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Each of the major Jewish holidays that are listed in the Tora is associated with a 

particular narrative section of the bible describing some aspect of the early days of the Jewish 

people. Pesach is clearly a commemoration of the Exodus from Egypt, the focus of the first half 

of Sefer Shemot.1 Shavuot is associated with the receiving of the Tora at Sinai, recorded in 

Shemot 19-20; 24. Sukkot reminds us of the habitations in which the Jews dwelt from the initial 

Exodus through the forty years of desert wanderings.2 Even Yom HaKippurim is traditionally 

viewed as the anniversary of Moshe returning to the encampment with the Second Tablets after 

extended stays on Sinai, an ultimate indication of the Jews’ having been Forgiven by God after 

the sin of the Golden Calf.3  The only holiday comparable to these in terms of the Tora explicitly 

                                                           
1
 I am referring to the original telling of the stories, as opposed to the reprise of the events that are to be 

found in Sefer Devarim and elsewhere in TaNaCh. 
2
 In BaMidbar 14:33-4 God Explains that the Jews were to wander in the desert until all those above the 

age of twenty at the time of the sin of the spies would die. (It is possible that the tribe of Levi were not 

included in the Decree, and of course, Kalev and Yehoshua were excluded as well.)  However, it should be 

noted that the people spent significant time in the desert prior to the sin of the spies—initially, it was 

forty nine days until the giving of the Tora; when Moshe came down on the 17
th

 of Tammuz with the first 

Tablets, it began a one hundred and twenty day period until the 10
th

 of Tishrei when the second Tablets 

were presented by Moshe to the people; and the construction of the Mishkan  and its dedication took 

until Nissan of the following year—during all this time the Jews would have needed the same type of 

shelter that they required during their later travels.  VaYikra 23:43 “That your generations may know that 

I Made the children of Israel to dwell in booths, when I Brought them out of the land of Egypt: I Am the 

LORD your God. ” implies from the very beginning of the Exodus. 
3
 RaShI on Devarim 9:18 

“And I (Moshe) fell down before the LORD, as at the first, forty days and forty nights; I did neither 

eat bread nor drink water; because of all your sin which ye sinned, in doing that which was evil in 

the Sight of the LORD, to provoke Him.” 

“And I (Moshe) fell down before the LORD, as at the first, forty days and forty nights”-- as it says, 

(Shemot 32:30) “And now I will go up to HaShem. Perhaps I will attain atonement (for you)”. 

During that ascension, I stayed for forty days, which were completed on the 29
th

 of Av, because 

he went up on the 18
th

 of Tamuz. On that day, the Holy One, Blessed Be He, was Appeased 

regarding Israel, and He Said to Moshe (Devarim 10:1) “Chisel yourself two Tablets”. He spent 

another forty days, which therefore were completed on Yom HaKippurim. On that day the Holy 

One, Blessed Be He, was Appeased joyously and He Said to Moshe (BaMidbar 14:20) “I have 

Forgiven in accordance with your words” Therefore it (the 10
th

 of Tishrei, Yom HaKippurim) was 

established for forgiveness and apology. And how do we know that He was Appeased 

“Wholeheartedly”? Because it is said regarding the last forty days, (Devarim 10:10) “And I stood 

on the mountain like the first forty days”—just as the first days resulted in God’s Being fully 
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mandating its observance, is Rosh HaShana, and curiously there does not appear to be a specific 

biblical referent for this observance.4  

 

Yet, when we analyze the liturgy, customs and symbolic behaviors that mark Rosh 

HaShana, Akeidat Yitzchak (the binding of Isaac), the trial whereby  Avraham was Commanded 

to offer up his son as a sacrifice, recounted in Beraishit 22, is repeatedly invoked.5 In addition to 

the Tora reading6 on the second day of Rosh HaShana, and the numerous references within the 

Shacharit and Mussaf liturgy7 as well as the Selichot that are recited during this period—certain 

Selichot are even called “Akeida” because they are totally dedicated to discussing various 

