Remembering and Forgetting the Akedah

Channa Lockshin Bob

Elie Wiesel, 1994 lecture, The Akedah Revisited

Terrifying in content, [the Akedah] has become a source of consolation to
those who, in retelling it, make it part of their own experience. Here is a story
that contains Jewish destiny in its totality.
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Genesis 22

(1) Some time afterward, God put
Abraham to the test—saying to him,
“Abraham.” He answered, “Here |
am.” (2) “Take your son, your
favored one, Isaac, whom you love,
and go to the land of Moriah, and
offer him there as a burnt offering
on one of the heights that I will
point out to you.” (3) So early next
morning, Abraham saddled his
donkey and took with him two of his
servants and his son Isaac. He split
the wood for the burnt offering, and
he set out for the place of which God
had told him. (4) On the third day
Abraham looked up and saw the
place from afar. (5) Then Abraham
said to his servants, “You stay here
with the donkey. The boy and I will
go up there; we will worship and we
will return to you.” (6) Abraham
took the wood for the burnt offering
and putit on his son Isaac. He
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himself took the firestone and the
knife; and the two walked off
together. (7) Then Isaac said to his
father Abraham, “Father!” And he
answered, “Yes, my son.” And he
said, “Here are the firestone and the
wood; but where is the sheep for the
burnt offering?” (8) And Abraham
said, “Itis God who will see to the
sheep for this burnt offering, my
son.” And the two of them walked
on together. (9) They arrived at the
place of which God had told him.
Abraham built an altar there; he laid
out the wood; he bound his son
Isaac; he laid him on the altar, on
top of the wood. (10) And Abraham
picked up the knife to slay his son.
(11) Then an angel of GOD called to
him from heaven: “Abraham!
Abraham!” And he answered, “Here I
am.” (12) “Do not raise your hand
against the boy, or do anything to
him. For now I know that you fear
God, since you have not withheld
your son, your favored one, from
Me.” (13) When Abraham looked up,
his eye fell upon a ram, caught in the
thicket by its horns. So Abraham
went and took the ram and offered it
up as a burnt offering in place of his
son. (14) And Abraham named that
site Adonai-yireh, whence the
present saying, “On GOD’s mount
there is vision.” (15) The angel of
GOD called to Abraham a second
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time from heaven, (16) and said, “By
Myself I swear, GOD declares:
Because you have done this and
have not withheld your son, your
favored one, (17) I will bestow My
blessing upon you and make your
descendants as numerous as the
stars of heaven and the sands on the
seashore; and your descendants
shall seize the gates of their foes.
(18) All the nations of the earth shall
bless themselves by your
descendants, because you have
obeyed My command.” (19)
Abraham then returned to his
servants, and they departed
together for Beer-sheba; and
Abraham stayed in Beer-sheba.

The Moral Problem
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1. Vayikra Rabbah 20:2

Know that it is so, as Isaac returned
to his mother and she said to him:
‘Where have you been, my son?’ He
said to her: ‘My father took me, took
me up mountains, took me down
hills...” She said: “Woe unto the son
of that woman full of grief, had it
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not been for the angel you would
have already been slaughtered.’ He

said to her: ‘Yes.” At that moment
she cried out six cries,

corresponding to six shofar blasts.
They say that she did not complete
them before she died. Thatis what is
written: “Abraham came to lament

Sarah and to weep over her”
(Genesis 23:2). From where did he
come? He came from Mount Moriah.

2. Rabbi Yohanan HaKohen, Israel, 7th Century, "Kedushta" for Shavuot
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3. Machzor Rosh Hashanah
Ashkenaz, Musaf, First Day of
Rosh Hashana, Zikhronot

Let there appear before You the
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binding with which our father
Avraham bound his son Yitzchak
upon the altar, and how he
suppressed his compassion to do
Your will with a whole heart; so may
Your compassion suppress Your
anger against us, and in Your great
goodness turn Your fierce anger
away from Your people, and from
Your city, from Your land, and from
Your territorial heritage... For He
Who remembers all forgotten things
from eternity, are You, and there is
no forgetfulness before the Throne
of Your Glory; and the binding of
Yitzchak— on behalf of his
descendants— may You remember
it today with compassion. Blessed
are You Adonoy, Who remembers
the covenant.

Whose Akedah is it Anyway? Yitzchak as Hero

of the Akedah
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4. Ibn Ezra on Genesis 22:5

Our sages, of blessed memory, say

that Isaac was thirty-seven years old
at the time of his binding. If this be a
tradition, we will accept it. However,
from a strictly logical point of view it
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is unacceptable. If Isaac was an
adult at this time, then his piety
should have been revealed in
Scripture and his reward should be
double that of his father for
willingly having submitted himself
to be sacrificed. Yet Scripture says
nothing concerning Isaac’s great
self-sacrifice. Others say that Isaac
was five years old at the time of his
binding. This, too, is unacceptable,
since Isaac carried the wood for the
sacrificial pyre. It thus appears
logical to assume that Isaac was
close to thirteen years old and that
Abraham overpowered him and
bound him against his will. Proof of
this can be seen from the fact that
Abraham hid his intention from
Isaac and told him, God will provide
Himself the lamb for a burnt-offering,
my son (v. 8). Abraham knew that if
he said, “You are to be the
burnt-offering,” Isaac would quite
possibly have fled.

