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TO MY FATHER AND TO MY MOTHER,

WHOM I LOVE




 

And it happened after these things that God tested Abraham. And He said to him, “Abraham!” and he said, “Here I am.” And He said, “Take, pray, your son, your only one, whom you love, Isaac, and go forth to the land of Moriah and offer him up as a burnt offering on one of the mountains which I shall say to you.” And Abraham rose early in the morning and saddled his donkey and took his two lads with him, and Isaac his son, and he split wood for the offering, and rose and went to the place that God had said to him. On the third day Abraham raised his eyes and saw the place from afar. And Abraham said to his lads, “Sit you here with the donkey and let me and the lad walk ahead and let us worship and return to you.” And Abraham took the wood for the offering and put it on Isaac his son and he took in his hand the fire and the cleaver, and the two of them went together. And Isaac said to Abraham his father, “Father!” and he said, “Here I am, my son.” And he said, “Here is the fire and the wood but where is the sheep for the offering?” And Abraham said, “God will see to the sheep for the offering, my son.” And the two of them went together. And they came to the place that God had said to him, and Abraham built there an altar and laid out the wood and bound Isaac his son and placed him on the altar on top of the wood. And Abraham reached out his hand and took the cleaver to slaughter his son. And the LORD’S messenger called out to him from the heavens and said, “Abraham, Abraham!” and he said, “Here I am.” And he said, “Do not reach out your hand against the lad, and do nothing to him, for now I know that you fear God and you have not held back your son, your only one, from Me.” And Abraham raised his eyes and saw and, look, a ram was caught in the thicket by its horns, and Abraham went and took the ram and offered him up as a burnt offering instead of his son. And Abraham called the name of that place YHWH-Yireh, as is said to this day, “On the mount of the LORD there is sight.” And the LORD’S messenger called out to Abraham once again from the heavens, and He said, “By My own Self I swear, declares the LORD, that because you have done this thing and have not held back your son, your only one, I will greatly bless you and will greatly multiply your seed, as the stars in the heavens and as the sand on the shore of the sea, and your seed shall take hold of its enemies’ gate. And all the nations of the earth will be blessed through your seed because you have listened to my voice.” And Abraham returned to his lads, and they rose and went together to Beersheba, and Abraham dwelled in Beersheba.

— Genesis 22:1–19
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I didn’t think he’d do it.

I really didn’t think he would.

I thought he’d say, whoa, hold on, wait a minute. We made a deal, remember, the land, the blessing, the nation, the descendants as numerous as the sands on the shore and the stars in the sky. You said: through Isaac you’d make my name great. I have kept my word. Don’t you go back on yours.

He might not have put it precisely that way. He tended to say what he had to say more succinctly. But you know what I mean.

I didn’t think he’d do it, certainly not without asking when, where, how, or why. Why should I sacrifice my son? I readily concede that he answered God’s initial call without a moment’s hesitation. That was undoubtedly among the reasons that he was so special to him. But I can’t help thinking that he came to regret that he hadn’t taken some time to consider what he was getting himself into. From then on, almost everything he said to God took the form of a question: a question about God’s promise of greatness, a question about offspring and inheritance, a question about land, a question about the likelihood that a child could be born to a hundred-year-old man and his ninety-year-old wife, a question (in the form of a wish) about Ishmael, and most memorable of all a barrage of questions, pointed questions, no matter how humbly couched, about the innocent and the guilty of Sodom and Gomorrah.

So you can imagine my surprise when God asked Abraham to take Isaac to the land of Moriah and offer him up as a burnt offering, and Abraham didn’t say a word. Not one word. One question after twenty-five years of questions is all it would have taken. He and God could have talked, and God could have explained what he was up to.

And remember: This is the guy God chose to show the world his way. To do what was just and right. Was Abraham always sure what God’s way was? Of course not. Was he always sure that God’s way was the right way? Not likely. Did he make mistakes? He did. For instance: he never should have given his wife, Sarah, to another man. Did he always learn from them? Who does? Several years later, he did it again. Did he have days he wished he could do over? Sure. That’s literature. That’s life. Who doesn’t, including God? Remember when he promised not to destroy the innocent along with the guilty of Sodom, to forgive the city of sin for the sake of the good? Not long after, God’s angels visited Abraham’s nephew, Lot, and the citizenry of Sodom went after them, to a man. God reduced the place to cinder and ash, somehow neglecting to include the city’s women and children in his calculation.

Still, on his worst day, I didn’t think Abraham would do it, not without saying a word. At the very least I thought he’d stall for time, say, hey, wait, wait, give me a few minutes, and I’ll get back to you, I simply need to talk it over with the boy’s mother. Or, I thought, that in the hours between God’s command and bedtime, or bedtime and morning, Sarah would have read God’s command on her husband’s face. Anyone who has followed the travail of the two of them since they left Ur for Canaan would know that that would have been the end of the matter right then and there.

