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when it comes to religious values we Jews should never compromise

with the world otherwise we will end up committing terrible acts
like Abraham almost did. We will sacrifice our sons and daughters
for nothing as the Jewish Communists did. We must always make sure
our children are well rooted in Jewish values otherwise they will
never be able to cope with the world. On the other hand, we must
have broad based knowledge so that we will be able to implement these
Jewish values in the world. We orthodox Jews know that all Jews
will disappear unless they are rooted in uncompomised Jewish values,
and that we will never be able to implement these values correctly
unless we also have broad gemeral knowledge. Let us all make sure
that our ch;ldren have this uell rooted Jewish knovledge 8o th-:
Judalsm will flourish and continue to make its very significant

contributions to the world.
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Ever since the days of Napoleon we Jews in the Diaspora have been
confronted with a hard choice. Up to the time of Napoleon we had
enjoyed autonomy. Every Jewish community basically ruled itself.
We were, so to speak, Jewish colonies in Christian and Moslem lands.
We were ruled by our own laws. We spoke our own languages, had our
own customs, and were not considered citizens of the land in which
we lived but merely alien residents who lived in the country at the
sufferance of the ruler. We could be expelled at any time. Napoleon
offered the Jews a choice: full citizenship and all the opportunities
that went with it if we would give up our autonomy and become full
citizens in the country in which we lived. This meant that our courts
no longer had binding power over us, and that we would have to open
up our society to the trhths, mores, and customs of the people around
us. We Jews, of course, grabbed at the chance, by and large, because
we did not want to remain a despised minority shut up in a ghetto.

Besides, the Talmud has taught us that we are to "accept the truth

from whatever source it comes".

The problem, though, became, how much should we be influenced by
outside forces? If we would be totally influenced by them, we would
disappear. There would be no Jews. We would completely assimilate.

How do we maintain ourselves as Jews while, at the same time, being
open to the truths of the society around us? This is one of the

main differences between the Jewish religious groups in America today.
The orthodox say: We will be influenced by the general culture in

all matters except religious matters. The ultra orthodox say: We

will be influenced by the outside society only whenever it is absolutely

necessary; for example, to obey the government rules which do not
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touch our religion or to earn a living, but otherwise we will be
influenced in no way by the outside cultures, either in religious
or secular matters. The conservative say: We will be influenced
by the outside world in secular matters and partially in religious
matters except, of course, for religious ideas. The reform say:

We will be influenced im all secular and religious matters by the

outside culture except for Jewish religious ideas.

This problem of how we are to relate to the world is talked about

in the Torah portion, V’era. In this Torah portion we learn about

the Akedah, the binding of Isaac. We learn how Abraham thinks he

is told by G-d to take his son and offer him up as a sacrifice.

G-d tells Abraham, "V'Ha-alehu Shom - Take your son, Yitzchak, and

go to the Land of Moriah and elevate him up there". "Ha-alehu" in
Hebrew means "to elevate him'". G-d did not use the expression
V'Heecraftihu - And you shall offer him as a sacrifice" because G-

d did not want Abraham to sacrifice his son. Abraham misconceived

what G-d had commanded him. He had commanded him to elevate his

son, and Abraham thought G-d meant he should sacrifice him. We learn
also that Abraham took two boys in addition to Yitzchak with him

on the way to the Akedah. The boys almost went all the way with

him, but then the boys stopped and Yitzchak and Abraham went on alone.
Then we learn that an angel of G-d called Abraham and said, "Al Teeshlach
Yodcho El Hanaor - Do not sent your hand against this boy". Abraham
stops, lifts his eyes, and he sees a ram in back of him caught in

a thicket, and he offers that ram in place of his son. Why did Abraham
have to sacrifice anything at all? The angel had told him not to

sacrifice his son. Why did he have to sacrifice anything? What's
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more, we notice that it was not G-d who told Abraham not to sacrifice

his son but a messenger of G-d who told Abraham to desist.

Abraham thought that G-d had told him to sacrifice his son. How,
though, could Abraham have made such a mistake? How could he have
thought that G-d had commanded him to sacrifice his son? Rabbi Soleiveitchik
says that the two boys who accompanied Abraham represented the culture
of the time. Abraham stood for Jews and Judaism. Abraham made a
mistake because he assumed that just as the culture in which he lived
sacrificed children, so he also should sacrifice a child in order

to get close to G-d. Abraham was influenced by the culture in which
he lived. He adopted its nmorms as his norms. When he came to perform
the deed an angel of G-d told him not to. Who was this angel of

G-d? This angel of G-d was the Torah, the Jewish Tradition. What
represents G-d and His teachings on earth? It is the Torah. Jewish
tradition told Abraham not to do this terrible thing. This is not

the Jewish way. Abraham desisted and did not sacrifice his son.

