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Daniel Freitag
This cartoon brought to you by Rashi on Gen 22:8

What was Abraham thinking?

Teacher: The akeidah is a complicated and difficult issue... what’s difficult about the
akeidah? Problematic?

D.R.: Losing your son.
Teacher: Stronger than that.
S.B.: Killing your son.
Teacher: ... The problem of...?

G.W.: We don’t murder. The whole thing of Hashem is, like, there were people who
were sacrificing their babies...was that He was a good God.
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e Let noone be found among you who consigns a son or daughter to the fire, or who is an

augur, a soothsayer, a diviner, a sorcerer,
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e And they have built the high places of Topheth, which is in the valley of the son of
Hinnom, to burn their sons and their daughters in the fire; which | did not
command, neither did it enter My mind (Je. 7:31).
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e And they have built the high places of Baal, to burn their sons in the fire for burnt
offerings unto Baal; which | neither commanded nor spoke of, neither did it enter
My mind (19:5).
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e And they built the high places of Baal, which are in the valley of the son of Hinnom, to
set apart their sons and their daughters unto Molech; which | did not command them,
neither did it enter My mind that they should do this abomination to cause Judah to sin
(32:35)
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e So have our Sages taught...: “I have not commanded” —to Jephthah that he sacrifice his

daughter; “I have not spoken”—to the king of Moab to sacrifice his son; “it never
crossed My mind” —to tell Abraham to slaughter his son (Vayeira 40).
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e Regarding the verse...: “I never commanded” —refers to the son of Mesha, king
of Moab, of whom it states: “He took his eldest son, who would have succeeded
him, and raised him as a pyre offering.” “I never mentioned” —refers to Jephthah
[who “sacrificed” his daughter]. “It never crossed my mind” — refers to Isaac son
of Abraham (Ta‘anit 4a).
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The sixth question is: If God clearly commanded Abraham to “take your son, your only
one, Isaac, and raise him up there as a raised offering,” how could the Sages, in Tractate
Ta‘anit, have presumed to offer the homily that “I did not command... it never crossed
My mind,” saying that “it never crossed My mind” refers to Isaac son of Abraham?

The homily that they offered in Tractate Ta‘anit [namely] that “it never crossed My
mind” refers to Isaac son of Abraham, informs us that it was not God’s intention that
Isaac be slaughtered and that [He] the Holy One regretted it afterwards and instructed
[Abraham] not to slaughter him, because from the outset God did not intend Isaac’s
slaughter. So, it is reported in the Midrash: When the Lord told him “your seed shall be
called from Isaac,” “God is not a mortal who [experiences] regret,” and when He told
him “take your son,” “Is He one who speaks without fulfillment?” By this, [the Sages]
intended [to say] that the two verses [“your seed” and “take your son”] are not
contradictory, and both would be fulfilled, because the divine intention was for Isaac to
reach “the gates of death,” be regarded as though he were dead, and nullified from this
world, whereby the intent | have described would be complete. However, what
Abraham’s thoughts were in this matter, undoubtedly, he thought that he was honestly
and truly supposed to offer him completely as a burnt offering to God.
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Nissah is related [philologically] to nisayon [a test]. The subject of this test, in my opinion, was
that this prophecy came to [Abraham] in ambiguous terms (lashon mesuppak). God told him,
apropos of Isaac: “Take him up there for an offering,” which can be understood as [either] to
make him the offering, or to bring him up there to make an offering, in order that Isaac should
be educated in the Lord’s service. God did so [to determine] if he would find it difficult to do
anything that God had commanded him to the extent that he would give it an interpretation
other than the one [most readily] perceived at the outset; namely, that he was to raise up
something else as an offering and not that he was to sacrifice his son.
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Avraham said, "God will see to the sheep for the offering Himself, my son." And the two of
them walked together.
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Avraham lifted his eyes and saw, and there was a ram, after it was caught in the thicket by its
horns. Avraham went and took the ram, and he raised it as an offering instead of his son.
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Ten things were created on the eve of the Sabbath at twilight, and these are they: [1] the
mouth of the earth, [2] the mouth of the well, [3] the mouth of the donkey, [4] the rainbow, [5]
the manna, [6] the staff [of Moses], [7] the shamir, [8] the letters, [9] the writing, [10] and the
tablets. And some say: also the demons, the grave of Moses, and the ram of Abraham, our
father. And some say: and also tongs, made with tongs.
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e 1382 Wycliffe Bible: Aftyr that thes thingis weren doon, God -&raham

e 1611 King James: And it came to pass after these things, that God did Abraham
e 1917 J.P.S.: And it came to pass after these things, that God did - Abraham

e 1962 J.P.S.: some time afterward, God put Abraham to the

e 1983 Everett Fox: Now after these events it was that God Abraham

e 1996 ArtScroll: And it happened after these things that God (ggt@d Abraham



e 2004 Robert Alter: And it happened after these things that God - Abraham
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® The Gaon {See'adyah] said that nissah means to demonstrate his righteousness to
mankind. Likewise, “I know” (v.12) means | have made known. Didn’t the Gaon know
that at the time of the Akeidah even his servants wee not there?

G.M.: That Avraham could be a higher authority.

B.T.: The flag symbolizes something very important. So does Avraham....
A.P. We raise the flag.

Teacher: ... raising...he was put at higher heights.

B.W.: Let’s talk about greatness! [enthusiastic tone]

E.L.: The flag, like, it’s a whole different idea.

CONCLUSION

To demonstrate Abraham’s meritorious character and, hence, his worthiness to be “the
father of a multitude of nations” (Ge. 17:5), God gave him a (deliberately) ambiguous
instruction: “and take him up there for an ‘olah” (22:2). Abraham’s preparations and procedure
indicate that he initially understood God to mean that he should ascend the mountain along
with (an adolescent) Isaac in order to initiate him in the rite of sacrifice. Indeed, when
guestioned by Isaac about the arrangements, he replied, in all candor, “God Himself will choose
the lamb for the ‘olah” (22:8). However, when they reached the summit and no lamb presented
itself, Abraham revisited his instructions and arrived at the erroneous conclusion that Isaac was
to be the sacrifice.

God called a halt to the proceedings and, lo and behold, a ram was discovered—horns
entangled on the far side of the thicket—and “Plan A” worked out after all. Indeed, the rabbinic
tradition that assigns the ram’s creation to the primordial Friday at sunset can be interpreted as
an indication that had Abraham but sought it a bit longer or more thoroughly, he might never
have had to put Isaac at jeopardy. The didactic moral of our story: Do not make our children the
victims of our mistaken exegesis. The insinuation of other, more morbid, motives may have
been initiated due to certain historical circumstances (i.e., the First Crusade) and can be
discarded without doing any exegetical damage to the narrative itself.