But he didn’t say a word. Not to God. Not to Sarah. Not to anyone. Instead, he rose up early the next morning, saddled his donkey, called for two servants and Isaac, his son. He split the wood and headed out. God led him on and on, made the journey three days, giving him plenty of time to think about it, to change his mind, to figure a way out. I thought one of his servants might catch on, and perhaps he did too. Abraham stopped—when he saw the place from afar—and said, you two stay here, with the donkeys. We’ll be back after we go up and pray.

That left Isaac. Whether or not he knew it, he asked exactly the right question in exactly the right way. But Abraham reached deep, and somehow found a way to answer. And for all the awe that readers have expressed at his composure, the simple truth is that all Abraham had to do was not fall apart. Isaac was just a boy, thrilled to be on a special errand all alone with his father. He was not about to parse his father’s words for hidden meanings.

Right up to the last moment, I thought, I hoped, I may even have prayed, that Abraham would protest: I can’t do it, I can’t. I obey you as I obeyed my own father, Terah, but Isaac: he is my son.

But he didn’t.

And so God, through a messenger, had to stop him himself: “Do not reach out your hand against the lad, and do nothing to him, for now I know that you fear God and you have not held back your son, your only one, from me.”

I was stunned. It was not at all what I had anticipated. I had no illusions about God, not after Adam and Eve, Cain and Abel, the Great Flood, and the Tower of Babel. (I have never been persuaded that the citizens of that apparently peaceful place, working together and getting along, had done anything wrong.) Nor confidence that I could predict his behavior or fathom what he was thinking. Still, I harbored a sneaking suspicion that it was not what God had anticipated either. But what could he do? He tried to make the best of a difficult situation, adjust on the fly, cut his losses and Abraham’s too. Look forward. Move on. Try not to let one bad day spoil the rewards of a good long life. Sometimes events take unexpected turns, even when you are thought to have everything under control.

And what could I do? I was just a reader who thought the story had come out wrong. And a son, like Isaac, who had to try to make sense of and peace with a difficult father. And a Jew, like any Jew who gives any thought to Jewish experience, past or present, who had to decide what to make of, and do with, an enormous inheritance, an inheritance that includes nearly three thousand of years of history, literature, ritual, and law. And a father, another difficult father, who had to figure out what part or parts of that inheritance I wanted to try to pass on to my sons. And a skeptic, by nature and nurture resistant to things we believe simply because (it is said) they have always been believed, things we do simply because they’ve always been done. And a historian, uncomfortable with the idea that the way things are is the only way they could possibly be. And, as if that weren’t enough, a lover of stories, driven to show and share the power and beauty of stories, sometimes even terrible stories. And to do that showing and sharing at a most inopportune time, a time (like so many times) when not a day goes by when someone somewhere doesn’t commit some horrible atrocity in the name of the God of Abraham and Isaac, in the name of their scripture or revelation, making it all the more challenging to convey my appreciation for those stories and their history, or even to answer those who see nothing but the dark side, the undeniable dark side, of their long lives.

Happily, I was also a writer, and every writer knows that sometimes a character gets away from you, surprises you, takes on a life of his or her own, even when you think you have a handle on him, even when you appear to be pulling all the strings. Sometimes an entire story gets away from you. It is an occupational hazard, all the more (if you’ll pardon a mixed metaphor and then bear with me for a few pages of speculation) when you are called in, as I imagine the author of the story of the near sacrifice was called in, like a relief pitcher, late in the game, without an outline, or even clear signals from the catcher, to finish someone else’s story.

So you see, I was a reader, a son, a Jew, a father, a skeptic, a historian, a lover of stories, and a writer. I had no choice, or little choice. Tradition virtually compelled me to write the story of Abraham and Isaac.
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He was a writer. Of that I am sure.

The rest I am left to imagine. Everyone is. Here goes:

He was a writer. Some readers have called him a “dictator,” by which they (at least the sympathetic ones) mean “one who dictates.” Remember, his was still largely an oral culture. The point is that he did what writers do: he made things out of words: put them down, moved them around, added some, took others away, decided which ones had to go and which should stay.

He was, however, no ordinary writer.

To begin with, he was not driven to publish. Precious little of his work has seen the light of day. For every word he published, there were thousands, perhaps tens of thousands, he just discarded, or filed away. Believe me when I tell you that most of what has been attributed to him was the work of others.

What he did publish he published under other people’s names, or no one’s name at all. Today he would be called a ghostwriter, though he did it for love, not money. He worked behind the scenes—I picture him at a small table in a small room, a bare bright room with big windows looking out on the universe—helping writers who, for one reason or another, were unable to help themselves. In the spirit of the biblical scholars, I will call him G.