5. Eikhah Rabbah, Petichta 24

Isaac began and said: ‘Master of the
universe, when my father said to
me: “God, Himself, will see to the
lamb for a burnt offering, my son”
(Genesis 22:8), 1 did not delay
fulfillment of Your words, and I was
bound willingly upon the altar and
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extended my neck under the knife.
Will You not remember this on my
behalf and have mercy on my
descendants?’

6. Selichot Edot HaMizrach

Though the pigeon offerings have
ceased...

Both heeded Your commandment
and did not question You; without
hesitation, they hurried quickly to
one of the mountains./

When they saw a cloud suspended,

they quickly [brought| the wood for
the burnt-offering; together, linked

closely in love, they walked straight
through the wilderness as though it
was a plain./

When the only one perceived that he
was the lamb, he said to his father,
the tested one, “Do with me as you
would alamb, have no pity and do
not spare [me]./

He [God] has delight in me and
desires me, to bare my heart to Him;
should you refuse to sacrifice me, in
the end my spirit and my soul will
be gathered unto Him.”/ He
(Abraham) bound his hands and
feet, and held his sword over him; he
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laid him carefully on the wood as
the fire blazed on the altar./

He stretched forth his neck willingly,
and his father came close to
slaughter him in the name of his
Master, and behold, the Lord stood
over him./...

May the memory be before You in
heaven, engraved forever in [Your]
book, an everlasting covenant, never
to be erased, with Abraham and
Isaac.

7. Rosh Hashanah 16

Similarly, Rabbi Abbahu said: Why
does one sound a blast with a
shofar made from a ram’s horn on
Rosh HaShana? The Holy One,
Blessed be He, said: Sound a blast
before Me with a shofar made from
aram’s horn, so that I will
remember for you the binding of
Isaac, son of Abraham, in whose
stead a ram was sacrificed, and I
will ascribe it to you as if you had
bound yourselves before Me.

Another Interpretation: Father and Son in

Danger
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8. Selichot Nusach Polin, First Day

He Who answered our father
Abraham on Mount Moriah, He will
answer us. He Who answered Isaac,
his son, when he was bound on the
altar, He will answer us.

9. Selichot Nusach Polin, Fast of
Gedaliah 10:3

Then on Mount Mor...

Angels screamed up in Heaven, “The
mute dove’s slaughter, who can
watch?” One to the other declared,
“Don’t keep silent, raise your hands
in sanctity.”

The One Above gazed at binder and
bound, the bound lamb and the
burning flame. The Tester of
puremindedness recalled the pitied
and His voice was heard entering the
Sanctum.

Spoke the “advocate” as he took the
knife, “Spare your only one from
going to death. This is written
before me, clearly inscribed,
inscribed in sanctified etching.

“I know the beautiful integrity of
your way. Rejoice and take a ram
instead of the buck. I've prepared a
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substitute for the Eshkol Hakofer
and he and his replacement will be
sanctified.”

The youngster was saved from the
sharp blade; from outstretched
throat his blood did not flow. His
right grasped the gripped ram, to
sanctify it holy to Adonoy.

Merciful One! You provided him a
peaceful ending. Till this day You
recall his covenant for his seed. For
the rest of the remnant, what s left
of his remainder, let there be a
haven in sanctity.

10. Machzor Rosh Hashanah Edot
HaMizrach, Sounding of the
Shofar

They knocked on the gates of mercy
to open —

The son to be sacrificed, and the
father to sacrifice [him] —

Hoping to God, and trusting in His
mercy,

And those who hope in Hashem will
renew their strength.

They sought to become attached to
God’s homestead.

[Recall] the binder, the bound, and
the altar.

He prepared the wood for the
offering with power and strength,
and then he bound Isaac as he
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would bind a ram;

And the light of days was night in
their eyes,

And multitudes of tears were
flowing in strength.

The eye was crying bitterly, but the
heart was happy.

[Recall] the binder, the bound, and
the altar.

“Tell my mother that her joy has
turned away —

The son she gave birth to at ninety
years of age

Has gone to the fire, and been
designated for the knife.

Where will I find a comforter for her,
where?

It pains me for my mother to cry and
sob.”

[Recall] the binder, the bound, and
the altar.

”My wilderness will reel in shock
from the knife —

Please sharpen it, father, and my
bonds

Strengthen, and burn the fire in my
flesh;

Take with you that which remains
from my ashes,

And tell Sarah ‘This is Isaac’s
perfume’.”

[Recall] the binder, the bound, and
the altar.

And then all the angels of the



chariot were shocked —

Wheels and Seraphs asking for a
boon,

Begging God as their General,
“Please, grant redemption, and give
a ransom,

Do not let the world be without its
moon!”

[Recall] the binder, the bound, and
the altar.

The Lord of the Heavens said to
Abraham,

“Do not stretch your hand out to one
third of two lights”.

[And to the angels,] “Return in
peace, angels of the two camps —
This day is a merit for the children of
Jerusalem;

On it open the gates of mercy!
[Recall] the binder, and the bound,
and the altar.

For your covenant, Dweller On High,
and the oath,

Remember for the storm-tossed and
afflicted congregation!

And hear the sounds calls [of the
shofar],

And say to Zion, “The time of rescue
has arrived!

I am sending the messiah and
Elijah!”

[Recall] the binder, the bound, and
the altar.

»

Channa Lockshin Bob
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