                                                                                                                                                                             
appeased, so that last days resulted in God’s Being fully appeased. By implication, the middle 

forty days, were marked by God’s Anger. 
4
 While there is a view in the Gemora (Rosh HaShana 10b) that is echoed in the Rosh HaShana liturgy (e.g., 

after each of the sets of Shofar blowing during the Musaf Amida, a paragraph is recited beginning: 

“HaYom Harat Olam” [today the world was created]) that Rosh HaShana is the anniversary of the Creation 

of the World, and Creation is described in the first two chapters of Beraishit, this is not exclusive to the 

history of the Jewish people, but rather a universalistic concept that applies to all of mankind. 
5 There is no substantive evidence either Biblical or Rabbinic, that Akeidat Yitchak actually took place on 

Rosh HaShana, which might have constituted a legitimate reason to associate Rosh HaShana with it. In 

fact  Elie Kaufer argues that if anything, the trial probably took place on Pesach, and then was moved to 

Rosh HaShana based upon a Rabbinic decision in light of the rise of Christianity(!). 

http://www.livelyseders.com/sitebuildercontent/sitebuilderfiles/rhandakedaharnowfinal.pdf 
6
 Tora readings on the other Tora-mandated Jewish holidays don’t always reflect the historical nature of 

the day. In contrast to Pesach and Shavuot, where the Tora reading does concern what occurred that 

caused the holiday to be instituted in the first place,  

Pesach—Shemot 12 (the Mitzvot that were performed in preparation for the actual leaving of 

Egypt). 

Shavuot—Shemot 19-20 (receiving the Tora at Sinai). 

other holidays do not do the same, and therefore Rosh HaShana could be understood to belong to this 

second group: 

Yom HaKippurim—VaYikra 16 (the Yom Kippur service in the Mishkan). 

Sukkot—VaYikra 22-23 (a review of the holidays throughout the Jewish year). 
7 The Akeida is mentioned several  times over the course of the Rosh HaShana liturgy, among them:  

1)  Birnbaum p. 215 

May God Look to Avraham’s beloved son who was bound on Mt. Moriah, and noting the 

ashes, may God Be Gracious to the remnant of Israel, that worship Him morning and noon. 

2)  Ibid. p. 243 

When the holy offering pleased God, He Caused a ram to be offered in place of Yitzchak. “A 

ram was caught in the thicket by its horns.” 

3)  Ibid. p. 367 

     Remove Thou our foe for the sake of the son Yitzchak who was ready to offer his life for Thee. 

  

  

http://www.livelyseders.com/sitebuildercontent/sitebuilderfiles/rhandakedaharnowfinal.pdf
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aspects of this terrible trial that father and son had to undergo8—Halacha and Minhag serve to 

make the Akeida even more front-and center for our consciousnesses at this time: 

 

1)  Shulchan Aruch notes that one of the Simanim, the symbolic foods that are intended 

to serve as inspirations for the coming New Year, entails the consumption on Rosh 

HaShana of the head of a ram(!),9 calling to mind the animal that was used as a 

sacrifice in place of Yitzchak.   

 

2)  Shulchan Aruch states that when choosing from among horns of animals for making a 

Shofar, a ram’s horn is preferred.10  

 

2a)  Such a line of thinking would appear to be directly tied to one of the ten 

reasons given by R. Saadia Gaon as to why there is a Mitzva to blow Shofar 

on Rosh HaShana altogether:11  12 

                                                           
8
 See for example the following Selichot in Selichot LeYomim Noraim: The Complete ArtScroll Selichot 

(trans. Yaakov Lavon, Mesorah Publications, Brooklyn, NY, 1996): 

“Mefalti Keili” p. 392. 

“Im Rofes Rova HaKein” p. 490. 

“Ezrachi MeiEver HaNahar” p. 576. 

“Ezrachi HeiIhr MiMizrach” p. 638. 

“Eitan Limeid Da’at” p. 704. 

“Az BeHar Mor” p. 766. 
9 Shulchan Aruch, Orech Chayim 583:2 

The head of a sheep is eaten, while saying: Let us be the head and not the tail. And it is a commemoration 

of the ram of Yitzchak.  

Mishna Berura #6 

“The head of a sheep”—it would be preferable if it were a ram. 