Now, obviously G couldn’t help every writer in need. For one thing, he wasn’t interested in every writer’s project. What writer would be? I know historians who don’t read fiction, let alone write it. They can’t understand why anyone would waste their time reading stories that aren’t true. I know poets who read only poetry. I know fiction writers who think “nonfiction” is the Latin word for “memoir.” No other form of experience-based prose ever penetrates their literary airspace. G was partial to short stories, family history, and brief lives. When he was young, he dabbled in poetry. He steered clear, despite ample opportunity and plenty of evidence he’d be good at it, of the law.

Even if he had been interested, he would not have had the time. The portrait of an artist in Exodus, dictating from the mountaintop, is magnificently drawn. And it makes me, for one, green with envy, for I know that there are writers out there who, despite every kind of distraction (on Sinai there were pillars of fire and clouds of smoke and enough thunder to make the earth tremble, and between thunder cracks the deafening blast of trumpets), work in white heat, without sleep, at breakneck speed, and (with apparent ease) somehow manage to get it right the first time.

But G was not one of them. Words did not come easy to him. Not the kinds of words that ended up on stone, clay tablets, animal hides, and papyrus. Or even the words read on special occasions in the public square. He could talk up a storm. But there is a big difference between speaking words and writing them. Spoken sentences don’t have to be grammatical. They don’t even have to be sentences, and they don’t have to come in any particular order or lead neatly and logically from one place to another. The truth is that he could, and often did, go around in circles for long periods of time before the people he was speaking to even noticed. And even when they did notice, most didn’t mind, because they were busy and his rambling on and on freed them to do other things with their time.

And if, as he talked, he saw them stiffen, frown, wince, shake, groan, glare, or just stare at him without the slightest glimmer of interest, sympathy, or comprehension, he could revise on the fly. And if he got a word, phrase, sentence, or even an entire passage that was not quite right, or even completely wrong, he hadn’t scratched his sentiments or self into stone or a copper scroll that was going to outlive him by thousands of years. They were gone, like the breath that delivered them. And all he had to do was take another breath and try again, with different words or a different tone, or from a different point of view.

Written words are another matter. You know what I am talking about if you have ever tried to spend a day, let alone one day after another, trying to make sentences meant to be read, trying to find just the right word, out of all the words out there, and put them in just the right order. To say enough without saying too much, to leave room for readers to breathe and wander without leaving them lost or bewildered, wondering what’s happening and what it means. Everywhere but his writing table everything was so clear. Words came to him in well-turned phrases, which attached themselves to others to make paragraphs with winning beginnings, middles, and ends. But the moment he tried to put them down, they scattered, or came at him so fast he could not possibly keep pace. In the end, they rarely looked as nice, or sounded as sweet, on the page as they first sounded in his head. Hours passed, and every good line seemed like a miracle.

Oh, you write beautifully, he’d hear people say. As if writing beautifully were like being beautiful, or tall, something you are by birth, not something you have to work at. And he’d think: You have never seen a line I’ve written before I’ve revised it fifty times. You don’t see a page or even a paragraph that hasn’t taken dozens of different forms. And those are just the words you see. You can’t imagine and don’t want to know how many complete sentences, pages, chapters, you will never see, earlier versions in which the voice was wrong or the perspective was wrong or the language or imagery or sound of the words was wrong—or, and this may be the most painful of all, something was wrong he could hear or feel but not name.

It was hard work, and there was no shortage of writers in need. He had to be choosy. But there were some projects that had his name written all over them, and the story of Abraham was one of them.

I don’t have a clue who asked him for help, just a hunch what they asked for. A writer or several writers, perhaps a whole team of writers, had written a history, or saga, about a man, his family, and a God. The God approached the man, born Abram, out of the blue, and offered him a deal. Follow me, walk in my way, do what I say, and I’ll take care of you. Good care. Really good care. Not just you, but your children, and your children’s children, my blessing, a great nation.

Think of it as an insurance policy, full life, plus annuity, fully transferable not just to a few designated beneficiaries but to all of his descendants, through the ages. The first premium was migration. Abram paid it, no questions asked, and almost immediately he discovered that, as always, there was fine print, and in the fine print, gaps in the coverage. The first was famine. Abram left Canaan for Egypt, where, worried about his well-being despite all those promises, he told his wife, Sarah, to say she was his sister, in the hope that Pharaoh would take her and spare his life. Pharaoh did, and God had to bail them out, but that wasn’t the last of Abram’s troubles. He had to deal with quarrelsome shepherds, warring kings, and his well-meaning but ne’er-do-well nephew, Lot. He had to deal with his and Sarah’s difficulty getting pregnant, with the conflict between Sarah and Sarah’s maidservant Hagar after he (at Sarah’s suggestion) conceived a child with Hagar, with sin in Sodom, with several harrowing misunderstandings with Abimelech, king of Gerar, and with more trouble between Sarah and Hagar after his and Sarah’s son Isaac was born. Along the way there were additional premiums, or demands, most notably a name change, from Abram to Abraham, and circumcision at ninety-nine.

