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Before...
This “before-word” is a theological abstract. Here,  the entire premise of this
work is unfolded from, and then spun around a few verses from, the beginning
of  Genesis. In this way, we uncover a basic rabbinic vision of male and female
who exist with a fundamental and  necessary interdependence. This “duality”
that stands consistently in need of unification, will be constantly restated
throughout this work. Each successive iteration will build the understanding
and expand the contextual applications of these simple truths. In other words,
this is ground zero...

[1] Here is what I know:
Rabbinic Judaism sees God as having to constantly balance two sides of
God’s personality: the Midat ha-Din—the rule-making, boundry-etching,
Divine aspect of  Judgment—and the Midat ha-Rahamin—the empathic,
“womblike,” Divine aspect of Mercy.

[2] Here is what I think I know:
The rabbis were telling us that some experiences of God in the world are
those of a Patriarchal, Rule-making, Universal King. Other experiences of
God in the world are those of a caring, intimate, nurturing Mother. The
rabbis tend to be more able to be honest in their male God language than
in their female—not an unreasonable weakness given their time frame.

[3] I also know what my friend and teacher, Yosi Gordon, has taught me
about creation:
In the beginning there is one only person, ADAM (The Earthling). ADONAI,
THE GOD, SAID: “IT IS NOT GOOD THAT ADAM BE ALONE.” (We’ll talk about it later,
but I really believe that loneliness is an underrated spiritual issue. It, too,
will form a major aspect of this work.) To solve the problem, God has a
plan. God says: “I WILL MAKE A COMPANION STRENGTH WHO FITS WITH ADAM.”  Now
watch the action closely. ADONAI, THE GOD, FORMED FROM THE SOIL ALL THE WILD

BEASTS AND ALL THE BIRDS. AND BROUGHT EACH TO THE EARTHLING TO SEE WHAT THE

EARTHLING WOULD CALL IT. WHATEVER THE EARTHLING CALLED THE ANIMAL, THAT BECAME

ITS NAME... So God, with Adam’s help, paired the KELEV (dog) with the KALBAH

(female dog), the HATUL (cat) with the HATULAH (female cat). Male was
matched with female. BUT FOR ADAM, NO HELPER WHO FIT COULD BE FOUND. ADAM

(person) should have been matched with ADAMAH—but that word already
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had been used up; it was already the name for Mother Earth. For the first
person, God needed a different solution. So here is what happened:
ADONAI, THE GOD, MADE ADAM SLEEP A DEEP SLEEP AND TOOK ONE SIDE AND THEN

CLOSED IN THE FLESH. We’ll talk about it more later, but the Hebrew makes
it clear that God took a side, an aspect of the first person, not just a bone.
ADONAI, THE GOD, BUILT THAT SIDE INTO AN ISHAH (woman), AND BROUGHT HER TO

ADAM. ADAM SAID: “THIS IS THE ONE, BONE FROM MY BONE, FLESH FROM MY FLESH.
SHE SHALL BE CALLED ISHAH (Wo-MAN). BECAUSE SHE WAS TAKEN FROM ISH (MAN).”
If you listen closely, first there was an Earthling, one lonely person, whom
God splits into two. By creating woman out of Earthling, ISHAH out of ADAM,
ISH (man), also out of ADAM, comes into being. And then the Torah con-
tinues: SO AN ISH WILL LEAVE HIS FATHER AND HIS MOTHER, HE WILL CLING TO HIS

ISHAH—AND THEY WILL BECOME ONE FLESH. People become whole finding their
other half (Genesis 2.18ff).

[4] What I think I also know is this:
What seems obvious to me, but not clearly stated outside of kabalistic
sources (perhaps), is that the male echoes the Midat ha-Din; the female,
the Midat ha-Rahamin.

When God tore ADAM into ISH and ISHAH, the split between male and female
was intentionally incomplete. The game in life, the search for meaning,
is in finding the other half that fits with us to make one flesh. It is the
same balance that God constantly seeks, too. This duality plays out in the
following verse:

TO THE WOMAN GOD SAID:
YOUR MAN’S CLOSENESS YOU SHALL SEEK AND HE SHALL FIX YOUR LIMITS (Genesis 3.16).

