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INTRODUCTION 
 
According to Mishnah Avot 5:3, “Abraham was tried by 10 trials and withstood them all. This 
teaches how beloved Abraham was by God.” The Akedah is the 10th of these trials. “Some time 
afterward, God put Abraham to the test.” (Gen 22:1). So imagine that this trial today—the one 
after the Akedah where Abraham has to account for his behavior—is the 11th trial.  
 
God’s messenger (Gen 22:15) suggests that Abraham passed the test and his reward is the 
continuation and growth of the Jewish people (i.e., his descendants, us).  
 

The messenger of Adonai called to Abraham a second time from heaven and said “by 
Myself I swear,” Adonai declares: “Because you have done this and have not withheld 
your son, your favored one, 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. All the nations of the earth shall bless 
themselves by your descendants [which would include the victimized Isaac and us], 
because you have obeyed My command. 

 
Abraham is redeemed, he is vindicated. He is, in the eyes of the heavenly court, innocent.  
 
This trial today is held in an earthly court and judges Abraham through a human and 
contemporary lens. The angel says he’s innocent. But is he really?  
 
Prosecution and defense will make their closing arguments. You are the jury and the verdict is 
yours to make. 
 
PROSECUTION (Amy Sales) 
 
Let me begin with the charges against Abraham. He is charged on two counts: one ethical, one 
theological. 
  
The ethical charge: child abuse. The prosecution argues that Abraham did not kill Isaac but he 
did scar him psychologically. He kidnaps him from home, carries him over state lines, literally 
binds him, threatens his life with a knife, a knife big enough and sharp enough to cut through a 
thicket. And when it’s all over, this heartless father leaves his son—his favorite son--on top of 
Mt. Moriah with nothing—no food, no water, no words, just the remaining embers of a burned 
ram.  
 
The theological charge: zealotry. Abraham’s unswerving belief that he had to do exactly as God 
said obliterated his clear thinking, wiped it out. Let me remind the jury that every day in our 
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daily prayers we thank God for our intelligence and ask God to grant us knowledge, wisdom, and 
discernment. Clear thinking is our Godly gift, not blind faith. And Abraham completely gave up 
exercise of his God-given free will.  
 
In essence the prosecution argues that the defendant was trying to create a world in which we are 
God’s puppets and not his partners in creation; in which we turn to God to redeem us and do not 
appreciate our role in our own salvation. 
  
The result is a loss of logic—which may not be a crime and is not included in the charges, but 
which is today a scourge of society. Commentators writing in defense of Abraham have labelled 
the “event”, and I quote, a milestone in the evolution of religion from primitive barbarism to 
lofty spiritual relationship between man and God. But if human sacrifice is immoral by its very 
nature, how could a reasonable father consider God’s demand a religious one?  
 
And if this is about Abraham’s faith, why did it not occur to him that if he obeyed and went 
through with the act, that God, God’s self, would have broken the covenant? Shouldn’t that 
thought alone have shaken his faith and brought forth the Abraham we saw at Sodom and 
Gomorrah, the Abraham that argues—carefully and logically—to save one life? If he believes in 
the ultimate goodness of God, why did he not argue for his son as he argued for Sodom? Why 
did he not argue for a moral order by demanding that God do justly? Why didn’t he demand that 
God not require the death of an innocent child? Seriously, in hindsight, it looks like the only 
responsible thing the defendant ever did in his life was to save his nephew Lot from the 
destruction of Sodom.  
 
Even if Abraham was convinced that God would not let him go through with the act, you, the 
jury, need to consider the damage and suffering he did to himself (ironically totally losing direct 
contact with God for the rest of his life), to Isaac, to Sarah (and note we have not—although we 
could have— charged him with spousal abuse) and the generations to follow—which includes all 
of us in this room—who do not understand.  
 
I rest my case.  
 
DEFENSE (Len Saxe) 
 
I come before you to defend the honor of our patriarch, Abraham. The prosecution has charged 
Abraham with two heinous crimes: child abuse and zealotry. The esteemed prosecutor has told 
us that Abraham, in order that he be relevant for our times, must be judged by modern ethical 
and theological standards. She argues that we should reject the judgement of our sages who 
treated Abraham as a model of rectitude who feared God and “passed a test of faith.” Instead, she 
calls for him to be held accountable for immoral judgment; and because of his stature, the 
contemporary equivalent of “high crimes and misdemeanors.” No man is above the law, and 
Abraham is on trial today. but do not delude yourself: This is a trial of our faith, our tradition, 
and what it means to be a people for whom life is a search for meaning. 
 
