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The Akeida in the 20th and 21st Century 

The Akeida, the binding of Isaac, is such a powerful story that it has had many interpretations 

and reinterpretations over the years as rabbis, philosophers, poets and others have attempted to 

understand its significance for their own time. 

I have included here a few 20th century pieces. Haim Gouri, considered to be Israel’s greatest 

living poet, wrote a poem early on in his career in which he depicted Isaac receiving a wound 

from the knife as it fell from his father’s hand – a wound he handed on to his descendants as an 

inheritance throughout history. 

The great Israeli poet Yehuda Amichai focuses our attention on the ram – both the most 

innocent and forgotten character in the story. For Amichai, the story is a metaphor for the 

second generation of Israeli youth, born into an ideology that they did not necessarily choose, 

but nevertheless having to potentially give up their life for the vision of their parents. 

Finally, Elie Wiesel, one of the greatest writers and witnesses of the Holocaust strikes a more 

optimistic note. The lesson of the Akeida for Jewish history, is that even after the most traumatic 

and terrible experiences, we have still managed to laugh. 

After these pieces, I have written a short essay on what I believe to be one of the most important 

religious interpretations of the Akeida given in our time – that of my great teacher, Rav Yehuda 

Amital. 

 

Inheritance / Haim Gouri 

Last came the ram. 

And Abraham did not know that it was 

responding to the question of the boy, 

his foremost strength as his life waned away. 

The old man raised his head. 

When he saw he was not dreaming a dream, 

and an angel was standing by - 

the knife fell from his hand. 

The boy, released from his bonds, 

saw his father’s back. 

Isaac, as recounted, was not offered up in sacrifice. 

He lived a long time, 

experienced the good, until the light of his eyes grew dim. 

Nonetheless, that hour he gave to his progeny, an inheritance. 

They are born 

and a knife is in their heart. 
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YEHUDA AMICHAI, THE TRUE HERO OF THE AQEDAH 

The true hero of the aqedah was the ram 
who did not know of the conniving of the others. 

It is as if he volunteered to die in Isaac’s place. 
I want to sing a tribute to his memory, 
to his curly wool and his human eyes, 

to the horns that were so quiet on his lovely head 
and after the slaughter were made into trumpets 

to sound for their wars 
or for the blasts of their vulgar joy. 

I want to remember the last picture 
like a nice photograph in an elegant fashion magazine: 

the spoilt tanned lad in his dandified clothes 
and beside him the angel dressed in a log silk gown 

for a festive reception, 
both with empty eyes 

staring at the empty places. 

Behind them, as a colorful background, the ram 
caught in the thicket before the slaughter. 

And the thicket is his last friend. 

The angel went home. 
Isaac went home. 

Abraham and God left a long time ago. 

But the true hero of the aqedah 
is the ram. 

 
Elie Wiesel, The First Survivor 

As the first survivor, Isaac had to teach us, the future survivors of Jewish history that it is 
possible to suffer and despair an entire lifetime and still not give up the art of laughter. 

What happened to Isaac after he left Mount Moriah? He became a poet – author of 
the Mincha service – and did not break with society. Nor did he rebel against life. Logically, he 

should have aspired to wandering, to the pursuit of oblivion. Instead he settled on his land, never 
to leave it again, retaining his name. He married, had children, refusing to let fate turn him into a 

bitter man. 
He felt neither hate nor anger towards his contemporaries who did not share his experience. On 
the contrary he liked to show concern for their wellbeing. After Moriah, he devoted his life and 
his right to immortality to the defense of his people Isaac transforms his suffering into prayer 

and love rather than into rancour and malediction. 
It is possible to suffer and despair an entire lifetime and still not give up the art of laughter. Isaac 

never freed himself from the traumatizing scenes of his youth; the holocaust had marked him 
and continued to haunt him forever. Yet he remained capable of laughter. And in spite of 

everything he did laugh  
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The Akeidah in the thought of Rav Yehuda Amital 

 

Of the dozens of interpretations given of the Akeida I want to focus on that of my great teacher 

Rav Yehuda Amital. In his own words, Rav Amital lived ‘a very long life in a very short space of 

time’. Hungarian Jew, Holocaust survivor, student in the great yeshivot of Europe and Israel in 

the 1930s and 1940s, fighter in the Hagana and war of Independence, in the 60s founder of the 

Yeshivot Hesder movement in which students combine Torah study with army service, in the 

70s one of the darlings of the Religious Zionist settlement enterprise, in the 80s after a reversal 

of his political opinions amid much soul-searching the founder of the left-wing religious Zionist 

movement Meimad, in the 90s politician and cabinet minister after the assassination of Rabin – 

brought in by Prime Minister Peres in an attempt to create a bridge between religious and secular 

at the very worst moment. But most importantly of all, master pedagogue, and spiritual and 

human role model for the thousands of students who learned with him at Yeshivat Har Etzion 

which he founded and headed from 1968 until his death in 2010. 

Rav Amital was bothered by the Akeida – it perturbed him throughout his life. For 40 years, 

every year, on the 2nd day of Rosh Hashanna he would deliver an address on it to the yeshiva. Of 

all the many addresses, the following theme emerges as the central one: 

AVRAHAM ACCEDED TO GOD’S COMMAND, HE LISTENED TO IT AND 

ACCEPTED IT – BUT NEVER, NOT ONCE, NOT FOR A MOMENT, DID HE 

GIVE UP HIS HUMANITY, HIS LOVE OF A FATHER FOR A SON, HIS ETHICAL 

INTUITION – AND HIS PRAYER THAT SOMEHOW THE COMMAND WOULD 

BE WITHDRAWN. 

