1Jutely related. My 1otion1 11111y atteot one other, 

My good deed■ IIIIY halpJ my error, and fa1linga may bring narm. 

There 010 be• •odern underat■nding or the Merit idea. 

At the pr•••nt time the■• word■ have little uaning. 

Hillel'• pointed ■t■tement r1111 on dear e■ra. Tne Merit ot 

the Pathera which we repeat in prayer on every occ■■ion of 

worahip la not underetood. Perhape we must rewrite t he words, 

capturing the ea■ence of their meaning •••• or the meaning 

they once conveyed and the meaning they may yet have - for 

our people. Perhapa we may live under the canopy of Merit, 

if we but underatand it for our generation. 

Thie 1a the task and tt is qutte aim.\lar to the etriv• 

1nga of lead ere or the children 01· Iarael in paet generet1on1: 

To ob■erve and to refleot; to ancomp■■a the world or knowledge, 

both raligi·oua and secular; to underatand them, to reflect upon 

them, to reject where we ruuat end to abeorb where we would; 

to bring heaven to earth for ourselves and for our people • • , . 

Thi■ 1a our teak. Mey we accept it and labor toward 1ta 

fulfillment. 
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