I stipulate to the facts. Abraham heeded what he believed to be a message from God to offer his 
son Isaac as a sacrifice. As we all know, however, he did not complete the act. At the moment he 
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raised his arm knife in hand, God’s messenger intervened. Nevertheless, as the prosecutor 
alleges, Isaac was likely traumatized. Yet, Abraham’s actions were not those of zealot seeking to 
excuse his behavior by manufacturing words of God. His acts were not those of an egomaniac 
drunk with power. His faith made it possible for bnei Yisrael, to become a people imbued with a 
moral code that has sustained us for more than three millennia.   
 
I offer four arguments: 
 
1. At the root of the prosecution’s case is that Abraham’s belief in God “got in the way of clear 

thinking.” Abraham trusted God and feared defying him. But his trust in God was not 
irrational. From the moment that Abraham answered God’s call to leave the land of his 
father, he was on a journey guided by God’s wisdom. It allowed him to meet the challenges 
of life and become the progenitor of a righteous nation. Throughout his life, he had good 
reason to accept the word of God. Look no further than the birth of his son, Isaac, born to his 
wife Sarah at 90 years of age. God promised and God delivered. When Abraham he followed 
God’s instruction, he did so with faith. There was no criminal intent, no mens rae. 
   

2. The Prosecutor not only suggests that Abraham was irrational, but intimates that his 
conversation with God is his imagination run wild. How else can one explain that he tried to 
carry out a fundamentally unethical injunction that repels us even today? If he actually heard 
the worlds of God, why did not Abraham resist? He did so when he argued with God over the 
destruction of Sodom. But one can’t assess the instruction to sacrifice Isaac without also 
considering that he heard a second message from God when he had the knife in hand.  If 
hearing the first message was not really God’s word --- merely an amoral delusion -- than so 
too is Abraham hearing the angel who instructs him not to lay a hand on the boy. In the end, 
acted morally. As many commentators note, it is a story that teaches us that God does not 
sanction filicide. Yes, Isaac was likely scared and probably scared, but do we really believe 
that we can protect our children from the difficult dilemmas of life. Do we want to be like the 
“snowplow” parents of modern times who commit illegal acts to protect their children from 
the non-lethal pain of college rejection? 
      

3. We refer to ha’Akadah as the “binding of Isaac,” but that downplays Abraham’s own 
sacrifice. Nothing was as precious to him as his son Isaac. To agree to the sacrifice of his 
beloved son was to give up what was most important to him. In a world plagued by 
narcissism, then and now, what he agreed to do was more costly than anything else he could 
have done. By comparison, even giving up his own life would have been less so. It is 
unfathomable that Abraham, a rational and loving man by every other criterion, would have 
agreed unless he genuinely believed that he was following the word of God.  

 
4. Finally, why are we even here today putting our patriarch on trial? My guess is that we are 

doing so because we moderns think that we are better than Abraham. That our tradition 
evolved. We have moved beyond human and animal sacrifice and our korbanot today are 
done with prayer and tzedakah. But let’s be honest: We still sacrifice our children and cause 
them to suffer physical and psychological wounds. Consider, for example, what we, the 
modern Jewish people, have done since the establishment of Medinat Yisrael. Millions of 
soldiers have been trained to kill and more than 20,000 Jewish soldiers have died. Most of 
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them were young, all of them our children, sent to war by their fathers (and mothers) – the 
body politic and the leaders of Israel. In the shadow of the Shoah, in a world broken by 
violence, is it not sometimes necessary to sacrifice?   

Indeed, the test that Abraham faced as a father heeding God’s word was different than what we 
face. So it is difficult for us to walk in his shoes. But it not by accident that we Jews are 
“Yisrael” -- the ones who struggle with God. Let us use our angst over Abraham’s decisions to 
remind ourselves of the difficulty of being human.  
 
But let us not use this angst to diminish the memory of our patriarch. I call for Abraham’s 
acquittal because he put aside his own needs and interests, his love for his son to do something 
that he believed would be for the greater good. We can argue today about whether he was right 
or wrong. Would that it was simple. And would that it was simple to be a people of faith. 
 
CONCLUSION 
 
Each year during the Days of Awe, we return to the story of the Akedah to grapple once more 
with our relationship to God, with the forever choice between faith/obedience versus 
morality/God wrestling. The story provokes our own spiritual consciousness, asks questions for 
which we have no clear answers. We hope that as you, the jury, deliberate the verdict, you will 
go deep into the hard work of the holidays. And that you will enter into the new year with 
appreciation for the richness of our stories, the gift of our ancestors, the gift of our religion, and 
the challenges of the human condition. 


