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The sun had barely begun to rise when the father awoke and gathered his supplies.  He needed some firewood, a sharp knife and some rope.  He attached these to the donkey’s back and quickly woke his son.  “Where are we going father” the son asked.  “God will let us know, son, come quickly”.  They walk on through the desert, with no destination in sight.  Suddenly the father stops and looks up.  He seems to be talking to someone.  “This is the spot, my son”.  They are at the top of a mountain, with clear views on all sides.  The father begins to build an altar to make a sacrifice. “But where is the animal for sacrifice”, the boy asks.  The father continues without answering.  Suddenly the father grabs the boy and ties him to the altar.  He takes out the knife.  In deep anguish he raises his arm high in the air, closes his eyes and prepares to slaughter his son as God has instructed him.  Suddenly a voice calls out.  “Avraham, Avraham”.  

Abraham stops and opens his eyes.  The voice continues, Abraham, do not sacrifice your son Isaac, I know now that you fear God since you have not withheld your son, your favored one from me.  And as Abraham looked up, he saw a ram, caught in the thicket by his horns.  He quickly offered the animal up as a sacrifice to God in place of Isaac.  And Abraham called the place, Adonai Yireh, saying, on the mountain of God, it is seen…there is vision.
I don’t think it’s possible to read this morning’s powerful Torah portion without experiencing a range of emotions: Fear, rage, confusion, mystery.  What kind of story is this, which we read on one of the holiest days of the Jewish year?  Why does God ask Abraham to sacrifice his only son and why does Abraham go through with it?  The binding of Isaac makes us question everything we know about God, about Abraham, about our faith.  

Typical of the book of Genesis we find ourselves reading the most challenging stories of real people as they struggle to understand God and in turn, themselves.  I believe the story of Hagar read on the first day of Rosh Hashanah, juxtaposed to this, the binding of Isaac on the 2nd day, teaches us about how to persevere through life’s challenges.  The key is finding help in what is around us, often its there, if you open your eyes to see the gifts that are within your reach.  

Let us examine the life of Abraham and why he was put to the test to teach us this lesson.  This is but the final of 10 trials Abraham overcomes beginning with the call of Lech Lecha back in chapter 12.  In that first call of faith, we know nothing of Abraham only that he is picked by God to blessed, to be the father of a great nation and his name shall be great.  And Abraham steps up the challenge.  The Midrash fills in details of his childhood that explain why he was so special.  The most memorable moment was when he was working in his father’s idol  shop.  Upon realizing the futility of home-made idols, he decided one day to smash them all.  He leaves one alone and puts an axe in that idol’s hands.  When his father returns to the store and sees the damage he demands to know what happened.  
Abraham replies, “that idol got jealous and smashed the rest”.  The father replied, “these idols don’t feel or act, they are made of clay and stone”.  
And Abraham wisely replies, “then why do we pray to them, to god’s we make by hand, we must instead look to the one true God who is all powerful, all knowing”.  
This is the first test of faith and from that moment on we learn more and more as to why God chose this particular man as the progenitor of the Jewish people.  Abraham continues to surprise and challenge God in further experiences.  In God’s initial decision to destroy Sodom and Gomorrah for the wickedness there, Abraham influences God to reconsider.  He asks god, “what if there are some righteous people, will they be destroyed along with the wicked”.  Their debate is the precursor to Moses later in Exodus who is able to challenge God during his angry outbursts to reconsider punishing the people for everyone sin and instead turn to compassion and forgiveness.  

It’s somewhat puzzling then that in our torah portion today, when Abraham is asked to sacrifice his very own son, Abraham does not fight back as he had done before, but rather puts his head down and meekly carries out God’s instructions without a hint of anger.  

I wish the bible would sometimes have a line or two of emotion.  The text is so terse, how do we know what they are thinking?  Abraham must have thought to himself, what in the world is going on here.  Sacrifice my son, what kind of God is this?.  Ok, I’ll walk there, and I’ll follow all the instructions but at one point, I’ll stop.  Even if these were this thoughts, his actions prove otherwise.
I think it’s the sense of shock that doesn’t allow Abraham to vocalize his feelings and he just goes through the motions without thinking.  Have you ever been in a situation when you are so overwhelmed that you simply continue to act without thinking and then later berate yourself on what you should have said, or what you could have done.  

Terrence Young, who came to speak to our congregation in the spring, talked about this in his book “Death by Prescription” 

Terrence went into a revenge mode after his daughter Vanessa died tragically for taking a medication that should have been taken off the market, which stopped her heart.  He recalls those moments in the aftermath of this shocking heartbreak that he was sleepwalking with his head down.  He wonders if he was there for his other two children and his wife, as he dedicated his life getting back at the drug company that killed his daughter.  But with a little time and when he paused and opened his eyes to the bigger problem of the pharmaceutical industry he realized what he truly had to do.  He did research and established friendships and allies and worked tirelessly to have an inquest and a lawsuit into the events leading to Vanessa’s death.  His focus was to bring to light the unsafe nature of the pharmaceutical industry and stared a non-profit drug watch advocacy group to help protect other Canadians from similar unsafe medications.   It was his ability to step back and assess the situation with his eyes wide open that allowed him to choose the right path.
I think the most powerful moment in the torah portion this morning is when Abraham does finally pick up his head and realize what is going on.  He has tied his son to the altar and has the knife ready, and God stopped him.  God didn’t really want Abraham to sacrifice his son; it was a test to see how Abraham would react.  Whether we agree with this type of test of not, God did not want human sacrifice.  In fact during this period, human sacrifice was quite prevalent in other ancient cults and religious systems and Judaism not only deplores it but forever uses this example as what God would never ask us to do ever.  Human life is sacred above all other things.

