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The Rich Get Richer

“And it was after these occurrences, that G-d tested Avraham. And (G-d) said to him, ‘Avraham!’ and (Avraham) said, ‘Here I am!” And (G-d) said, ‘Please take your son, your only (child), whom you love, Yitzchok, and go to land of Moriah and bring him up there as a complete-offering on one of the hills that I will tell you’” (Genesis 22:1-2).


A

fter proving himself worthy the past nine times, Avraham was put to the test for the tenth and final time (1). In the most difficult trial yet, G-d asked Avraham to sacrifice his beloved son, Yitzchok, upon the altar.


Notwithstanding that Avraham and Sarah were by then quite old; that G-d had promised, “Through Yitzchok will your lineage pass (1)”; and that Avraham had been preaching for many years about the Compassionate, Merciful, one G-d, Who does not want human sacrifices (not an unusual pagan practice in those days): Now it was being asked of Avraham to sacrifice everything he held dear, physical and intellectual, to prove himself once and for all worthy of being the progenitor of the Chosen People.


This whole concept of being tested by G-d, however, is difficult to understand. G-d was, is and will forever continue to exist, and therefore knows all that has occurred, is occurring now and which will occur in the future (3). He already knows our capabilities and weaknesses. Why then is there a need for Him to test us?


When a school teacher tests his students, the above is true: The teacher is attempting to determine his student’s knowledge of the subject material. Concerning G-d, however, this is in fact irrelevant. Rather, G-d tests people, not to determine their capabilities, but to elicit their hidden potential and reward them for it (4).


The Sages offer an analogy to a flax-fiber manufacturer. When he is given inferior quality flax, he doesn’t pound it too much, lest it ruin the textile further. Only when he receives quality goods, then he pounds them incessantly, because the pounding will produce even better linen (5).


So, too, it is with us. G-d tests us with tailor-made trials, putting our strong points under fire to strengthen them further. What was until now dormant potential, is brought out into the world of actuality, and therefore due the greater reward befitting such behavior.


As difficult as the ordeal may be to endure, there is nevertheless a note of encouragement here: If a person is being tested, G-d has deemed him capable of succeeding, and worthy of the appropriate reward. 


The Hebrew word for test, nisayon, comes from the word, neis, i.e., flag. The trials and tribulations that G-d puts us through, further serve to elevate and publicize our true worth. “Test after test, elevation after elevation, in order to publicize them in the world,” say the Sages (6).


Avraham’s life mission was to teach the world of G-d’s existence and merciful ways. His passion for a child was to ensure the continuity of these important ideals.


But there were skeptics (7). Perhaps they questioned Avraham’s sincerity because he had, after all, been promised prosperity and fame (8). Whatever their doubts, G-d wanted to prove them wrong. He wanted to show that Avraham’s dedication was complete and unequivocal, not “a love dependent on ulterior motives (9).”

So G-d took Avraham’s strongpoint, his unwavering trust in G-d, and put it to the ultimate test, a double test in fact as mentioned above. “Sacrifice your beloved ‘son of your old age,’ and with it, all you have taught to the masses about compassion and mercy,” G-d told Avraham. 

G-d knew Avraham’s potential to comply with this mighty task, and upon Avraham’s submission, G-d stopped him before he actually carried out the gruesome deed, Avraham’s inner strength already proven.

Avraham, of course, wasn’t the only one being tested at that time. Yitzchok was then an adult of thirty-seven, and well aware of what was transpiring. 

The Sages (10) record the following dialogue between Yitzchok and Yishmael, Avraham’s son from his other wife, Hagar, prompting the above event, which at the same time sheds much light on the current state of affairs in the Middle East.

Yitzchok and Yishmael were quarreling. Yishmael said, “I am more beloved to G-d because I was circumcised at thirteen.”

“No, I am more beloved,” responded Yitzchok, “because I had mine right away as an infant.”

“That’s the point,” said Yishmael. “When I was circumcised, I was already old enough to protest, but I didn’t. Whereas you were too young to object.”

At that point, Yitzchok announced, “If only G-d would reveal Himself to me and tell me to forfeit my life!”

Yitzchok’s supreme dedication too was put to the test to show that he was more committed to G-d than his adversary, Yishmael. How unfortunately ironic it is that today Yishmael’s descendants, the Arab people, sacrifice themselves in the Name of G-d in their battle with the descendants of Yitzchok, the Jews. Not surprising then that Islam maintains Avraham did not attempt to sacrifice Yitzchok to G-d at Mount Moriah; rather, Avraham took Yishmael to Mecca, where he offered to sacrifice him to Allah on the Black Stone of Kaaba (11)!
After the Akeidah (as Avraham’s final test is called), Avraham said to G-d, “Master of the Universe! When You told me, ‘Please take your son…’ I could have responded, ‘But yesterday You said, ‘Through Yitzchok will your lineage pass.’’ Heaven forbid, however, I did not do so, but rather I controlled my mercy to do Your will. May it be Your will that when the children of Yitzchok succumb during hard times, You remember for them the Akeidah and be merciful with them (12).”   

------------------------

(1) Avos 5:4. (2) Ber. 21:12. (3) See “Thirteen Articles of Faith,” Art. 1-2, in Artscroll Siddur, p. 178-9. (4) See Nachmanides to Ber. 22:1. (5) Ber. Rab. 55:2. (6) Ibid., 55:1. (7) See Rashi to Ber. 22:1. (8) Ber. 12:2. (9) Avos 5:19. (10) Ber. Rab. 55:4. (11) Rabbi Ken Spiro, Jewish History, part 42. (12) Ber. Rab. 56:10.
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