In this verse, gender difference is first defined in the Torah. It echoes all
of the “pop” gender psychology: Women seek intimacy—men establish
and enforce boundaries. The verse had been there a long time—perhaps
since before creation. I had read by it, as we do with so many things in
life, over and over. It took me years to notice it. Then it became self-evi-
dently clear—the dichotomy between “CLOSENESS” and “LIMITS”—shouted.
Two truths came together—Carol Gilligan meets Rashi, Robert Bly does
midrash—and all of a sudden, in my eyes, they came together, explain-
ing and expanding each other.
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In the larger world we debate the meaning of gender difference, we ask
the question—heredity or environment? We ask whom to blame, whom
to thank. In the universe of the Torah, the question is the same and dif-
ferent. We ask, like the snake losing his legs after eating the fruit-thing,
if our present state is punishment or consequence. Is God dooming us
to crawl in the dust, trapped in our gender roles—or does the apparent
difference in our gender responses to the world stem from the way the
fruit of knowledge messes with our differing biologies? Are we the archi-
tects or the victims of our “CLOSENESS” and “LIMITS” —or both?

In a lot of ways, my new relationship with that verse is a microcosm of
this work. Over the past five years writings about gender and Jewish sources
have been meeting in my mind, soul, and life. They have spun and twirled
together.
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1
The Whimshurst Static
Generator

For a long time, this book has hovered between two books. It has regularly flipped
back and forth (like an electron between states) between being a “men’s book”
and being a “book about gender” written by a Jewish man. This original first
chapter has survived dozens of rewrites, for it has been reworked with each
flip. Often I wish I could now retrace the purity of the first draft. But some-
times life doesn’t work that way. This prologue to the book tries to state that,
like the relationship between me and my father, like the relationship between
me and my friend Carol, most true things have two true alternating realities.
Male and Female are but another one of these bipolar alternating truths.

The secret to this book is that rabbinic Judaism is very good at the bipolar
thing. God has regularly been just and merciful, immanent and transcendent,
providing free will and yet completely knowing the future, etc. The rabbis have
regularly expressed these contrasting visions of reality in a literature known
as midrash. This book, post-modern as it may be, is a work of midrash—the
drawing together and stretching out of contrasting bipolar truths...

It made sparks. That is what it was supposed to do. I had found
a picture of the Whimshurst static generator in an old science
book, part of that early electricity stuff—like Franklin’s kite.
My father and I had constructed it out of two old Mitch Miller

Sing-A-Long records with orbs of aluminum foil that were glued on to serve
as collectors. It was seventh grade, or perhaps eighth—memories fade—
my big science fair project. Old, outgrown wooden blocks and wooden
spools (now emptied of their thread) were called to serve as the frame
and gear assembly. There was a crank handle. Strips of bicycle tubing (one
with a twist and one without) turned the rotating parallel records in oppo-
site directions. They generated opposite electrical charges. Wire collec-
tors lifted the electric charges off the records and sent them along bent
coat hangers that arced over the revolving records and terminated in lit-
tle round metal globes (globes with world maps), which were taken from
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pencil sharpeners. The two globes hung a few inches apart. They were
dual planets hovering in a shaky and noisy homemade universe. When
you turned the crank the charges built up, and then the sparks bridged
the gap. We had made our own mini-lightning; lots of little electrons had
found their way home.

When my father and I made the Whimshurst static generator for my
seventh (or perhaps eighth) grade science fair project, it was one of the
classic moments in our relationship. I was in awe of his skill. I had star-
ted to build it on my own. Not only was my first model a gonzo—a just-
go-for-it thing—with nothing square and dried glue oozing
everywhere—but it never could have worked. My translation of the photo
into reality had only one record turning in one direction. Then, I didn’t
understand the nature of bipolar opposites. My father’s version was care-
fully drawn and sketched. Each part was measured, marked, carefully cut
and fitted. My father had taken my dream project and made it real. I was
grateful. In making it real, I was reduced to the role of scrub nurse, occa-
sionally holding parts while they dried or handing him tools. We had a
lot of fights. There were times he worked on it when I was sent to my
room. I felt both emasculated and cheated of my fun—my project had been
stolen. And, in that jumble of feelings, I was in awe of his mind and hands
and patience with things—if not people. I also knew that not every father
would give up the kind of time mine had given to help a son and make
a dream project actual. To this day, our whole relationship is locked in
that science project. It is the spark—jumping a gap between the two
worlds—the awe and the anger, the pride and the sense of loss, all there
when you turned the crank.