Ibid. #7 

“While saying: Let us be the head”—Per force if one does not have the head of a sheep, he 

should eat some other head of an animal or fowl. (I hear that in certain communities, rams heads 

are now available for purchase just like fish heads! At the other end of the spectrum, some 

prefer to use gummy fish or heads of lettuce or cabbage at their Rosh HaShana seudot. One way 

of the other, whether by virtue of animal, fish, fowl,  vegetable, or candy, you are supposed to 

aspire to be the “head and not the tail”.) 
10 Shulchan Aruch, Orech Chayim 586:1 

The Shofar of Rosh HaShana, its Mitzva is via the use of a ram(‘s horn). 

Mishna Berura #2 

“The use of a ram”—As a commemoration of the Binding of Yitzchak. Included in this is also 

(eating the head of) a female sheep, but it is more of a Hiddur Mitzva to seek out a ram (‘s head) 

specifically, since it is more of a commemoration of the ram associated with Yitzchak. 
11

 R. Saadia’s ten reasons have come down to us as reported by R. David B”R Yosi Avudraham (Avudraham 

HaShalem, Usha, Yerushalayim, 5723, pp. 269-70) , in the section of his work entitled, “Ta’amei HaTekiot”.   
12

 The other nine Kavanot mentioned by R. Saadia can be found in telegraphic style in Birnbaum p.318.  
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And the sixth theme is to remind us of Akeidat Yitzchak… 

  

3) One of the explanations given for the practice of Tashlich,13 whereby we go to a body 

of water on Rosh HaShana afternoon and recite specific prayers, is categorized by 

some as a means of   reminding us of a Midrashic description  of the challenges faced 

by  Avraham and Yitzchak on their way to Har HaMoria: 

 

Midrash Aggada (Buber) Beraishit, VaYera 22:4 

“On the third day”. Why did it take him (Avraham) three days (to travel to Har 

HaMoria, the site of the Akeida)? Wasn’t it much closer than that? But this is to 

teach that Satan came and turned himself into a river in front of him (Avraham). 

Said Avraham: I will enter the river and I will see if the water is deep, and he 

almost drowned. Avraham raised his eyes to the Holy One, Blessed Be He, that 

He Save him from the water and that he not drown in them. Immediately, the 

Holy One, Blessed Be He Criticized Satan and Avraham found himself standing 

on dry land. 

  

But while all these associations and invocations may establish the connection between 

Rosh Hashana and the Binding of Yitchak, they don’t seem to clarify the spiritual import of the 

relationship between this biblical story and the Chag.   What is the message of the Akeida for 

the contemporary Jew, standing at the advent of a new Jewish year?  

 

It seems to me that one clue is contained in the continuation of R. Saadia Gaon’s 

statement regarding the connection between Tekiat Shofar and the Akeida: 

 

And the sixth theme is to remind us of Akeidat Yitzchak— 

who was prepared to give up his (Yitzchak’s) life for Heaven. So too we should (be 

prepared to [?]) give up our lives in order to sanctify His (God’s) Name, and our 

remembrance should rise up before Him for good.14   

                                                           
13

 Shulchan Aruch, Orech Chayim, 583:2 RaMA. See Birnbaum p. 460. 
14

 It is interesting that in many of the contemporary summaries of the sixth of theme of R. Saadia 

regarding Tekiat Shofar, omit reference to this Mitzva as serving as calling upon us to  be prepared to 

sacrifice our lives: e.g.,  

Birnbaum, p. 318 

“The Shofar reminds us of the Akeida, the attempted sacrifice of Isaac.” (Whereas R. Saadia 

emphasizes what Yitzchak was prepared to risk, it seems to me that Birnbaum’s version suggests 

that at best Avraham only attempted the sacrifice, but was not prepared to see it through.) 

 

A website summarizing R. Saadia’s themes: 

“Because God used a ram as a substitute sacrifice for Yitzchak, the ram's horn should remind us 

how Isaac and Abraham were prepared to give up all their hopes and dreams for God's Sake. 

