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It Never Crossed My Mind
Rabbi Ari D. Kahn
The killing of any child is grotesque, the killing of one’s own 
child, obscene. But the challenge of Akeidat Yitzchak (“The 
Binding of Isaac”), in which God calls upon Avraham to bring 
his beloved son as an offering, is compounded when we recall 
all the years that Avraham and Sarah waited for the birth of this 
child. It seems cruel to finally give this elderly, devout couple a 
child—only to take him away. And if the child must die, death 
at the hands of his gentle father is unfathomable. Avraham, 
after all, is the paragon of chesed, the first to have recognized 
God as the source of loving-kindness. From Avraham and 
Sarah’s perspective, God’s request seems unspeakably cruel. 

At no point in the narrative of the Akeidah does God 
command Avraham to bind Yitchak, nor is there any mention 
of taking his life. While this may seem like semantic nitpicking, 
it is important to note that up to this point in the Torah, 
Avraham had constructed other altars to God, but had never 
sacrificed anything on these altars. Perhaps our familiarity 
with later sacrificial practices unnecessarily colors our read-
ing of this text.

Another important element is the introduction to the 
entire episode: “After these events, God tested Avraham.” In 
fact, it seems that Avraham knows that he is being tested. How 
else are we to understand Avraham’s complete silence in this 
most extreme situation, when in previous episodes he was so 
outspoken on behalf of those he perceived as innocent victims? 
In the previous chapter, when Sarah demands that Avraham’s 
son Yishmael be banished, Avraham is quite troubled; here, 
there is no mention that Avraham experiences distress of any 
kind. When Avraham is told that the city of Sodom is to be 
destroyed, he engages God in elaborate negotiations, and stops 
just short of accusing God of committing injustice. Avraham’s 
silence now, when his beloved son is to be brought as an 
offering, speaks volumes.

We must conclude that Avraham knows much more than 
we do: Avraham knows that this is a test—and he rises to 
the challenge. There is something else that Avraham knows: 
He, too, was “sacrificed” by his own father. According to 

the Midrash, Avraham was thrust into a fiery furnace—and 
escaped unscathed. In fact, this is a central element of 
Avraham’s relationship with God: “I am God who took you 
out of Ur [the fire] of Casdim” (Bereishit 15:7). God rescued 
Avraham when Terah handed him over to Nimrod to be killed 
for spreading monotheism and rejecting the idolatry and 
paganism of the society in which he was raised.

The case of Yitzchak was completely different than 
that of Sodom, or of Yishmael: God had made a covenant 
with Avraham, and Avraham had no doubt that the story 
would have a “happy ending.” Yitzchak’s death was never a 
possibility—not as far as Avraham was concerned, and not as 
far as God was concerned. God’s commandment to Avraham 
was very specific, and Avraham understood it very precisely: 
Yitzchak was to be “raised up as an offering,” and God would 
use the opportunity to teach humankind, once and for all, 
that human sacrifice, child sacrifice, is not acceptable. This is 
precisely how the sages of the Talmud (Taanit 4a) understood 
Akeidat Yitzchak. Citing the Prophet Jeremiah’s exhortation 
against child sacrifice (Chapter 19), they state unequivocally 
that such behavior “never crossed God’s mind,” referring 
specifically to the sacrificial slaughter of Yitzchak. 

Adapted from Rabbi Ari D. Kahn, A Taste of Eden

Sodom and Circumcision
Rabbi Reuven Boshnack, Based on Izhbitzer
Before Hashem destroyed Sodom, He asked, “should I hide 
this from Avraham?” (Bereishis 18:17). The Midrash asks an 
apparently unrelated question. If a person is translating it, may 
he look in the Torah? The Midrash continues, “If you have to 
review what is written by heart and what is oral from a text, I 
have not made a covenant with you.” The Midrash explains the 
nature of the oral and written Torah. Things that are written 
enter straight into the soul, while things that are part of an oral 
tradition were created by Hashem in such a fashion that they 
give wisdom to all people, each in accordance with their level. 
One could make the mistake of using an idea inappropriately 
by not differentiating between situations. “Things that are 
oral” means that a person strives to integrate the concept, 
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whereas “things that are written” means to simply accept them. 
When Hashem asked, “Should I conceal this or say it directly 
to Avraham?” He was asking Himself whether he wanted 
Avraham to accept the command or to work to understand 
what he was being asked to do.