Don’t let me give you the wrong impression. There were good days, many good days, glorious days. Imagine how Abraham must have felt on his way out of Egypt, escaping from his first close encounter with the Egyptians, not just with his life and his wife, but with a generous portion of Pharaoh’s livestock, silver, and gold. Or on his way back to Hebron after rescuing Lot from the alliance of kings who had overrun the cities of the plain. Or as he quizzed God about his plans to destroy those same cities and God seemed to understand what he was saying about justice.

But those bright moments could be short-lived. I think often of the morning, just a few days after that conversation with God, when Abraham stood on the very same spot, a hillside above Sodom, and got a good look at the fate of those who crossed him. Smoke rose from the ashes as if from a kiln.

Inevitably he had questions: When God promises greatness, Abraham asks how. When God promises land, he asks how he would know it was his. When God promises Isaac, Abraham laughs (though it is Sarah’s laugh, a little later, that most people remember) and then asks about Ishmael. Inevitably there were misunderstandings. One does not get to know and understand a brand-new God in a day. There were days of doubt and perhaps even regret. Covenant regret. All the more when that God, at once demanding and mercurial, assumes he is completely in charge.

And though we don’t know what God was thinking, it would not be wholly unnatural if over time Abraham’s doubts became self-fulfilling, generating doubts in God. What was I thinking? Is this guy the real thing? I’ve got a lot riding on this. Is this another dead end? He is generous. He is magnanimous. He is a magnificent host and a skilled diplomat. When conflict or even the possibility of it arises with his nephew, with neighboring landowners, with powerful political figures, he shrewdly trades land and wealth and even water wells for good feeling and peace. Most important, he does everything that I ask. On the other hand, there is no end to his questions.

This goes on for many years, but it can’t go on forever. The man and his wife are getting old and it doesn’t take a prophet to figure out that there is a lot of history to come between the end of their lives and the realization of God’s promises. One descendant might have been delivered quickly, though he wasn’t. But nation building takes generations, and it was time to move on. And the author did move on. After Sarah and Abraham expelled Hagar and Ishmael, Sarah died, and Abraham arranged for her burial, secured a wife for Isaac, remarried, had additional children, and died peacefully and happily of old age.

But either that writer, or group of writers, or more likely his or their editors, or maybe even editors working later (the distinction between writer and editor was much fuzzier in those days than it is today), were not satisfied. There was one action-packed scene after another, and plenty of worry and wonder about whether and when and how God’s promises would be realized. But there was nothing to tie it all together. The editors wanted something, somewhere, a scene or series of scenes, a story within a story, to connect the story’s past and the story’s future. Without that scene, without some sort of climax, they feared that readers might feel as if the story didn’t end, but just faded away.

They knew where they wanted to go. but not how to get there, and that’s when they came to G. He jumped at the opportunity. What writer wouldn’t have? It’s a great story, a gripping family saga that took on, in the most unabashed way, some of the great issues of its day, of any day—migration and dislocation; family, sex, and marriage; sibling rivalry and inheritance; might, inequality, and right; crime and punishment; war and diplomacy; honesty and duplicity; jealousy, love, fear, death, doubt, and belief—all complicated by the comings and goings, the commands and the promises, the blessings and curses of an unfamiliar and mysterious God.

G liked what he read but agreed with them that something was missing. After several readings, he even had a hunch about where it should go. You can see it for yourself simply by plotting the events in Abraham’s life on a time line. He was seventy-five, Sarah sixty-five, when God called them out of Haran. They traveled to Canaan, then Egypt, then back. A decade passed. Twice God emphatically renewed his promise, yet Abraham remained childless. That’s when Sarah suggested he sleep with her maidservant. A year later, Ishmael was born. Another decade passed, thirteen years to be precise. Abraham was ninety-nine when God promised him Isaac, commanded circumcision, and destroyed Sodom and Gomorrah. About a year later, Isaac was born and Ishmael and Hagar were cast out.

Next thing we know, Sarah dies—at the age of 127. And we are led to believe, or expected to believe, that after all those things nothing worthy of note happened between the expulsion of Hagar and the death of Sarah except an easily managed conflict with Abimelech over a few wells. A gap of thirty-seven years. I suppose from a purely practical point of view the structure is just fine. Isaac, the child of God’s promise, is alive and well. Ishmael is out of the way (though not so far out, in body or mind, that he does not later join his brother at their father’s funeral). Abraham is getting along with his Canaanite neighbors The author could move on to Rebekah, Esau, and Jacob. But if the stories of Abraham and all the stories after them were all work and no play, all function and no form, they would not have taken as many pages to tell or turned out as magnificently as they did.