Genesis 22:13 “And Avraham lifted up his eyes, and looked, and behold behind him a ram caught 
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According then to R. Saadia, being repeatedly reminded about Akeidat Yitzchak on Rosh 

HaShana is implicitly posing the following question to the traditional Jew:  Are we ready to be 

even a little bit as sacrificial as Avraham and Yitzchak were when they were confronted by the 

trial described in Beraishit 22?  

 

While it could be contended that  truly risking one’s life for his religion, as R. Akiva 

famously did in his quest to fulfill “Bechol Nafshecha” (lit. loving God with all your soul),15 is, 

Baruch HaShem, not part of our everyday existence, as it probably was for R. Saadia and his 

community in ancient Babylon, certainly for Jews caught up in the Holocaust,  as well as for 

those living today in certain very inhospitable parts of the world, nevertheless there is a passage 

in the Rosh HaShana Mussaf Amida which defines for us a type of sacrificial Mesirat Nefesh that 

we all should be quite capable of incorporating into our lives, if only we were prepared  to do so.  

 

                                                                                                                                                                             
in the thicket by his horns. And Avraham went and took the ram, and offered him up for a burnt-

offering in the stead of his son.”  

http://en.wikibooks.org/wiki/Hebrew_Roots/Holy_Days/Trumpets/The_Blowing_of_the_Shofar 

(“Hopes and dreams” falls short of being prepared to give up one’s life!). 
15

 Berachot 61b 

R. Akiva says: “With all thy soul”: even if He Takes away thy soul.   
Our Rabbis taught: Once the wicked Government issued a decree forbidding the Jews to study and 
practise the Torah. Pappus b. Yehuda came and found R. Akiva publicly bringing gatherings together and 
occupying himself with the Torah. He said to him: Akiva, are you not afraid of the Government? He 
replied: I will explain to you with a parable. A fox was once walking alongside of a river, and he saw fishes 
going in swarms from one place to another. He said to them: From what are you fleeing? They replied: 
From the nets cast for us by men. He said to them: Would you like to come up on to the dry land so that 
you and I can live together in the way that my ancestors lived with your ancestors? They replied: Art thou 
the one that they call the cleverest of animals? Thou art not clever but foolish. If we are afraid in the 
element in which we live, how much more in the element in which we would die! So it is with us. If such is 
our condition when we sit and study the Torah, of which it is written, “For that is thy life and the length of 
thy days,”  if we go and neglect it how much worse off we shall be! It is related that soon afterwards R. 
Akiva was arrested and thrown into prison, and Pappus b. Yehuda  was also arrested and imprisoned next 
to him. He said to him: Pappus, who brought you here? He replied: Happy are you, R. Akiva, that you have 
been seized for busying yourself with the Torah! Alas for Pappus who has been seized for busying himself 
with idle things! When R. Akiva was taken out for execution, it was the hour for the recital of the Shema', 
and while they combed his flesh with iron combs, he was accepting upon himself the kingship of Heaven.  
His disciples said to him: Our teacher, even to this point? He said to them: All my days I have been 
troubled by this verse, “with all thy soul”, [which I interpret,] 'even if He Takes thy soul'. I said: When shall 
I have the opportunity of fulfilling this? Now that I have the opportunity shall I not fulfil it? He prolonged 
the word “Echad” (of the Shema) until he expired while saying it. A Bat Kol (a Voice from Heaven 
reflecting the Divine Will) went forth and proclaimed: Happy art thou, Akiva, that thy soul has departed 
with the word “Echad”! The ministering angels said before the Holy One, Blessed Be He: Such Torah, and 
such a reward? [He should have been] from them that die by Thy Hand, O Lord.   He Replied to them: 
Their portion is in life.   A Bat Kol went forth and proclaimed: Happy art thou, R. Akiva, that thou art 
destined for the life of the World to Come.  

http://en.wikibooks.org/wiki/Hebrew_Roots/Holy_Days/Trumpets/The_Blowing_of_the_Shofar
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In the Zichronot section of the Musaf Amida,16 when the Akeida is mentioned yet again 

in the prayers, the following interpretation of this terrifying trial is given: 

 

Birnbaum, p. 341 

Be Mindful of the time when our father Avraham bound his son Yitzchak on the 

altar, suppressing his compassion (for the life of his son) that he might do Your 

