Imagination is central to the practice of Talmud Torah as modeled by Chazal.
This can be seen clearly in the standard Talmudic logical form called tzrikhuta, in which
the rabbis construct, a hava amina, or what someone who disagreed with their consensus
might have thought — they imagine themselves out of their own intellectual box. The
purpose of this exercise is to make all such consensus statements necessary — a primary
goal of Talmudic discourse is to make all rabbinic statements true but not obvious.

The hava amina, as a habit of thought, creates the capacity for empathy with any
opponent, on the ground that “Thus but for the grace of G-d thought I”. This empathy
can be used, as I argue in Dangerous Hava Aminot, as a means of taming potential
opposition, by demonstrating that the rabbinic conclusion was reached only after careful
consideration of the alternatives. It can also be used to deepen religious understanding,
as per Rav Saadia Gaon’s argument that conviction is only meaningful when the
alternative has been considered.

Malbim’s commentary on Akeidat Yitzchak® may exemplify yet another ability
potentially resulting from this rabbinic mentality, namely the ability to reconstruct the
ambivalences of Biblical characters in their moments of religious glory. Our first focus
this week will be developing the ground and nature of that ambivalence as deeply as we
can.

Malbim’s central literary question, which has otherwise laaniyut dati received
insufficient attention, is why Avraham’s two n’arim (I translate the term as “squires”, but
that misses the resonance with Yitzchak being called naar when on the altar) appear in
the story at all; why does Avraham take them along? Rashi comments that a man of
Avraham’s stature must bring along two servants, but this seems insufficient ground for
mentioning them. Rather, it seems likely that for Rashi’s interpretation the squires are
brought along and mentioned so that Avraham can tell them to stay with the donkey
while he and Yitzchak go on. In this reading Avraham’s instruction is taken, with good
textual basis, as profoundly insulting, as equating them with the donkey. The Talmud in
several places gives this reading halakhic significance.

Rashi does not quote that interpretation here, however, and Bekhor Shor and
Seforno offer a pragmatic alternative: Avraham left the squires behind so that they would
not prevent him from sacrificing Yitzchak. This suggestion, however, makes it very hard
to justify mentioning them at all.

Here Malbim makes his first astoundingly imaginative move. Just the opposite,
he contends; Avraham brings the squires precisely so that they can defend Yitzchak
against him, so that if Yitzchak runs away Avrham will be physically prevented from
recapturing him. Yitzchak, after all, is not commanded — why should he not run away?

If we read this as a definite position of Avraham, it falters — why, then, not warn
Yitzchak explicitly of what will happen? But if we read it as a point of ambivalence, no
such issue arises.

Regardless, this raises the question of why Avraham sent them away precisely at
the moment they were most needed.

Here Malbim makes his second move. Avraham, he says, had previously lived a
religious life that accorded well with his moral intuition (Malbim does not here explicitly
address previous challenges such as the expulsion of Yishmael), and accordingly had felt
very comfortable living a publicly transparent religious life. That changed here — this
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command violated everything he had preciously intuited about G-d, everything about his
soul. Avraham was ashamed to act this way in front of witnesses, and terrified that they
would learn to be like him. He was willing to obey the Divine command, but did not
want anyone to know that he had done so.

Psychologically, Malbim’s reading is tremendously compelling. Avraham has
two competing absolute values, both rooted in his experience of G-d: the fact of the
command, and the fact that G-d desires the good and abominates human sacrifice. He
makes the decision to obey the command, but only by bracketing it off from his
conception of proper religious life, in halakhic terms making it a hora’at sha’ah
(temporary or ad hoc extralegal mandate). Avraham is prepared to obey, but not to learn
anything about G-d from his obedience.

Theologically and literarily, however, this reading seems very problematic. What
is the purpose and outcome of the nisayon (test/trial)? To the very end, Avraham would
apparently be unwilling to sacrifice Yitzchak if anyone could see him - so total
commitment to G-d is never achieved; yet he is willing to sacrifice Yitzchak against his
conscience — so ethical commitment is not achieved either. Is it the true nature of a
“fearer of G-d” to be willing to do evil for the sake of G-d while being ashamed of doing
s0?

Malbim’s own understanding of the nisayon involves yet another creative leap.
Rashi notes that the angel addresses two commands to Avraham: “Do not send your hand
forth against the child”, and “Do not do him any harm”, and comments that the second
command was necessary because Avraham intended to ritually wound Yitzchak even
after being told not to kill him. Malbim contends? that the test was double — both the
willingness to sacrifice Yitzchak, and his removal from the altar, needed to be done
absolutely lishmah, for the sake of Heaven. As proof that Avraham passed, that he found
no joy other than the joy of service in taking Yitzchak back down, Malbim cites Rashi’s
claim about the intent to wound.