I took the project to school with great pride. I accepted the compli-
ments of my peers with a lot of embarrassment (I felt like the kid who
won the soap box derby on his father’s engineering skill). I knew it was
the best science project ever. A hell of a lot better than the rock collec-
tions or the do-it-yourself volcanos (there were three built from the same
kit that year). I expected first prize. We won nothing. I thought it was my
fault. I had to admit, I was a pain to teach. I was difficult. There was no
way the teachers would give me a prize. There is a truth to that. There
is also the probability that everyone could see the gap between my work
and this piece. And most deeply, I now realize that both truths trace back
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to my father’s inability to help me by empowering me. He’s long dead,
more than ten years dead, and I’ve lived past these truths rather than ever
really resolving them. The real relationship doesn’t stand in a single def-
inition, doesn’t have one truth—it lives in the sparks that cross the gap
as electrons return home...

This book is a man’s Jewish reflection on the meanings of gender. It,
in many ways, is a book of midrashim. Midrash is a lot like my relation-
ship with my father. It is the name given to the literature the rabbis (the
ones who also wrote the Talmud) created to explain the meaning of the
Torah. Midrash is a process. Midrash is a way of stretching the truth taught
in the Torah so that it fits and covers our lives. Midrash is a way of dig-
ging down to the root of the Torah’s truth and isolating the eternal,
unchangeable truths revealed there. Midrash, therefore, is two kinds of
truth in one: truth that is modernized and truth that is eternal. Midrash
is much like the stories found above, a three-dimensional truth built out
of two or more individual truths. Midrash is the story of how my father
could be simultaneously caring and totally insensitive. Midrash is the story
of how Carol and I can be incredibly close and yet never understand each
other. This is a book of modern (or perhaps post-modern) midrashim.
Midrash is a kind of mini-lightning, too. 

Most people who know anything about midrash think that midrashim
are “cute” little extra stories told between the lines of the biblical account.
Midrash is supposed to be where Judaism does Aesop. That, however, is
a very limited understanding. The historical reality is that much of midrash
had its origins in sermons that were given to explain the weekly Torah
portion. Midrashic sermons, called petihtot (openings) in Hebrew and
“proems” in English, are built around a very specific structure. As “school
figures” are to “ice skating,” “proems” are to “midrash.”

Each proem has a “Torah Verse,” which is the text that comes from
the portion being studied, and a “Proem Verse,” which is traditionally a
piece of text from the rest of the Bible (Prophets or Writings). Over the
course of the proem the two verses are woven together and contrasted.
The intersecting and conflicting images and contexts slowly help to rede-
fine each other. The makers of midrash arced their sparks and their insights
between the two verses. Midrash is always “braided” truth, the learning
gleaned from balancing the contrasting bipolar opposites it considers.
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As this book wrote itself through me, it became more and more a book
of midrashim and less and less a collection of polemics. A few of the pieces,
like the title piece, emerged full blown as story midrashim—Jewish mythic
forms. However, most of the pieces in the book are really “proems,”
homages to classic midrashic sermons. Like a classical proem, these essays
compare and contrast two texts, letting new insight spark across the gap
between them. Like the stories of my father, these proems seek to braid
and weld together two or more single truths in order to suggest a more
dynamic three-dimensional truth.

Davar Aher: Another version of the same truth: I
talk to my friend Carol every night. Almost every night, out of love, I tell
her that she is making mistakes. I demand that she solve her life’s prob-
lems. I am constantly gifting her with solutions. I offer better ways to raise
her kids, better ways to cope with her husband’s death, better ways to do
her job—I constantly open a whole universe of new solutions for her. My
solutions are often not what she wants at all—she just needs to “blow
steam” and to have someone understand. My understanding is usually a
solution. As a way of returning my love, she wants to share my feelings.
She questions every statement I make. I think she is doubting and ques-
tioning my sincerity—usually she’s just trying to understand me, just try-
ing to be close. I often get angry. I want to have my ideas tested, not to
have my feelings investigated and affirmed. I reject the aura or illusion of
sympathy—I feel infantalized (even though I know that is not her intent).
When I want empirical validity—“Tell me what I am saying is true”—she
is offering the gift of empathy—“I know just how you feel.” It often infu-
riates me. This has been going on for more than five years now. We’ve even
gotten good at reversing parts and doing the other’s piece. But the gap
is still there. Each of us wants to scratch the other’s back—but our instincts
lead us to scratch the place where we project our own itch. Still it works
somehow. We’ve learned to spark across the gap of gender-oriented ten-
dency and be there in tension and support.