Will wholeheartedly.17 May Thy Mercy likewise Hold back Thy Anger from us, in 

Thy Great Goodness may Thy Wrath Turn away from Thy People 

 

In other words, attention is called to a certain symmetry between what Avraham did and what 

we hope that God will Do—if man was able to suppress what should have come naturally to 

him, i.e., to protect his child from harm, then in return God should Suppress what might appear 

natural and logical as well, i.e., meting out punishments for sins and non-compliance with His 

Will. Consequently, the prayer calls attention to how Avraham was acting sacrificially not only in 

terms of sacrificing his son, but also sacrificing his instincts and basic parental sensibilities. 

 

Traditionally, God is described as generally following the principle of “Midda KeNeged 

Midda” (a tit for tat;18 “equivalent retaliation”) when responding to all sorts of human 

                                                           
16

 The middle of the Rosh HaShana Mussaf Silent Devotion prayer is divided into three parts: Malchiyot 

(Kingship), Zichronot (Remembrances) and Shofrot (Soundings of the Shofar). Each section is comprised of 

ten verses from the bible and additional supplications surrounding the relevant theme. 
17

 R. J.B. Soloveitchik has written:  

…We recite in Selichot, “The  soul is Yours and the body is Yours”. A person has to realize 

constantly that he is required to give/sacrifice from all that is under his control. Not only his 

material possessions, but also his thoughts, his emotions and his soul. And sometimes the Master 

of the Universe Demands from man specifically what he regards as most precious, that which is 

most dear to him. Avraham our Father was forced to offer up his “Chesed” (compassion) in the 

most elevated form of the concept… 

Yemai Zikaron, Sephirat Alinor, Yerushalayim, 5746, p. 196. 
18  It's tempting to assume that this little phrase is another way of saying 'this for that' and, in a way, it 
is. 'Tit' and 'tat' are both the names of small blows which originated as 'tip' and 'tap'. These are recorded 
by Charles, Duke of Orleans in a book of poems that he wrote while captive in England after the battle of 
Agincourt and first published circa 1466: 

"Strokis grete, not tippe nor tapp." 
The widespread unconcern about spelling and pronunciation in the Middle Ages led to 'tip', 'tap', 'tit' 
and 'tat' all to be variant spellings. John Heywood appears to be the first to have used 'tit for tat', in the 
parable The Spider and the Flie, 1556: 

"That is tit for tat in this altricacion [altercation]." 
In the 20th century, 'tit for tat' was the source of the Cockney rhyming slang 'titfer', meaning hat. The 
renowned lexicographer of slang Eric Partridge listed that in 1930, in Songs & Slangof the British 

Soldier: 
Tit-for, tit-for-tat, that is, hat.  

This usage was popularised by the British comedian Tommy Trinder who, although he was born several 
miles from the sound of Bow Bells, in Streatham, London, and hence not strictly a cockney, exemplified 
cockney style to most people. He was rarely seen in public without his titfer tat. 

http://www.phrases.org.uk/meanings/cockney-rhyming-slang.html
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shortcomings. In VaYikra 26, known as one of the Tochechot (rebukes) in the Tora,19 verses 16, 

18, 21, 24, 28, 4120 all describe how HaShem will progressively punish the Jewish people in kind 

for their continuing intransigence.  

 

In Avot 2:6, Hillel, upon seeing a skull floating on a body of water, commented: 

 

Because you drowned others, they drowned you. And the end of those that drowned 

you will be that they will be drowned. 

 

Similarly, we are warned with respect to the necessity to be receptive to overtures of 

repentance from those who may have harmed us in the past:  

 

Shulchan Aruch, Orech Chayim 606:1 RaMA 

One who is being asked to forgive should not be cruel with regard to 

withholding forgiveness… 

Mishna Berura #8 

For whomever is able not to stand on principle (in terms of insisting on not 

forgiving for personal wrongs done to him), all of his own sins will be forgiven 

(by HaShem), and if he does not wish to forgive, then he too will not be 

forgiven. 

