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THE SACRIFICE OF ISAAC (YITZHAK) AND THE ASSASSINATION OF YITZHAK RABIN

IDEAS FOR GROUP LEADERS

Dear Group Leader,

To prepare for leading the Beit Ha'am workshop "From Yitzhak to 
Yitzhak," we are pleased to provide you with the full texts of the articles 
that parts of which appear in the Beit Ha'am Z-Talks supplement. That 
way you will be able to have a broader perspective on the subject for 
conducting the discussion.

The Vayeira Torah Portion: From the Sacrifice of Yitzhak to the 
Assassination of Yitzhak Rabin (November 2009)
Lior Tal

Although you would have expected him to express doubt, Abraham 
was obedient and was prepared to sacrifice his son to God. Similarly, 
Yigal Amir acted out of obedience. 

The weekly Torah portion as viewed through a social prism

In the Vayeira Torah portion, Abraham displays two contrasting models 
in his response to the word of God. According to the first model, God is 
also bound by basic moral rules and He too can make mistakes and do 
wrong. For that reason, it is imperative to doubt God's intentions, stand 
before Him and conduct a dialog fearlessly, and demand that God act 
in a just manner.

Abraham adopts that approach when it comes to Sodom. After God tells 
him that He intends to destroy the city, Abraham is upset and says: "Will 
You even destroy the righteous with the wicked? Perhaps there are fifty 
righteous men in the city. Will You even destroy and not pardon the place 
for the sake of fifty righteous men who are in it? Far be it from You to do 
such a thing, to kill the righteous with the wicked, treating the righteous 
and the wicked alike. Far be it from You! Shall not the Judge of all the 
earth do right?"

What courage! A person stands before God and dares to tell Him that 
He is about to do something unacceptable. Using harsh words, Abraham 
reproaches God and puts Him in His place. This is an inspirational 
example of a man who knows how to express doubt, including doubt 
in the most holy of all, ask tough questions and not give up. Abraham 
continues to negotiate with God until He agrees to reduce the number 
of righteous men in Sodom to ten, because of whom He will agree not 
to destroy the city.

We see the opposite model when Abraham is commanded to sacrifice 
his son - "And it came to pass after these things that God tested Abraham, 
and He said to him: Abraham, and he said, Here I am. And He said: Please 
take your only son, whom you love, Isaac, and go to the land of Moriah 
and sacrifice him there as a burnt offering on one of the mountains which 
I will point out to you." Abraham doesn't argue, he doesn't ask questions, 
and conducts no negotiations whatsoever - "And Abraham rose early in 
the morning and saddled his donkey and took two of his servants with him 
and Isaac his son; and he split wood for a burnt offering and arose and set 
out for the place of which God had told him."

But at this crucial moment, Abraham is obedient and expresses no 
doubt
Here, of all places, when Abraham is commanded to do the most 
horrific thing of all, he is silent and compliant. Many commentators 
have tried to explain this difference and justify the sacrifice of Isaac. 
But I am unwilling to submit to apologetics. Abraham's behavior in this 
Torah portion is a frightening example of the great danger inherent in 
a person's submission to a holy authority. A father who takes his son to 
an altar and brandishes a knife over him is deserving of every possible 
condemnation, even if he is obeying God's command. The Abraham 
in the sacrifice story needs to learn morality from the Abraham in the 
Sodom story.
Discuss the disagreement? But there is no disagreement!
In our day and age, people do not converse with God. But, much to my 
dismay, many believe that they know and understand what God wants. 
With regard to national issues, in a large number of the religious Zionist 
educational institutions, students are taught that there is one divine 
truth and the rabbis have a copyright on it.
The danger inherent in 'understanding' God's will
Obliterating the culture of disagreement, obscuring the Halakhic 
debate and thinking that I know what God wants all have dangerous 
implications. Show me someone who believes that he is expressing the 
will of God and I'll show you someone who has no restraints.
Yigal Amir in the role of Abraham in the Sacrifice of Isaac (Yitzhak)
Fourteen years ago, a number of rabbis decreed that "din rodef " applied 
to Rabin (sanctioning the killing of someone who intends to harm 
others). We know today that if not for those decrees, Yigal Amir would 
not have done what he did. This despicable human being thought he was 
carrying out the word of God and therefore nothing could stop him.
Yigal Amir was educated according to the model of Abraham who 
sacrifices his son as a burnt offering and is praised for doing so – 
and not according to the model of Abraham who stands before God 
and dares to challenge His decisions. Further clarification is needed: 
religious Zionism and a substantial share of the educational messages 
it conveys, the ones which I condemn for ignoring the Halakhic debate 
and glorifying obedience, is not to blame for the appalling assassination. 
The blame lies specifically on Yigal Amir, the rabbis who decreed that 
Rabin is subject to "din rodef " and those who put the "pulsa denura" 
death curse on him.
Nevertheless, the shocking assassination is closely intertwined with the 
glorification of the model of Abraham the sacrificer and the diminution 
of the model of Abraham the doubter. Religious fundamentalism is one 
of the greatest dangers that the world is facing.
On Saturday night, I will go to the square where Rabin was assassinated 
in order to say, together with tens of thousands of other people, that 
there is no holy authority, that a human being does not know what God 
wants, even if we think we have a copyright on the sacred truth. We 
must learn from the Abraham of Sodom, stand before the Holy One and 
express doubt.