The Braided Truth: Carol and I still talk every night.
Somewhere in my psyche my father and I are still turning the Mitch Miller
Sing-A-Long records in opposite directions and making sparks. Every day
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I struggle with the meaning of my manhood in a world where every aspect
of masculinity has been challenged and questioned. This book started out
to be a polemic about men’s needs and Jewish responses—it wound up
being a series of proems about using rabbinic insights to honor gender
difference. The proem form both expressed and created that transition.
It, too, is a spark across the gap of two worlds, an affirmation of the
monotheistic unity of duality. Just turn the crank, read, and be aware. The
sparks contained herein are challenging, not dangerous. They are only sta-
tic electricity, like rubbing your feet on a rug and then touching some-
one.

13



2
The Bonding of Isaac

The following midrash, or perhaps short story, is my closest single experience of
personal revelation. It got written in one night, without pause, as a kind of vision.
The rest of this book has been my attempt to understand and “rationalize” the
the insight that came in that all-night meditation before the CRT. 

It started this way. (1) It was Thanksgiving, and I stayed in LA, by myself, with-
out friends. I needed the down time. I actually craved the loneliness. (2) It was
raining heavily, and I was driving around town, running errands, in a hot, sweaty
convertible in the rain. (3) I was listening to a tape of Robert Bly’s IIrroonn  JJoohhnn,
which I had previously failed to get past page 10 of–three times, but which
people kept quoting to me. (4) The tape got to me, in a way the book didn’t,
and I found myself driving around LA, in the hot sweaty convertible, crying my
eyes out as the rain shielded me from view. I was alone. I was mourning my father
and our unresolved relationship. (5) On Sunday night Kent, then 12, called to
tell me about how his family had been “trapped” inside a cabin at Yosemite, and
his mother had told his brother, “If kids were as easy to divorce as husbands,
you’d be long gone.” (6) That line triggered the story that follows. I opened a
Hebrew Bible with Rashi to Genesis 22 and began to write...

Father and son had fought. The son no longer looked like a
child. He stood full height and his beard was tough. He was
strong and mature: muscles and stubble and sweat. It was
long past the point where the son could have, or perhaps

should have, left home for good, but he was still at home, working for
Father, eating at Mother’s table, still a child of the family. At times he had
gone away and been on his own, but in the end he was still at home, still
his mother’s boy, his father’s son. The father and his son had shouted at
each other. It was a battle of wills. Somewhere in your heart you know
the origins of the fight—perhaps the boy had not cleaned up his space,
or played music too loudly, or challenged his mother’s authority—it does-
n’t matter. You know the fight—the raging testosterone, the blood-red
blush of angry faces, the emotional lines etched in the sand as both father
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and son try to become ruler of their own territory—as each needs to be
the winner. It was not an adult battle. It was not a struggle for the sake-
of-heaven. No Torah was at stake. Rather, the animal urge was marking
its prowl, defining the area where one alone should hunt and dominate.
The boy went to his space. The mother hid in hers. The father wandered
off, looking for something that would appear to be a responsible task,
something that could keep him occupied. Silence echoed as the mother
tried to slow her nervous shiver, as the men waited for the barometer of
their anger to slowly fall; anger can have a very long half-life. But all of
them knew the ritual. They had fought this fight often. They had each
rehearsed and perfected their parts. Meanwhile, the silence echoed.

AFTER THESE THINGS, GOD TESTED ABRAHAM. Abraham was in no mood for a test.
It was a bad time for the Boss to call. He didn’t want another responsi-
bility. He wanted his anger, his righteous indignation, his time to convince
himself that he was right. Being righteous was the last thing on his mind.
But the Boss had called. The time was now. He had no choice. He buried
the anger as deeply as he could in the emotional geniza of his stomach
and put on his best possible face. There was no more time to dwell on
family, it was time to do his job.