Sha’ar HaTziyun #8 

For Above (in Heaven) judgments are rendered according to Midda KeNeged 

Midda. And it is necessary to forgive one’s fellow even if he has done terrible 

                                                                                                                                                                             
Most recently still, 'tit for tat' has been used as the name of the strategy in the classic logic problem of 
game theory, the Prisoner's Dilemma. This strategy, which has since been applied successfully in many 
real life situations, recommends a like for like retaliation as the most rewarding response to duplicity by 
one's opponent. 

http://www.phrases.org.uk/meanings/tit-for-tat.html  
19

 The second Tochecha appears in Parashat Ki Tavo, Devarim 28:15 ff. In both instances, because of the 

terrifying nature of the Divine Threats that are made should the Jews sin, the common custom is to read 

these sections quickly and in a hushed voice. 
20

 I also will Do this unto you: I will Appoint terror over you, even consumption and fever, that shall make 

the eyes to fail, and the soul to languish; and ye shall sow your seed in vain, for your enemies shall eat it... 

And if ye will not yet for these things hearken unto Me, then I will Chastise you seven times more for your 

sins.  

And if ye walk contrary unto Me, and will not hearken unto Me; I will Bring seven times more plagues 

upon you according to your sins...  

Then will I also Walk contrary unto you; and I will smite you, even I, seven times for your sins…  

Then will I also Walk contrary unto you; and I will Smite you, even I, seven times for your sins.  

Then I will Walk contrary unto you in fury; and I also will Chastise you seven times for your sins.  

I also will Walk contrary unto them, and Bring them into the land of their enemies; if then perchance their 

uncircumcised heart be humbled, and they then be paid the punishment of their iniquity;   

http://www.phrases.org.uk/meanings/tit-for-tat.html
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things to you deliberately and with malice, and then you will be forgiven also 

even for deliberate transgressions… 

 

A biblical verse in Tehillim that could be understood to echo this concept appears in 

Tehillim: 

 

Tehillim 121:5 

The LORD is thy Keeper; the LORD is thy Shadow upon thy right hand.  

 

While the simple meaning of the metaphor would suggest that God is always Close-at-hand, 

much as one’s shadow is always proximate to oneself, R. Chaim Valozhin in Nefesh HaChayim21  

explains that the reference is to the manner in which HaShem Responds to the individual in 

kind, i.e., if a person distances himself, so too will HaShem Do the same, and vice versa. 

 

  However, the passage from the Rosh HaShana Mussaf liturgy applies Midda KeNeged 

Midda in a way to which we are unaccustomed. Instead of HaShem Reacting negatively to some 

sin that we have transgressed, we are asking HaShem to Respond positively to something 

admirable that our ancestor, and by extension, we have done or at least are capable of doing.22  

Because of Avraham’s Gevura (courage), in the spirit of Ben Zoma’s dictum, (Avot 4:1) “Who is a 

courageous individual? One who suppresses his inclination”, we expect that God will Do the 

same in terms of withholding from us deserved punishment.  

 

Chaye Adam, Part II, Kellal 60, Se’if 1, puts the same concept as follows:  

 

Just as we say to HaShem to Conduct Himself with Chassidut (piety) (in the 

sense of Holding Himself back from treating us harshly even if we deserve it), so 

too it is incumbent upon man during these days (the Ten Days of Repentance) to 

act piously (restrain himself from indulging his temptations and passions) to the 

extent that he possibly can.23 

 

                                                           
21

 Hotza’at Yeshivat Tiferet Tzion, Bnai Brak, 5718, Sha’ar 1, Perek 6, Amud 12. The author employs the 

verse in order to  explain the image in Bava Batra 99a, whereby the Keruvim atop the Aron are 

paradoxically depicted both as facing one another, and facing away from one another, determined by 

whether the Jews are properly carrying out the Divine Will (they would then be facing each other) or not 

(facing away from each other). R. Chaim notes that not only does the Keruv representing the Jews turn 

away, but the Keruv representing HaShem, turns away an equal amount, in effect shadowing and 

therefore doubling the distance that now exists between the two figures. 
22

 Even according to the view that the merits of the Fathers have been exhausted (Shabbat 55a), 

nevertheless as descendents of these individuals, we can, at least on a microcosmic level, aspire to acting 

similarly, i.e., if Avraham abandoned everything to go on Aliya, so can we; if Yitzchak was ready to 

sacrifice himself, so can we; if Yaakov was ready to struggle with his adversaries, so can we, etc. 
23