I think what God really wanted was for Abraham to stop and look up and see where he was and feel God’s presence.  As Harold Kushner writes in “The Lord is my Sheppard: An examination of the 23rd psalm” the message of the psalm is not that bad things will never happen to us.  They will.  But we will never have to face them alone, “as I walk through the valley of the shadow of death I feel no evil for you are with me”.  God will always be there and so when newspaper headlines speak of violence and tragedy and economic meltdowns, it will not be any less alarming. But we will be able to face the world with more courage and more confidence because we will not be facing it alone. Faith binds people together with life’s joys and sorrows.  
When Abraham finally did look up he realized that a goat was caught in the bushes right beside him, and that God wanted the goat to be offered as a sacrifice, not his son.  You might be thinking, how convenient that the goat was simply right there.  I think yes, the goat was right there, things we need are right in front of us, sometimes we don’t always see them.  
It reminds of a sign I once saw in a general store in a small town that read, “If we don’t have it, you’re better off without it”.  It says to people, you have been seduced by advertising and consumer culture that you have learned to crave things you don’t need.  This leaves us in perpetual state of dissatisfaction, and in envy of your neighbors.  Have you ever walked into a super Wal-Mart.?  Their goal is to have every single item you’ve ever imagined, even if it takes hours to actually walk from one end of the store to the other.  It’s the wrong approach.  We don’t need all that stuff.  This general store had 3 shelves and guess what, they had everything I needed.  Be free of that psychological enslavement of what you think you need and learn to be content with what you have.  That is one of the major goals of religion, to teach people to focus gratefully on what they have instead of aware of what is missing.  In Judaism you’ll notice most prayers begin with, thank you god, as apposed to ones that say, please give me…We can’t confuse God with Santa to believe that prayer is making an inventory of things we need and don’t have and persuading god that we deserve it.  

The other answer as to where that goat came from is from our midrash, the Rabbi’s stories filling in the blanks of the Torah.  The Rabbis say that the goat was created on Shabbat during the 7th day of creation.  Finalizing the acts of creation, God realized there were a few things that would be needed later on and so he put them in the world to wait for the moment they were needed.  These include the Well that supplied water to the Israelites in the desert, the rainbow after the flood, the manna to eat in the desert, the staff of Moses, and the stones that would be used for the 10 commandments at Sinai.  There is also a mythical creature called the Shamir, a little worm that would be employed to cut the stones for the building of the temple.  (This was because no element used to make weapons could be used to create the peaceful house of worship for god.  So how could they cut stone?  The Shamir would take on that task).  And finally, the very last thing was the ram, ownerless, so that when Abraham looked up and needed an animal to sacrifice, he would be right at hand to help out and could rightfully be his, without robbing anyone, and could be used as an offering to God. 
There is one more element of significance to this very spot where Abraham looked up and saw the ram to sacrifice in place of his son.  This spot is very famous.  Generations earlier it’s the spot where two brothers hug.  Why?  The first brother was very rich and had everything he needed, but had no family.  He realized his brother had a wife and many children and thus many mouths to feed.  He decided late at night to take over a sack of food that he did not need so his brother could have extra.  That very night the brother with the family thought to himself, I am blessed with a wife and children, but my brother is there alone.  Perhaps I shall fill a sack of food and take it over to him.  Late at night, each brother crept towards the other on their righteous path, and met halfway and looked up and saw one another at the top of the hill.  They realized what the other was doing and embraced and cried together.  This was the very spot where Abraham stood with his son Isaac.  And indeed this is the very same spot when King David was looking for the perfect place to build his capital, to be the centre of Jewish life for the Israelite nation, he chose it to build Jerusalem, the eternal capital of the Jewish people.  

Esa Einai, lift your eyes to the mountains, where shall your help be found, in God.  Imagine my surprise when I heard this line at the Royal Alexandra Theatre watching “The Sound of Music” with Cheryl.  Remember the scene at the end when Maria and the family feel the Nazi’s have blocked every way.  Suddenly they turn towards the mountains and realize they can cross to safety.  The Reverend Mother then says, lift your eyes to the mountain, where God shall be found.    And they they sing…”climb every mountain…”.  What a beautiful scene!

The message of our Torah portion this morning is that when we open our eyes, we might find the tools to get through even the most difficult things life throws at us.  As Ferris Beuller once said, “life moves pretty fast, you might miss it”.   The story of the binding of Isaac reminds us that when we do look up and take in the bigger picture, we can take advantage of the gifts we have, the relationships we’ve built with our friends and loved ones, and the resources we have down deep in ourselves, if we have the courage and resolve to use them.  Ken Yehi Ratzon.
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