Afterwards it says that Abraham called the name of the place "G-d

will see''. Why did he call it "G-d will see”? Why did he also then
offer an Ayil, a ram, in place of his son? Also, what happened to
Yitzchak? It says that Abraham went back to the two boys, but where
did Yitzchak go? The Medrash tells us that Yitzchak went to a yeshiva.
Why? Because Abraham realized that his son had to have a good Jewish
education otherwise his son could be misled by the culture in which

he lived, just the way he was almost misled. Abraham then went back
to the two boys. Why, though, did Abraham go back to the two boys?

After all, if the culture has misled him and caused him to almost
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sacrifice his only son, how could he go back to these boys?

The rabbis say that he went back because we must not be narrow in

truth. When it comes to religious values, when it comes to our own
view of how to act morally in the world, then we do not and should

not be influenced by the other peoples of the world, but when it

comas to knowledge, general truth, we must use their insights as

well, so Abraham went back to the boys. The rabbis explain the difference
between the truth and a lie by saying that a lie is just something
which contains less truth. A lie comes when a person looks too narrowly
at a problem. We can learn this even from the spelling of the word

.. "Shecher - falsehood" and "Emes - truth”. The letters of the word
Shecher, falsehood, are :ill. together at the end of the alphabet (Shin,
Kuf, Raysh), but the letters of the word Emes, truth, are scattered
throughout the alphabet. Aleph is the first letter, Mem is the middle
letter, and Tof is the last letter. A personm, in order to obtain
truth, must see the broad picture. He must see many things otherwise
he cannot arrive at what the truth is in a particular situation.

A person who is too narrow will put things in the wrong context and
will end up doing the wrong thing. The rabbis tell us that we must
never be narrow in our view. ILf we are, we will never be able to
implement the teachings of Judaism in the world. We will not be

able to know how to do the right thing. We will not be able to make
the right decisions to save Jews and Judaism. We must deepen our
knowledge so we can make the right decisions in life. We need knowledge
in physics and chemistry and politics and diplomacy to confromt our
problems and solve them correctly. During the Holocaust the Jewish

leaders were confronted with terrible problems. They did not have
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enough knowledge. If they had more knowledge, perhaps they would
have made different decisions. They did not know if Hitler really
meant what he said. They did not know whether cooperating or defying
the Nazis would be more efficacious and save Jewish lives. We need

a lot of general knowledge even to implement Jewish values.

Thefe is a story they tell in the Talmud about the great Reb Yochanan
Ben Zakai, which illustrates this point. Rabbi Yochanan Ben Zakai

was the man who saved Judaism. When Jerusalem was besieged he saw

it was hopeless and realized the city had to capitulate to Rome.

He decided to go to the Roman General Vespasian and try to save something.
He went to Vespasian and said, "Behold the Mighty Emperor -Vespasian.”
Vespasian said, "How can you say that? I am only a general." Just
then a messenger came from Rome and told him that he had been crowned
the emperor. He looked at Rabbi Yochanan Ben Zakai and said, “Since
you greeted me this way, I will give you anything you want." Rabbi
Yochanan Ben Zakai asked that a yeshiva be set up in Yavneh where
scholars be allowed to teach and learn. Vespasian granted this request
and Judaism was saved. However, the story is told in the Talmud

that on Rabbi Yochanan Ben Zakai's deathbed he could not stop crying.
His students asked him, "Why are you crying?" He answered, "Because

I do not know what will happen to me. I do not know where I will

go, whether I will go above or below." They said, "Why are you feeling
this way?" Then they remembered the dispute he had with Rabbi Akiva.
Rabbi Akiva went to Rabbi Yochanan Ben Zakai after Yavneh was established
and said, 'Vespasian said he would give you anything. Why didn't

you ask for Jerusalem to be saved?" He answered, "I thought if I

asked for a big thing I would get nothing, while if I asked for a
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little I would get at least that." Rabbi Yochanan Ben Zakai on his

very deathbed was not sure that he made the right decision. Look
how many people were killed. The Temple was destroyed. Jewish

sovereignity was lost. He might have been able to save it. Did
he make the right decision or not? It troubled him to his dying
day. He did not have enough knowledge of Roman practice to know

whether or not he had made the right decision.

We all need knowledge in order to make the right decisions. We all
live in a world in which we do not have complete knowledge, in which
we must make decisions based on partial knowledge. That's why Abraham
took the ram, whose letters can stand in Hebrew for "Efsher Yesh
Lomar - Perhaps you can say this", which was caught in a thicket.

In Hebrew the word for "thicket - Sevach" can also mean “complicated".
Life is very complicated. Perhaps you can say this or perhaps you
can say this. We are all called upon to offer on the altar of life
the decisions we make based on the best knowledge we can obtain.

When it comes to Jewish values we cannot compromise, but when it
comes to implementing these values we need broad based knowledge.
That's why Abraham went back to the two boys. He needed the broad
based knowledge these boys could bring him. When it comes to Jewish
values we must be firm. We must never confuse Jewish values with
general cultural values, as Abraham almost did, but in order to implement
Jewish values in the world we need to be broad. We cannot be narrow
otherwise we will not be able to fulfill our role of bringing Jewish

values to the world.

To my mind, it is clear that the story of the Akedah teaches us that