 This is the basis for individuals taking on all sorts of Halachic stringencies during this time of year. 
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 Rosh HaShana, with its emphasis on Teshuva (repentance), is an obvious time to reflect 

on the possibility of our sacrificing our inner feelings and desires by refraining from doing things 

that otherwise might come naturally to us, and instead push ourselves to live more in keeping 

with the Divine Will, as manifest in Tora and Mitzvot, with the reciprocal result of hopefully 

HaShem Being more Patient with and Merciful to us as well. The quality of restraint and aspiring 

to acting differently than normal is also symbolized by an additional preferred quality of the 

horn that will be turned into a Shofar:  

 

Shulchan Aruch, Orech Chayim 586:1  

The Shofar of Rosh HaShana, its Mitzva is via the use of a ram(‘s horn) that is bent... and 

the Mitzva is better performed with a bent horn than with a straight one… 

Mishna Berura #3 

“That is bent”—as a symbol that they must strive to bend their hearts to God. 24  

 

Our aspiring to “bend ourselves” is reminiscent of R. Gamliel, the son of R. Yehuda HaNasi’s 

dictate in Avot 2:4 : 

 

Make His Will like your will, in order that He will Make your will like His Will.  

 

But lest we think that such a sentiment of trying to suppress our desires so that they will 

more precisely comply with HaShem’s Commandments is exclusively a Rosh HaShana theme, a 

passage from our everyday liturgy demonstrates that this is an idea that we hope will affect us 

and HaShem every day of the year.   In the early portion of the daily Shacharit service, after the 

Akeida is read as part of Birchot HaShachar, the following supplication is included:25 

 

Birnbaum, p. 67 

…Even as Avraham our Father held back his compassion from his only son and desired to 

slay him in order to do Thy Will, so may Thy Mercy Hold back Thy Anger from us. Let Thy 

Compassion Prevail over Thy Acts of Retaliation. Be Lenient with us Lord, our God, and 

                                                           
24

 The same reference in Mishna Berura continues by presenting a values clarification scenario, i.e., 

assume that one has the following choice: an antelope’s horn that is bent or a ram’s horn that is straight, 

which is to be preferred, another way of isolating the association of the ram from the quality of 

bendedness. The commentator answers that according to most opinions, the bent horn is to be preferred 

since to use that kind of Shofar is a specific piece of Rabbinic legislation whereas using the horn of a ram is 

only a custom. My gloss on this issue would be that whereas the ram constitutes a surface association 

with the description of the Akeida, the quality of bendedness reflects an inner, spiritual aspiration, 

something that is closer to the essence of the day. 
25

 It seems to me ironic that the Akeida and its supplications have come to be routinely omitted from our 

regular, non-Rosh HaShana prayers. While avoiding “Tircha D’Tzibbura” (troubling the congregation by 

spending too much time) is definitely a value, it is possible that skipping this lesson involves paying a high 

price for liturgical efficiency. 
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Deal with us Kindly and Mercifully. In Thy Goodness may Thy fierce Wrath turn away 

from Thy People, Thy City, Thy Land and Thy Heritage.  

  

 

An addition in the Nussach Sepharad version of this prayer provides us with a very 

specific context to “shoot for” in terms of what we are asking of HaShem and what we thought 

Avraham was demonstrating when he was prepared to carry  out this difficult Command:   

 

... Be Lenient with us Lord, our God, and Deal with us Kindly and Mercifully, and 

enter with us “LiFnim MiShurat HaDin” (beyond the letter of the law).26  
 

Therefore, whether the “Din” that we usually feel beholden to is natural law, societal 

law, or human nature, sometimes to truly follow Tora law and act in a Godly manner,  one is 

challenged to go “beyond the letter of the law”, sacrificing what is logical and obvious for what 

is right and good.  