Yitzhak Rabin Memorial Day falls on the same week that we read the Vayeira Torah portion that deals with the sacrifice of Isaac (Yitzhak)
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The Sacrifice of Yitzhak Rabin – From Left and From Right
MK Zevulun Orlev 

In synagogues this Shabbat, we'll be reading the Vayeira Torah portion, 
which ends with the story of the sacrifice of Isaac. We know that the 
story has a happy ending, according to which our forefather Abraham 
met the test of faith and a ram was sacrificed instead of Isaac. But the late 
Yitzhak Rabin was sacrificed – there was no ram that could be sacrificed 
in his place. Furthermore, Rabin's assassination was not a test of faith, 
but rather a complete failure and negation of the value and fundamental 
commandment to safeguard life and the absolute prohibition to take the 
life of another human being.  The despicable murderer violated what is 
said in the Ten Commandments: "Thou shall not kill."
I view the murder as being heinous because it was a serious crime 
against our ability to exist as a Jewish state based on a democratic form 
of government. The murderer raised his hand against the entire Israeli 
public who feel that democracy is a foundation for our shared existence 
as a Jewish people in a Jewish state.
The opinions and positions of a lawfully elected leader who has backing 
from a majority in the Knesset can under no circumstances whatsoever 
warrant taking violent and illegal action against him – and surely not 
murder. There is no greater threat to the existence of the State of Israel 
as a state than advocating the use of violence and murder against elected 
leaders. I believe that a part of Israeli society missed, and continues 
to miss, the main point of the lesson and conclusion arising from the 
horrific murder of the Prime Minister. Personally, I feel that I am not 
welcome at all the events that mark Rabin's assassination because those 
events do not deal with the issues that I mentioned, but rather with 
other issues that are often controversial. Rabin Memorial Day should 
be above politics and its primary message should be strengthening the 
democratic regime, fostering a culture that allows for disagreement, and 
accepting your adversaries no matter how large the gap is.
Immediately following the dramatic change in government in 1992, 
Rabin asked me to stay on as Director General of the Ministry of 
Education and Culture and not resign even though Shulamit Aloni was 
appointed Minister of Education and Culture. Rabin was not a member 
of the Mafdal (National Religious Party) and did not add us to his 
government coalition. And I was not, nor am I today, a member of the 
Labor Party. But Rabin demonstrated responsibility that transcended 
partisan considerations. He put aside his party's opinions and views and 
acted in accordance with the national and state interest. Rabin's murder 
is an assassination of the national and state interest opposed to an 
ideological-political interest. Because Rabin's assassination is a threat to 
our existence, the state – the Knesset and the legal system – did the right 
thing when imposing the most severe punishment. That is the message 
to the coming generations and to the suppression of evil inclinations if 
they are found among other people who believe in the ideas embraced 
by the despicable assassin.

The Sacrifice of Yitzhak
Naomi Shemer

Take your son
Your only son whom you love
Take Yitzhak
And sacrifice him as a burnt offering
On one of the mountains
In a place that I tell you
And sacrifice him as a burnt offering
On one of the mountains in the land of Moriah.

And from all the mountains in that land,
A loud cry will be heard:
Behold the fire and behold the wood
And behold, here is the lamb for the burnt offering
Master of the Universe who is full of compassion
Lay not your hand on the lad
Lay not your hand on the lad –

Even if we live to a ripe old age 
We will not forget that the knife was brandished
We will not forget your son
Your only son whom we loved
We will not forget Yitzhak

The background behind the writing of the poem:

On Friday, 28 Cheshvan, December 1, 1967, Yitzhak (Aki) 
Artzi and the navigator Elhanan Raz took off on an intelligence 
mission over Egypt, a flight they never returned from.

This tragic event inspired Naomi Shemer to write the poem The 
Sacrifice of Isaac (Yitzhak). 

In a letter to her mother (Rivka Sapir) dated December 19, 
1967, Shemer wrote:

"…My new poem – The Sacrifice of Isaac – makes [her] cry all 
the time (I wrote it after the  tragedy of Aki Artzi, but I've been 
formulating it for a long time).

In Naomi Shemer's poem, it's as if the Biblical story of the 
Sacrifice of Isaac has come to life. 

"From the mountains in that land, a loud cry will be heard: 
behold the fire and behold the wood and behold, here is the 
lamb for the burnt offering." And at the end it says: "We  will 
not forget your son, your only son whom we loved. We will not 
forget Yitzhak."
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