That is not to suggest G had an easy time of it. At first, he too was unsure how to proceed. He knew it had to be short. The story was already long and in places repetitious, with some of the repetition essential and some not. It had to be dramatic, but not so dramatic that it changed the course of the entire saga, parts of which had (apparently) already been written. It had to reveal something essential about Abraham and his relationship to God, and he had some ideas about that, good ideas he thought, but all the good ideas in the world do not necessarily make one good story, and anyone who has been through it will know what it was like, and probably prefer not to think about it: how many false starts he had, how many times, after getting a second and third line down, he thought, Yes, that’s it, I’ve got it, only to look back later and realize that it wasn’t it at all.

Even after he decided to make it a test and got the form of the first line right, he couldn’t get Abraham’s response right. He was certain that he would say something, but he could not figure out what or how, and until he could figure that out, he couldn’t move on. It was only after God called and Abraham said simply, “Here I am,” and God commanded and Abraham said absolutely nothing, and then rose early the next morning and still said nothing, that the words started to flow, and not as they usually did, in fits and starts, but smoothly, as if some much more fluid writer than he was moving his hand.

And they flowed in a wholly unexpected direction.

And yet he liked the way it came out. He liked the way the opening—your son, your only one, whom you love, Isaac—echoed in language and theme so much of what had come before, starting with God’s call—Go forth from your land, from your birthplace, your father’s house. He liked the way the plot—the sudden threat and ultimate resolution—at once paralleled and recast and advanced so much of what had come before. He liked God’s utter (and very human) capriciousness and Abraham’s inhuman intensity (and guile). He liked the pace, the economy, the suspense, the combination of crystal-clear surface and unfathomable depth. He liked (and you tell me what writer wouldn’t give something precious in exchange for?) the perfect pathos of Isaac’s question about the lamb. He liked the sound of the words and, even more, the space between them, the gaps, the silences. He had imagined the story would be short, but he never imagined that it would be so short, or that so much of its impact would come from what wasn’t there. He read the lines over and over, aloud, and he would not have been too embarrassed to admit that he was hypnotized by the sound of his own voice.

He made one copy and passed it on to his editors, telling them, “Here’s my latest draft. I am still working on it.” Then he took a break. He wanted to come at it a few days hence, with a fresh set of eyes. He did, and as so often happens, the spell had worn off. Here I have to be honest, or at least careful. I don’t want to let all that has gone down since distort my report. He still liked it, as a story, as words on the page, elegantly arranged. It was a good start, but he wasn’t finished. There were things, big things, wrong with it. In the context of the life of Abraham alone, it was deeply flawed. He couldn’t leave him or it as they were. He went back to work and came up with a new version, a version he was much happier with.

But it was too late.

The writers he was working for, to a man, liked the draft he shared as much as he had liked it, at first maybe more, but without any of his subsequent reservations.

“Look,” G said, “I like it too. But it’s no good. Abraham’s silence is all wrong.”

“Wrong?” they said.

“Wrong that he just set out,” he said.

“Wrong that he obeyed God?”

“Not that kind of wrong,” G said. “Or not just that kind.” He knew that people could disagree about that. They did then. They still do today.

“What other kind is there?”

“I mean I got Abraham wrong. I got Abraham wrong as a character, inside the story. Even if God had wanted him to saddle his donkey, and call for his servants and Isaac, and split the wood, all without saying a word, it was not like Abraham not to say a word. Even if you have no other qualms about his silence, you must admit that it was not consistent with his character.”

“Character?” they said. “You are saying that it was out of character for Abraham to do what God commanded?”

“Yes,” he said. “His first words to God were a question. His last were a question. And God’s last words to him before he asked him to offer Isaac were in answer to his question about Ishmael, meant to reassure him that he would take good care of his firstborn too. It’s just not right. Leave it like it is and it will be obvious to everyone that this story doesn’t belong.”

“He left home without saying a word,” they said.

“Yes. He did. I admit it. But think about it: he was a semi-nomad already on his way to Canaan. The command to keep moving was not of the same magnitude or significance as the command to sacrifice his son.”

“You are overanalyzing,” they said.

They would not think of revising it in any significant way.
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He protested. He implored. He pleaded. “The story could be, would be, terribly misunderstood,” he said. His pleas—we can deduce—fell on deaf ears. There was nothing he could do. But he was not good at doing nothing, so he tried to go back to work. But he couldn’t. Every time he sat down to write, he thought of the story and he couldn’t think of the story without thinking about the other ways it might have come out. He tried reading, to take his mind off it, but no matter whom he read, no matter what he read about, the sound of the words, the look of the words, the order of the words, made him think of writing, and writing made him think of his writing, and his writing made him think of Abraham and Isaac. And he couldn’t think about Abraham and Isaac without a huge wave of restlessness and regret.