GOD SAID TO HIM, “ABRAHAM.” AND HE SAID, “Yeh, Boss, that’s my name, I’m
your boy. ‘HINENI.’ Your wish is my command.”

GOD SAID: “PLEASE TAKE YOUR SON,” but Abraham whined, “He’s just a boy, a
kid. Let me do this on my own, or get Eleazer or one of the other men
to help me. He is so irresponsible. His mother and I love him—but he just
isn’t ready to grow up.”

God said, “Please take YOUR ONLY ONE.” Abraham winced; the memory of
leaving Ishmael in the desert was too painful. Now he had only Isaac left.
He had failed to raise Ishmael properly and turn that boy into a man. In
the end he had no choice but to make the tough decision and kick the
boy out. Ishmael had broken the rules too many times—there had been
too many “one-more-chances.” Sarah had called it “Tough Love.” But to
Abraham it didn’t feel like love at all—except perhaps as an abstraction.
It was just his failure. Rather, he had gathered all of the anger and the
hurt from the four corners of his being, drawn the line in the sand, and
told his boy, “This was for your own good. There is nothing more your
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mother or I can do.” Then he shoved all of the mixed emotions back into
his stomach, calling upon his animal urge to assert itself and quell his womb-
like empathy. Ishmael was gone. He told his heart, “Perhaps on his own
he’ll make a man of himself, because he needs to.” Inside it still felt like
failure and emptiness.

Softly, recognizing the hurt, God said, “If you listen to me, if you’ll take
the risk, you’ll not have to re-live that mistake again.” Abraham stared with
silent incomprehension.

God said softly, “Please take this son WHOM YOU LOVE.” Abraham said, per-
haps to himself, “I do love him. It is hard, but I do love him. I always have.
Sarah and I waited so long. We had so many dreams and plans of who he
could become. We just want the best for him, yet he just can’t seem to
find a direction. It’s my love that gets me so angry. If I didn’t love him so
much, it would be easier to watch him waste his life and accomplish noth-
ing. All of the fights, all of the yelling, all of the hurt is really just loving
too much. I know that doesn’t make sense. But I just can’t seem to make
him find himself.” God answered him with a voice that seemed to pat him
on the back, or perhaps hug his whole being, and said, “You’re right, you
can’t make him find himself—you can only allow him to become what he
can become.” Again Abraham stared blankly with silent incomprehension.

Then God said, “Please take ISAAC.” As soon as God said the name, Abraham
teared. His womblike aspect opened the geniza, and the memories poured
out. He saw the laughter of his boy, his son named “Laughter.” The shout-
ing faded into the background as all the laughter and hugs came back.
The games of catch, the models they built together: the good times. The
hugs and times he had wiped the boy’s tears and turned the tears back
into laughs. He saw his boy Isaac smile at the times he understood some-
thing new or important, the silence with which he often just experienced
the joy of discovery, the way he could watch and learn and improve—
Abraham wiped the tear from his own eye, regained his professional pos-
ture, quickly resealed the feelings, and with reestablished dignity said,
“HINENI, Boss, what’s our mission?”

“GO TO THE LAND OF MORIAH.” It is a land of fear and awe and vision and teach-
ing—where both of you will learn to see the world anew. There you will
turn your heart to him, he will turn his heart to you—a pilgrimage. And
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you will set him free from his slavery in the boyhood house of bondage,
and in turn he will redeem you from all of the anger and hurt. You will
both be returned and renewed. “AND YOU WILL CAUSE HIM TO ASCEND—MAK-
ING A SACRIFICE, HIS ASCENT.” And Abraham thought he understood. The two
of them would go on the quest together. They would walk for days, shar-
ing stories and food cooked on an open fire. They would leave the tents
of  women behind. It would be men’s time. They would hike and hunt and
camp—and finish the mission. He would tell the stories and share the
secrets, and in the end they would reach the place. There the boy would
die and the man would be reborn. The walk, the quest, the ceremony would
reestablish their love and let Isaac become a man. A time together out-
doors was just what they needed. The boy would die. The man would be
born. It would be a time of bonding. The Boss was smart. The Boss really
understood the family business. The boy would die—the man would be
born. Again Abraham teared just a little. He was sure that no one would
notice.