What is this position opposed to? To religious readings of the Akeida such as Israeli thinker 

Yishayahu Leibowitz and the Danish Protestant philosopher, Soren Kirkiegaard – who say that 

Avraham’s greatness is that he suspended his ethical impulses, who showed that when it comes 

to it, our moral sensibilities must be silenced in the presence of the divine command. On the 

contrary said Rav Amital, Avraham’s greatness lies in that although he accepted God’s 

command, he never once made peace with it, was never for a moment happy about it, 

but as he raised the knife, his eyes were streaming with tears. 

What does this mean? 

Some students of Rav Amital, such as Rabbi Aviah HaCohen have interpreted Rav Amital’s take 

on the Akeida, although never stated explicitly, as being part of his ‘conversation with the 

Holocaust’. He was willing to admit and accept that the Holocaust came from God, or that at 

least He could have prevented it from happening – what other option is possible if we accept 

that God is all-knowing and all-powerful? But never is there any justification or explanation for it 

– not because of Zionism, not because of our sins, nor anything else. In the same way that 

Avraham accepted that his God had commanded him to sacrifice his son, so do we accept that 

God is still Master of the Universe despite the Holocaust. But just as not for a moment did 

Avraham make peace with the command but remained steadfast in his love for Yitzchak, praying 

that the command be revoked, so do we remain steadfast in our view of it as the most terrible 

event our world has seen, about which nothing positive, or justificatory can be said. 
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More broadly, and more certainly – this perspective on the Akeidah represents Rav Amital’s 

overall religious worldview, that a natural morality and humanity, is the essential building block 

of our religious life and is never ever to be silenced or done away with even if on rare occasions 

it must take second place to a divine command. One of his favourite Chasidic quotes, was the 

comment attributed to the Kotzker Rebbe, on the verse in Shemot, ‘holy people shall you be to 

Me’. 

 יק מלאכיםקודש דווקא, כי יש לי כבר מספאנשי  –אנשי קודש תהיון לי 

‘Holy people’ – as people dafka. Holy in your humanity. For I already have enough angels – I 

don’t require any more. 

---- 

In his annual derashot on the Akeida on the second day of Rosh HaShannah, Rav Amital would 

include numerous rabbinic sources to impress his point. Here are a couple. 

 

  Mishnah Ta’anit, 2:4- ד משנה ב פרק תענית מסכת משנה

 הזה היום צעקתכם בקול וישמע ,אתכם יענה הוא המוריה בהר אברהם את שענה מי' אומר הוא הראשונה על

 'ישראל גואל' ה אתה ברוך

[On a fast day, praying for deliverance] The leader cries out, ‘He who answered Avraham on Mt. 

Moriah, may He answer You. May He hear the voice of your cry on this day. Blessed is God, 

redeemer of Israel. 

 

Noted Rav Amital, nowhere in the Biblical record of the story (Bereishit ch.22) are we told that 

Avraham asked anything of God. What then does the Mishnah understand to be Avraham’s 

question? Surely, only that the command be revoked. 

 

   Yalkut Shimoni, Parshat Vayera, 101- קא רמז וירא פרשת תורה שמעוני ילקוט

 ונופלות מנשרות דמעות והיו שמים בשמי יצחק ועיני יצחק בעיני אברהם עיני[ ט, ב"כ] המזבח על אותו וישם

 יזמין יוצרך דמך רביעית על והתחלת הואיל בני' אמר לו בדמעות. משוטטת קומתו שהיתה עד אברהם מעיני

  '.תחתיך אחר קרבן לך

 עיני 'אשא ואמר קולו והרים לשכינה, וצופות מרופפות עיניו והיו גדולה געיה וגעה בבכיה פיו פער שעה באותה

 שורות שורות השרת מלאכי עמדו שעה באותה וארץ'. שמים עושה' ה מעם עזרי עזרי יבוא מאין ההרים אל

  .ואנוהו אלי זה הים על לפניך יאמר מי אמרו נשחט ויחיד שוחט יחיד ראו לזה זה ואומרים ברקיע

 [ב"י, ב"כ] 'הנער אל ידך תשלח אל' מיד

‘And he placed him on the altar’ (22:9). Avraham’s eyes looked into Yitzchak’s eyes, and Yitzchak’s 

eyes looked into the heavens – and the tears flowed and fell from Avraham’s eyes until his whole 

height had filled with tears. He said to him, ‘my son, your Creator will surely order a different 

offering in your place’. At that moment, Avraham’s mouth opened wide with weeping and a great 

groan, and his eyes raised up in search of God. He raised his voice and said, ‘I raise my eyes to 

heights, from where will my help come? My help is from God, creator of Heaven and Earth’. (Tehillim 

122:2) 

At that moment, row upon row of the ministering angels stood in heaven and said one to another, 

‘one slaughters, and one is being slaughtered and they give praise as Israel at the sea, saying, ‘this is 

my God and I will glorify Him’. Immediately came the voice: ‘Do not send your hand out against the 

youth. 