 

The Akeida then becomes the paradigm for an individual defying his own personal 

feelings; his natural, powerful inclinations in order to do the “right thing”, whether that right 

thing is something that God Commands explicitly, as in the case of Akeidat Yitzchak,or, perhaps 

even more challenging, something that he has concluded is  what God would Want him to do,  

even though it is not explicitly stated anywhere, as RaMBaN suggests in a reading of the verse:    

 

  Devarim 6:18  

And thou shalt do that which is right and good in the Sight of the LORD; that it 

may be well with thee, and that thou mayest go in and possess the good land 

which the LORD Swore unto thy fathers.  

 

Whereas on the one hand, the verse could be understand as stating that one ought to comply 

with the Commandments since they obviously constitute what God “Thinks” is good for man, 

the commentator also notes that the Rabbis interpreted the verse as encouraging one to go 

beyond the Commandments in certain instances.  

 

Such an insight is reflected when the following Talmudic passages suggesting why the 

Temples were destroyed, are pitted against one another: 

 

Yoma 9b 

                                                           
26

 R. Reuven Bulka has interpreted this phrase as representing “Within the law”; “At the heart and soul of 

the law”. The difference in interpretation entails reflecting upon whether these extraordinary approaches 

is something essentially outside of the law, or something that all along lay at the center of the law. R. J.B. 

Soloveitchik has remarked that Halacha is the “basement” rather than the “penthouse” of how a Jew 

ought to live his life.  
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Why was the first Sanctuary destroyed? Because of three [evil] things which 
prevailed there: idolatry, immorality, bloodshed…  
But why was the second Sanctuary destroyed, seeing that in its time they were 
occupying themselves with Torah, [observance of] precepts, and the practice of 
charity? Because therein prevailed hatred without cause. That teaches you that 
groundless hatred is considered as of even gravity with the three sins of 
idolatry, immorality, and bloodshed together. 
 
Bava Metzia 30b 
For R. Yochanan said: Jerusalem was destroyed only because they gave 
judgments therein in accordance with Biblical law. Were they then to have 
judged in accordance with untrained arbitrators?   — But say thus: because they 
based their judgments [strictly] upon Biblical law, and did not go beyond the 
requirements of the law. 

  

The following story resolves this ostensible contradiction in a manner in keeping with our overall 

discussion: 

 

Rav Yitzchak of Volozhin… was witness to the following incident. Someone had 

slandered his fellow and now came on Erev Yom Kippur to ask for forgiveness. The 

victim refused to forgive him, pointing to the law that one does not have to forgive 

slander.27 Rav Yitzchak asked him about the aforementioned contradiction in the 

Gemara (Yoma 9b vs. Bava Metzia 30b). He explained that the Temples were destroyed 

because of the terrible sins enumerated in the other Gemara (Yoma 9b). However, he 

pointed out that the Rabbis tell us that when people treat each other beyond the letter 

of the law and are not strict on every detail, then God Acts measure for measure and is 

Forgiving for even the most serious sins. However, when God Saw that the people were 

treating each other in a strict fashion, He Acted accordingly and Chose not to be 

Forgiving for their other sins. So too, Rav Yitzchak said to the unforgiving person, if you 

treat your fellow in such an exacting manner, then you should expect that God will treat 

you in the same way. The man heard the lesson and forgave the slanderer. May we all 

merit to treat each other how we would like to be treated ourselves and that God 

should React in a similar fashion. 

http://www.aish.com/tp/i/gl/164259716.html  

 

                                                           
27

 Shulchan Aruch, Orech Chayim 506:1 RaMA 

...And if the perpetrator was guilty of “Motzee Shem Ra” (spreading false information about the individual 

in order to ruin his reputation), he does not have to forgive him. (The assumption is that once someone’s 

reputation has been impugned, it is impossible to retract the impression that has been made on those 

who have heard the accusations. Chofetz Chaim likens trying to undo such a transgression to trying to 

collect the feathers of a pillow that have been scattered to the wind.) 

 

http://www.aish.com/tp/i/gl/164259716.html
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The Akeida then frames very clearly how we should be approaching not only Rosh 

HaShana, but our entire religious lives. May we pursue LiFnim MiShurat HaDin  opportunities 

whenever and wherever they present ourselves.  

 