This seems wholly unconvincing to me in the words of the Chumash®. But more
importantly for our purposes, it draws a psychological portrait of Avraham that seems
utterly incompatible with the one Malbim draws in his discussion of the squires. Instead
of ambivalent and struggling, Avraham simply turns on a dime — in one moment he
moves to slaughter, in the next to save, and each is done wholly for the sake of G-d.
Moreover, it seems to me a terrible reading of Rashi, whose whole point, laaniyut daati,
is that Avraham seeks to wound even when harming Yitzchak is no longer required by
any Divine command.

Possibly Malbim’s understanding of Abraham’s hava amina, of the reason that
obedience was a genuine choice between goods, rather than simply an overcoming of
self-interest, cannot stand. But the portrait he draws is so powerful, immediate, and
relevant that 1 would very much welcome suggestions as to how it can adequately explain
the nisayon.

Shabbat Shalom!

2 | address the Kotzker’s understanding of this Rashi elsewhere.
¥ As Malbim formally cites this from his own “Drushim”, there is room to question the seriousness of his
exegetical intent here.
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“You sit here with the donkey” —

It tells here how this test differed from everything Avraham Avinu had done up to this
point...

as all the things he had done up to this point to walk in the ways of Hashem and observe
His legacy and commands were not opposed to his intellect (?5w), and he would do
everything publicly before onlookers so that the whole public would know Hashem and
observe the ways of Hashem by acting with righteousness and justice,

but this command was different, it was opposed to his intellect,

as up to this point he has preached and rebuked the idolaters who brought human
sacrifices, rebuking them by saying that Hashem would not desire such abominations,
and that bloodshedding was the greatest abomination in Hashem’s view, as Scripture
writes “Because all the things abominable to Hashem which He hates, they did for their
gods, for even their sons etc. they would burn in fire to their gods.”

But now, when he reached this mitzvah that was opposed to his intellect and opposed to
the good ways of Hashem, he did not wish to do this before the eyes of his squires

(who in the opinion of Chazal were Eliezer and Yishmael)

because he was ashamed to do before them an action that until now had been abominable
in his eyes,

and he did not wish them to learn to behave so;

and therefore he concealed the matter from them.

“We will bow and return to you” —

This was a great root of this test, that he did the command of Hashem that was opposed to
his intellect and opposed to uprightness and justice and the good ways of Hashem, and
with all this did not doubt* Hashem.

Now Avraham kept the Torah before it was given, because his soul was polished like a
mirror opposite the Higher Light, to the point that he could see in the form of his soul, as
if in an illuminated speculum, all the details of the commandment, whose roots are in the
Higher Wisdom. , which was like a shining sun which brightened the light of his soul and
sent rays into the hidden places of his pure heart, and in this regard no power of any of
the powers of matter could stand in the way of his doing any commandment, because the
light of his soul overpowered the yearning of matter.

But this action, that in truth Hashem did not wish, and had he actually slaughtered
Yitzchak, this would have been an act of murder and an abomination to Hashem which
He hates,

even his spiritual soul which saw from the secrets of the Higher Wisdom was opposed to
this action,

to the point that he was ashamed to do this before the eyes of his squires, as a person is
ashamed to do an abominable deed before onlookers.

But despite this, his faith in Hashem and love and awe overpowered all these, and he did
not refrain from fulfilling the word of Hashem that was opposite to intellect and
uprightness and a disgrace to him in the eyes of people, despite all this his Love of
Hashem conquered all those, and he was tested and emerged unblemished.

* retranslate



“He said: ‘Do not send your hand forth toward the boy” -

Chazal explain that he wished at least to make some mark and wound that would draw
blood from him, and therefore the angel added a second caution “Do not do anything to
him” . ..

In my book of homilies “Artzot Shalom” | wrote about this that the essence of the test
was whether he would do the commandment solely for the sake of Hashem with no
admixture of interest and ulterior motive.

Now there were two commandments here, as when he first brought him up he fulfilled
the command of Hashem Who commanded “And bring him up there as an olah”, and
now that he brought him down he fulfilled the second command of Hashem Who said
“Do not send forth your hand” , , ,

But Hashem Who knows the secrets of the heart knew that just as he did the first
command solely for the sake of Hashem, so too the second command, he was not happy
about the bringing down because of personal happiness, that his unique son was saved,
rather he was happy that he has merited to fulfill a second command of his Creator.

The proof of this is that the bringing down was difficult in his eyes, and he wished to at
least make some blemish on him, to the point that the angel needed to caution him against
this.

About this it says “for now” — from the second command you fulfilled — “I know that
you are a fearer of G-d, because you have not withheld” — meaning: That which you
have withheld him from death — this has in it no admixture of ulterior motive and thought
that would have you thin that you withheld from death “your son” — because he was
“your unique son” — it was not for this motive that you withheld him, rather “from Me”
you did this, solely to fulfill a command, with no ulterior motive.
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