ABRAHAM ROSE EARLY IN THE MORNING. He smiled as he began to pack. Every
hunting trip with Terah had started early in the morning. Packing and eat-
ing and leaving before dawn was part of the whole experience. All of his
own boyhood memories flooded back, the good father–son times. And
with them a sweet but profound sadness. He missed his father. So much
had happened to him since his death. His father hadn’t seen the new coun-
try, hadn’t known of God’s promise or even seen his grandchildren. He
had become a man on his own. He had formed a new religion, built a finan-
cial empire, established a dynasty as part of his grand partnership—and
yet his father was missing. Missing, not only in the present, but in the
past. He had died without giving approval, without confirming, without
sharing a sense of nakhas and affirmation. Abraham had been forced to
confirm his own manhood, and that was hard—but he had done it. He
had fought the battles, withstood the test of the flames, made the jour-
neys and found his own long-promised place. He missed his father, both
the father he had experienced and the father he had never had, but he
also knew how to get past these emotions. He folded them carefully and
put them away. He then packed and prepared the elements of their jour-
ney. HE SADDLED THE ASS. HE TOOK TWO SERVANTS WITH HIM AND HIS SON ISAAC. HE

CHOPPED THE WOOD FOR THE FIRE OF SACRIFICE. HE WENT TO THE PLACE WHICH GOD
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HAD TOLD HIM. Four of them walked together, but Abraham was still walk-
ing alone—alone in his mission. The Torah doesn’t tell us “They went to
the place...” Abraham was going alone with his entourage to the place
that God had told him about. He was on his own mission.

It was now THE THIRD DAY. There had been times of silence, times of alien-
ation and doubt. But there had been better moments, too. Working toge-
ther had helped. The hunt, the camping, the campfires had also helped.
It was good to tell the old stories and perhaps better to create the new
ones. The telling and the listening were good. The fighting and the yelling
and the distance were remembered but were in no way active. There was
still distance and caution between them, but this was a better time.
Sometimes, too, they just forgot and laughed together. ABRAHAM LOOKED

UP AND SAW THE PLACE IN THE DISTANCE. The camping trip was over. The jour-
ney, while pleasant, had served its purpose. While they had been togeth-
er for a few days, Abraham, by himself, looked up and saw the place in
the distance. Whatever Isaac saw, he never noticed. Whatever the servants
perceived for themselves was beyond his purview. He had responsibili-
ties. He had obligations. He was following the Boss’ orders. The Boss knew
best. The boy must die to give birth to the man. He shivered for a sec-
ond as the reality of that statement become clearer as they neared the
place. He folded the image of the bloody death of the boy—the real image,
not the symbolic meaning—he folded the image of knife, blood and
agony—the reality, not the myth of father slaying son—and placed it deep
in his stomach. He composed himself and stood erect. ABRAHAM SAID TO

HIS SERVANTS, “STAY HERE WITH THE ASS, I AND THE BOY WILL GO THERE.” He point-
ed to the mountaintop. “WE WILL WORSHIP AND RETURN TO YOU.”

Abraham said to himself. “I must find the strength to do this for Isaac’s
sake. If I weaken, he will never leave boyhood. I must be hard and strong.
I cannot give in…I must be a man so that he can become a man.” Then
he said to himself, “Work is good. We must lose ourselves in the task. We’ll
be too busy to think or question or hesitate. We can lose ourselves in the
work and then in the ritual.” ABRAHAM TOOK THE WOOD FOR THE SACRIFICE AND

HE PUT IT ON ISAAC HIS SON. “He is strong and brave,” Abraham thought. “He
understands that this is a test for both of us—and yet he has the courage
to face it. He does get me angry—but he also makes me proud. He has
my temper, my will, my stiff neck—but also his mother’s laughter and his
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own silent sense of profound knowing.” HE TOOK IN HIS HANDS THE FIRE AND

THE KNIFE. He carried the flint and iron rocks for fire making and the flint
knife. He didn’t look at them at all. He saw Isaac, strong and willing, car-
rying his own heavy load. He thought, “The wood is heavy, and carrying
it takes great strength, but that is only physical strength. I am proud that
my Isaac is strong. The fire and the knife carry a greater burden—I won-
der if my own character is strong enough to let Isaac be reborn as a man.”
Father and son walked side by side, then one after the other up the path.
There was silence, but there was also a shared connection. The distance
between man and boy had been shortened. Without saying anything they
both took account of how much they shared.