Days passed, months, then years. His wife encouraged him to move on, to look forward, not back. It seemed to her that he was letting one disappointment, however large it loomed, spoil the many satisfactions of a pretty good literary life. But he was distraught and didn’t even want to talk about it.

The men he had written for, on the other hand, talked about nothing else. They were jubilant, so proud of the final product. They sent him a copy and urged him to read it. They urged everyone to read it.

He couldn’t even look at it.

His friends did too.

“Have you read it?”

“I can’t,” he said.

“Oh, you should. You won’t be able to put it down.”

“I can’t bear to,” he said.

“Why not?”

“My story.”

“Your story?”

“The story of Abraham and Isaac.”

“Which one?”

“The sacrifice story. It came out all wrong.”

G’s friend shrugged. “It is a great big book,” he said, “a huge anthology of the literature of Israel.” And it was: not all of it by any means, but the work the editors considered the best of it. There was—in addition to legend—genealogy, biography, and history. There were legal codes, cultic rituals and regulations, poetry, even the lyrics to some songs.

“You should read it,” G’s friend said. “There is some remarkable writing in there.”

He couldn’t and didn’t.

He ate. He slept. He went to his table but never stayed for long. He walked more. He talked less. His wife was worried. Nothing she could say or do was the right thing to say or do, until what she did, whether out of frustration, or exasperation, or simple curiosity, was to start reading the book herself. She was a fast reader, and in no time she had read it from beginning to end. At which time she joined his friends and editors in urging him to read it himself.

“I can’t,” he said.

“Why not?” she asked.

“My story.”

“Your story?”

“Abraham and Isaac. It will be terribly misunderstood. I can’t even think about it.”

“It’s not two dozen lines,” she said. A small part of Abraham’s story, which is itself just a small part of whole. It is completely overshadowed by Creation and the Great Flood that comes before it, and after by the saga of Esau and Jacob and Laban and Jacob’s wives and his sons, Joseph and all his brothers. Then the drama of slavery and liberation and revelation and forty years of wandering in the wilderness.

“Yes,” he said, “but it’s the climax, the pivotal moment of Abraham’s life.”

“Maybe so,” she said, “but if it makes you feel any better, you should know that it doesn’t seem to have left a lasting impression.” In all the history that follows, despite more references than anyone could count to the God of Abraham and Isaac and Jacob and God’s covenant with Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob and the land God promised to Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob, there is not one explicit reference to—she paused for emphasis—“your story.”

“No mention?” he asked.

“No.”

“Not one?”

“Not that I noticed.”

That surprised him, and it was only then that he took a look for himself. At first he just scrolled through the book, a passage here, a passage there. Skimming or scanning the way, today, you might see a scholar searching to see if he’d been cited in another book’s footnotes or bibliography or thanked in the acknowledgments. Then he scrolled some more. He was a slow reader, but very thorough, and in a few days of searching he found a handful of passages that might conceivably be interpreted as allusions to Abraham’s story. One of the authors of the chapters on Isaac’s son Jacob refers, cryptically, to the “terror of Isaac.” And though he could imagine someone arguing that the phrase was nothing more than a synonym for the “God of Isaac,” he had a hard time believing that it was just a coincidence that, with hundreds of references to the God of this and the God of that, it was only when referring to Isaac that the words “God of Isaac” became “terror of Isaac.” Elsewhere, God tells Isaac that he would bless him because his father had listened to his voice and obeyed his commandments. And much later Moses reminds God of his promises to Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob, going so far as to mention multiplying Abraham’s “seed like the stars of the heavens” and giving his seed all the land forever. He even notes that God himself swore those promises—“You swore by Yourself”—as God had sworn atop Moriah. But Abraham had done many things God asked, and God had made many promises. However clear those allusions seemed to G, or seem to me, in neither instance is there an explicit reference to Abraham’s seeming willingness to sacrifice his son. Even in the books that recount the history after Moses and the crossing of the Jordan—the annals of the judges and the kings, the chronicles of the fall of Israel and later Judah, exile and return, then chapter after chapter of prophetic literature, wisdom literature, lots more poetry and song—there is still only fleeting mentions of Abraham and only oblique references to the story of Abraham and Isaac.