The Beis Yaakov explains that what was hidden from 
Avraham was the process that was about to unfold. Sodom’s 
destruction came about as a result of Avraham’s receiving the 
mitzvah of milah. This is because orlah literally means “cov-
ered,” being submerged by physical desires of this world that 
cover the true spiritual aspects of the person. 

Avraham was the world’s major spiritual teacher and his 
actions affected the rest of the world. Just as he freed himself 
from his gluttonous desires through circumcision, he taught 
the world to free itself from gluttonous desires. Since Sodom 
was the “capital” of gluttonous desires, it was removed from the 
world, like a foreskin.

Hashem gave Avraham the ability to daven and influence 
how He runs the world. Avraham was davening for Sodom to 
be saved from destruction. After analysis, Avraham realized 
that Hashem had a greater plan unfolding. The people of 
Sodom would be reincarnated in the generation of the desert. 
They would complete their life-missions then. Avraham’s 
attempt to stop this plan by davening that the city not be 
destroyed was actually not ultimately beneficial for Sodom. 
This is the meaning of the idea in the Midrash, “If you review 
what is written by heart.” “That which is written” means what 
you were given, but did not toil to understand. The power 
of tefillah comes from Hashem, but its application is depen-
dent on the person.

After bargaining with Hashem, Avraham understood 
to stop davening, as he felt that he had not accomplished 
anything. He realized he was “reading something that was 
given orally.” Avraham was struggling with understanding how 
Hashem wanted him to use the gift of tefillah in this situation.

This is the mystery of Hashem’s “creating worlds and 
destroying them” (Beresihis Rabbah 3:7). The creation of 
the world means to live life based on one understanding and 
then to be able to change once that assumption doesn’t work. 
Avraham’s original use of tefillah was not what Hashem had 
wanted. This then gave rise to a new perspective.

Adapted from Rabbi Reuven Boshnack, Pathways to the Heart

Worst Things First
Rabbi Dr. Mordechai Schiffman
Do you ever have a task that you must do but really don’t want 
to? This usually leads to missed deadlines and lost opportuni-
ties. Even if you successfully complete the task, the dread of 
working on it, or the guilt of not working on it, hovers
like a tempestuous cloud throughout the process.

To avoid the anxiety of procrastination, social psychologist 
Dr. Ian Newby-Clark suggests that we put the “worst things 
first.” By prioritizing what we don’t want to do and getting it 
done early, we avoid the looming emotion of impending dread 
that would otherwise build over the course of the day. This can 
also help generate positive momentum for later tasks. 

Avraham is a paradigm of alacrity and productivity. 
Despite the fact that he was healing from his brit milah, the 
verses reiterate how he “ran” and “quickly” cared for them. The 
Sages also learn from this scene that the righteous say little but 
do much (Bava Metzia 87a). 

After seeing Yishmael behave inappropriately, Sarah tells 
Avraham that she does not want Yishmael to be associated with 
Yitzchak. Despite Avraham’s reservations, God tells him to 
listen to Sarah. While Avraham was always going to obey God’s 
command, he also loved Yishmael deeply, which made this a 
very difficult test for him. Despite this, we are told va-yashkem 
Avraham ba-boker – Avraham woke up early in the morning 
to send away Yishmael (Bereishit 21:14). The Chafetz Chaim 
highlights that despite the difficulty, Avraham acted with 
alacrity to complete his task. He didn’t procrastinate; he did 
the worst – or hardest – thing first. 

We can learn from Avraham not to spend too much 
time talking about doing, but being proactively productive. 
Avraham serves as role model in this area, not just for things 
that he valued or enjoyed, like acts of kindness, but also 
for how to accomplish and follow through when the task is 
necessary but distressing, as he did in the case of Yishmael. We 
all haveimportant things that we try to push off because they 
seem too distressful or daunting. For some it is studying or 
maybe a work assignment, for others laundry or paperwork. 
However, by doing the worst things first, we avoid prolonging 
the negative cloud, ensuring that we don’t fall into the enticing 
trap of procrastination.
Adapted from Rabbi Dr. Mordechai Schiffman, Psyched for Torah