THE TWO OF THEM WALKED ON TOGETHER. Abraham thought, “It has been a very
long time since we have been this together, since we’ve spent this much
time without fighting, since we’ve liked as well as loved each other.”

ISAAC SPOKE TO ABRAHAM HIS FATHER. He often yelled at his father. Traded play-
ful insults with his father. Shared dirty jokes and lewd comments with his
father. All kinds of words passed from one to the other, but it had been
a long time since they had spoken. It had been a long time since all those
bedtime glasses of water, good conversations, and goodnight kisses. He
had gotten too old for them—but perhaps not old enough. HE SAID, “MY

FATHER.” He listened as the word “father” echoed: Father. Father. Father.
It had many meanings. There was the father he loved but didn’t like. The
father of demands, disappointments, expectations, and challenges. And
there was the father he missed—the father who could have supported,
approved, and taken joy in his being. The word “father” echoed: Father.
Father. Father. And out of the echo he heard his father’s voice. HE SAID,
“HINENI, MY SON.” For Abraham, too, the word son echoed: Son. Son. Son.
The lost son of his dreams—the posterity son who would right all his own
failures, the innocent son who wanted only a hug and smile and, the angry
son who stood in his own confusion, rejecting everything in his father’s
outstretched hands.

Abraham said, “My son, I am here for you. I am not absent anymore. In
fact, I was never really gone. I have always been here for you. I am fully
here, ready to be the father you want and need. HINEINI, I love you. I also
like you. I am proud of you.” Both of them cried just a little, a little more
than they thought they should, a lot less than they wanted to...
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It was silent for a long time. Isaac started to speak several times. Each time
the words welled up from his stomach to his heart to his mouth and stopped
there. The third or fourth time he found the courage. HE SAID, “Dad, HERE

IS THE FIRE AND THE WOOD, BUT WHERE IS THE LAMB FOR THE SACRIFICE?”

There had been the time that his father had said, “If kids were as easy to
divorce as wives, you’d have been gone a long time ago.” It was said in
anger, like the many other times he had shouted aloud and shouted inside
at his father, “I wish you were dead.” He had meant it as an expression
of anger—a use of emotional profanity—not as a potential reality. Yet this
was too real. “If kids were as easy to divorce as wives ...” was a joke gone
haywire. Ishmael was gone, long gone, now for the second time. Driven
away because Abraham wouldn’t give in. He thought, “I am just like him.”
Lot had gone, too. He had been like a son, but they couldn’t live toge-
ther as men. Now we are walking up the mountain. He has the knife. My
father—even my angriest, my most maddening father—he couldn’t actu-
ally do that to me. He is my father—I know that—I must be safe with him.
He loves me. He has just told me that. I believe him. I am scared to death.
We have never been closer; the gap has never been as great.”

Abraham heard the question. He thought, “I love the boy. I want to take
him in my arms and hug him, I want to give him horseback rides like when
he was nine and make him my joyful burden. BUT, the boy must die so
that the man can be born. I need to tell him. There is no way he can under-
stand.” ABRAHAM SAID, not to his son, not to anyone in particular, except
maybe to God, “GOD WILL SEE THE LAMB FOR THE SACRIFICE.” Then there was a
long pause. Then he finished the sentence: “MY SON.” When the last words
had escaped, even Abraham wasn’t sure what or how many different things
they meant.

They were in love again. They were father and son again. They were ready
to fight and kill and hug and forget and forgive. All the possibilities stood
before them at this moment: eternal war, reconciliation, death, and trans-
figuration. And they both understood more than either could put into
words. The moment had beauty and horror, and it hung in the balance
between powerful symbolism and obscene reality. It made a great movie—
it was horrible to live. THE TWO OF THEM WALKED ON TOGETHER.
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