She was right. He had to admit it. He also had to make sure she understood that when it came time to decide what to include and where it should go, the anthology’s editors had obviously been more concerned with portraying Israel’s history as a nation, and ultimately a nation under one God, than with its literary history. Unlike the editors of most modern anthologies of literature, they did not necessarily organize the contributions chronologically. We don’t know for certain which parts of the anthology, or even which parts of which parts of the anthology, were written when. G suspected that at least some of what came after his story had been written before it. If large parts of it had been written before, it might mean nothing that it wasn’t referred to again.

“It may be that it was not referred to,” G said, “because it was not there to refer to. I hadn’t written it yet.”

“Now you sound sorry,” she said. “One minute you moan about how the story came out, about being read and misunderstood. The next you regret not being noticed.”

And she was right again. The truth is that he was not wholly without an ego. For all his reservations, when push came to shove, he didn’t want to be completely ignored. “What writer wouldn’t be a little sorry?” he said.

“Maybe a writer who wrote a story about a father who nearly sacrificed his son—when it is entirely possible that God expected him to object, or at least stop the sacrifice himself,” she said.

“Thanks,” he said. “I got it wrong. I wanted to revise it. You know I did.”

“Relax,” she said. “If and when readers do notice, they will do it themselves.”

“Do what?”

“They’ll revise it.”

“Revise it?”

“Yes. They’ll revise it. They seem unable not to. Read it. The whole thing, and you will see for yourself.”

So he did. He read, several hours a day for several weeks, and he saw. He saw exactly what she meant. With all due respect, it took careful reading, but no prophetic powers. If all you had in your hands was the anthology—no later translations into Aramaic, Greek, Latin, Syriac, Coptic, Arabic, or Persian—no commentary, no theories about how the book was put together, or when or by whom, no inside knowledge of the degree to which editors revised as they combined, juxtaposed, and synthesized writings produced by different schools or different traditions in different places at different times—nothing but the writings themselves, you would know it. You would know that this was one revisionary people.

They revised to elaborate, revised to elucidate, revised to answer questions, revised to interpret, revised to criticize, to accentuate, to update, to differentiate, and to explain. They revised myth, legend, and history. They revised rituals and regulations. They revised legal codes and even commandments (there are two versions of the Ten Commandments). They revised critical elements of their theology. They revised the names of people and places, including the name of the mountain where God gave Moses the Ten Commandments. They revised the physical relationship between God and the people at Sinai (or Horeb). They revised the name of God.

Now, one might suspect that a people so bent on revising had no reverence for tradition. But just the opposite is true. These people revered tradition so deeply that they did whatever they had to do to keep it alive. So when times and ideas and circumstances and sensibilities changed, they revised it. But even when they revised it dramatically, hoping to substitute one tradition for another, even one image of God for another, the writers and editors—whether priestly editors or scribal editors or prophets or judges or kings or maybe even queens—did not believe that they had the right, or the authority, or the power, to excise that which they were revising or presenting an alternative to.

We don’t know, especially for the early years, what got left on the cutting-room floor, or exactly which writers and editors did what to which texts. But one thing is clear: if the editors had been intent on imposing their view, a single view, a party line, intent upon covering up conflicting perspectives, we would not have had the book—then in many scrolls—that G had in front of him. Nor would I have the book I have in front of me today, in anything remotely resembling its current form.

We would not have both Chronicles and the parts of Samuel and Kings it revises. We would not have Deuteronomy and the parts of Exodus (and Numbers and perhaps even Leviticus) it revises. Or all of Deuteronomy, for in several significant ways that book revises, or records multiple traditions, itself. We would not have two versions of Creation, two versions of the Flood, two versions of the rebellion in the wilderness, two versions of Jacob obtaining Shechem, or, closer to home, two versions of God’s covenant with Abraham, two versions of the expulsion of Hagar and Ishmael, three versions of Abraham or Isaac giving their wives to a pharaoh or king. In sum, we would not have multiple versions of more stories, and pieces of stories, and laws, and rituals, and reasons for laws and rituals, than anyone could possibly keep track of. Nor would we have so much evidence of the different perspectives, in time and over time, that marked the development of theology and law: Was Israel holy or did it simply aspire to holiness? Was the god of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob one god of many or the one and only? Was God merciful or just or both? Did God hear Israel’s prayers, accept their sacrifices, wherever they were offered, or only in one sacred place? Did we observe the Sabbath to mark Creation or the liberation from Egypt?

If revisionists had been nonchalant about tradition, let alone hostile to it, we would know only the end of the story, not how the nation got there, and the book would have been a small fraction of the length that it is.

What did all that mean for G? These people, his people, revised, but they didn’t erase. “Face to face the Lord spoke to you on the mountain out of the fire,” Moses says in one famous line of Deuteronomy. “I stood between the Lord and you at that time to convey the Lord’s words to you, for you were afraid of the fire and did not go up the mountain,” he says in the next. G liked the story but deeply regretted its meaning. He regretted its meaning but didn’t want to discourage people from reading it. It was in the anthology—a great book if there ever was one—to stay, but if at any time people took note of it and were bothered by it, they would revise it. Maybe his children, maybe his children’s children, maybe their children after them. Sooner or later, someone would revise it.
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And G’s wife was right.

Someone did revise it.

Just not as G had hoped, for it soon became clear that his editors were not the only readers or writers at peace with Abraham’s response to God’s call.

Consider one of the first surviving revisions of the story, the one that came in the book of Jubilees, a revision of the entire early history, from Creation to Moses. It appeared in the second century BCE and took its name from the calendar reform the author advocated. He wanted to date all of Jewish history (every momentous event, every festival, every birth, and every death) precisely, dividing all time into Jubilees, periods of forty-nine years made up of seven segments of seven solar years.

It may be somewhat misleading to call Jubilees a revision. Every indication is that its author (whom I am going to call Jubilees for the sake of simplicity) or his editor or publisher thought of it as the original. I don’t know who believed that. But those who did, however devout, were not seasoned readers. Except in the places, and there are many of them, where the author borrowed verbatim, his voice was different, his style was different, his point of view was different (the biblical narrator is omniscient; Jubilees’s is Gabriel, God’s angel of presence, channeling God and dictating to Moses on Sinai), his obsessions (among them the calendar and the end of time) were different. Most pertinent, his Abraham was different, different from the Abraham in the pages of the book we call Genesis.

If I have persuaded you of anything—just one thing—I hope I have persuaded you that Abraham was one complicated character. Seventy-five years old and he hitched his wagon to a God who appeared out of nowhere and said next to nothing about who he was, where he’d come from, or how he expected Abraham to behave. It was a bumpy ride and three decades later Abraham was still trying to figure out what he had gotten himself into.

G’s hope and expectation was that readers coming along later would see that Abraham’s response to God’s command was out of character. That they’d ask, “Would he have set out without saying a word?” But what Jubilees saw as out of character were large chunks of the chapters that came before. His Abraham was born halfway between Ur and heaven, with an instinctive sense of how to get the rest of the way. Even as a small boy, he understood (in addition to advanced astronomy and agronomy) the errors of the earth, especially idol worship and uncleanliness. He urged his father to embrace the one true God, and when all else failed, he set fire to the house where Terah’s man-made gods were stored. Most strikingly, in Jubilees’s telling, Abraham approached God to talk about a covenant—not the other way around. Like the biblical Abraham, Jubilees’s Abraham occasionally had doubts, but he never gave his wife to a pharaoh or king (she was taken from him), laughed at anything God said, or questioned God’s judgment, not even about the sinners in Sodom.

Some will say the makeover was predictable. Abraham was a founder, and though writers occasionally gain a few minutes of fame and a small fortune by debunking founders, the surer path, at least over time, is to turn them into saints. Jubilees was hardly the first or only writer of his age to apply posthumous polish to a portrait, not even the first to apply it to Abraham. The author of Nehemiah, a fourth-century BCE text and one of last books to be added to the anthology, jumped right from Creation to Abraham, and what he found worthy of note was that Abraham had done exactly what God had asked him to do. Ben Sira, whose extremely influential book of wisdom, composed early in the second century BCE, was ultimately not included in the Jewish canon, gave Abraham pride of place in his passages praising famous men. Sira called him “the great father of a multitude of nations,” who, when tested, was found faithful, by which Sira meant obedient and devoted, inclined to walk in God’s way.

Then there was the book of Judith, another second-century composition, a gripping work of historical fiction about a beautiful and devout widow—she feared God with great devotion—who used her good looks and charm to single-handedly turn back a brutal siege by Holofernes, a commander in the army of the neo-Babylonian king Nebuchadnezzar. Holofernes’s troops had surrounded the Israelites and seized their springs and wells. The streets were littered with the bodies of the dead and dying. The people urged their leaders to surrender, and some of them promised to do so if God didn’t show his mercy in five days. Judith would have none of it. She exhorted her fellow citizens not to give God a deadline, not to put him to the test, not to bind his purposes, not to think they could know him or move him as they might an ordinary man. Instead, they should simply be strong to the bitter end: “In spite of everything let us give thanks to the Lord our God, who is putting us to the test as he did our forefathers. Remember what he did with Abraham, and how he tested Isaac … For he has not tried us with fire, as he did them, to search their hearts.”

Jubilees worked in an adoring tradition. (One poet, a contemporary, boasted that he had heard the story of the “far-famed Abraham” “a thousand times.”) Still, Jubilees did as much to elaborate upon and advance that tradition as anyone in his day whose work has survived. His Abraham simply could not have looked better in what Jubilees imagined were God’s eyes. Yet his purity and goodness were problematic when it came to the biblical
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