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Introduction

artyrdom has, unfortunately, been a feature of the Jews’ Divine service over the

course of history. However, on the surface, this phenomenon is not unique to

our people. Many others have sacrificed their lives for their faiths, ideals, and
values. Is there any difference between a Jew’s self-sacrifice and that of a non-Jew?

In the sichah to follow, the Rebbe answers this question by focusing on the impor-
tance our Sages have ascribed to the Akeidah, the binding of Yitzchak. Avraham had put
his life on the line in G-d’s service many times before that challenge; nevertheless, our
Sages regard the Akeidah as unique, in a different category than all the tests Avraham
had faced beforehand. Moreover, the Akeidah is considered so singular in nature that it
overshadows — and generates the potential for — all the other examples of martyrdom in
our people’s history.

By highlighting the nature of Avraham’s selflessness at the Akeidah, the Rebbe does
more than point out the greatness of the father of our people. He underscores the legacy
of self-sacrifice with which Avraham endowed his descendants and imprinted upon their
characters for all time.
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What Makes
a Jewish Martyr Unique

When Is a Challenge Substantial?

The Akeidah, the binding of Yitzchak,
was the last' of the ten “challenges of faith™
with which Avraham was confronted. In this
context, the Talmud?® interprets G-d’s words,*
Kach na es bincha, as a request. G-d was ask-
ing Avraham, “Please, take your son...”. In
the words of our Sages,” He was saying, “I have
confronted you with many challenges and
you have overcome them all. Overcome this
challenge for Me, so it will not be said that
the first ones were without substance.”

An explanation is clearly needed. Why
would it be said that Avraham’s success in
overcoming the challenges he previously
confronted lacked substance if he failed to
pass the ultimate challenge of the Akeidah?
Seemingly, it would only demonstrate that his
mesirus nefesh (self-sacrifice) was not great
enough to withstand the extremely difficult
challenge® the Akeidah posed. However,
it would not prove that overcoming all the
other challenges was not substantial!
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1. See Targum Yerushalmi, Berei-
shis 22:1; Pirkei DeRabbi Eliezer,
ch. 31; the commentaries to Avos
5:3; et al.

2. Avos, loc. cit.

3. Sanhedrin 89b. Similar
statements are found in Midrash
Tanchuma, Parshas Vayeira, sec.
22 and Rashi’s commentary to
this verse.

4. Bereishis 22:2.

5. Aruch LeNeir interprets “the
first ones,” not as referring to the
challenges undergone by Avraham,

but as referring to the miracles
G-d wrought on Avraham’s behalf.
G-d was concerned that if Avraham
would not overcome the challenge of
the Akeidah, it would be said that
the miracles G-d wrought for Avraham
were wrought for no reason.

This appears to be a forced
interpretation. Obviously, this

does not fit Rashi’s commentary,
for Rashis intent was to explain “the
simple meaning of Scripture”

to a five-year-old beginning the
study of the Torah.

6. On the surface, based on the
explanations given in many
sources in Chassidus {see the
maamar entitled Zeh Hayom,
5694 (Sefer HaMaamarim
Kuntreisim, Vol. 2, p. 642, et al.;
see also Likkutei Sichos, Vol. 2,
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Avraham Was Not Alone

There is a well-known question concerning
the Akeidah:” The Akeidah is regarded as “The
totality of the upraised standard of the Jewish
people, and the zenith of their merit before their
Father in heaven. Therefore, we continuously re-
fer to it in our prayers.”® What special merit does
the Akeidah have that warrants this status, more
than the sacrifice of all the pious and holy mar-
tyrs who throughout Jewish history have sacrificed
themselves for the sanctification of G-d’s name,
for example, Rabbi Akiva and others like him, the
holy martyrs in every generation?’

Indeed, it could be argued that the others have an
advantage over Avraham: G-d spoke directly to
Avraham and asked him,> “Take your son” By
contrast, “these holy martyrs sacrificed them-
selves for the sanctification of G-d’s name even
though G-d did not speak to them.”"°

Some have offered the explanation that sacrific-
ing one’s only son for the sanctification of G-d’s
name is a far more difficult and deep-seated chal-
lenge than sacrificing one’s own life."! However,
that resolution is not sufficient, because even in

p- 378}, it could be said that the
uniqueness of the challenge of the
Akeidah was that it required
Avraham to overcome and change
his natural emotional tendencies.

Nevertheless, this explanation does
not totally resolve the question

in the main text: Why would it be

said that Avraham’s overcoming the
challenges which he originally

As indicated by the verse (Bereishis confronted was not of substance
22:12), “Now I know that you are
G-d-fearing,” the Akeidah demanded
that Avraham perform a service

of fear. This ran contrary to his
natural tendency of love, as indi-
cated by the phrase (Yeshayahu 41:8),
“Avraham, who loved Me”” By
doing so, Avraham revealed that his

if he failed to overcome the challenge
of the Akeidah? Seemingly, even if

he overcame the original challeng-

es by drawing on his natural
tendencies, they were nevertheless
challenges. In particular, this
applies to the challenge Avraham
confronted in Ur Kasdim, which
service in overcoming the previous  called for actual self-sacrifice.
challenges was also not solely
motivated by his nature.

See the explanations later in the
main text.
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7. See Ikarim, maamar 3, ch. 36;
Tanya, Iggeres HaKodesh, Epistle
21; Sefer HaMaamarim 5678, p.
283; Sefer HaMaamarim 5688, p.
102; et al. See also the footnote
in Beis Rebbe, ch. 24, p. 61b; Pri
HaAretz, p. 5a.

8. The commentary of Don
Yitzchak Abarbanel to the pas-
sage in Bereishis, loc. cit.

9. Ikarim, loc. cit.

10. Tanya, Iggeres HaKodesh, loc.
cit., et al.

11. See also Maamarei Admur
HaZakein al Parshiyos HaTorah,
Bereishis-Shmos, p. 128, et al.
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much later generations, Jews also sacrificed their
children, for example, the renowned sacrifice
of Chanah' and her seven sons. She herself
said,”® “You (Avraham) bound but one son on
the altar. I bound seven”'* Similarly, in other
generations when non-Jews have attempted to
force Jews to abandon their faith, there were
Jews who sacrificed not only their own lives
for the sanctification of G-d’s name, but also
their children’s lives."”
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Going Beyond the Call of Duty

Ikarim'® explains that the uniqueness of the
challenge of the binding of Yitzchak was that:

In the act of the Akeidah, there was noth-
ing compelling Avraham at all. Even G-d’s
command did not compel him.

Our Sages'” explain this in their interpretation
of the phrase,'® “May G-d see.” They relate that
Avraham was telling the Holy One, blessed
be He: “Master of the world, it is revealed
and known before You that when You told
me,” ‘Please take your son, your only one,
whom you love, Yitzchak... and offer him
there as a sacrifice to Me, I could have object-
ed, saying, ‘Did You not promise me, “Your
progeny will be called after Yitzchak”?’"

12. Gittin 57b.
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Neither in that or other sources
does the Talmud mention the

name of the woman whose sons were
martyred. It describes her merely as

“a woman and her seven sons.”

In some sources (Eichah Rabbah
1:50; Pesikta Rabbasi, ch. 43; et
al.), the woman is identified as
Miriam, the daughter of Tanchum
(or Nachtum or Menachem).

The name Chanah is mentioned
in Yalkut Shimoni, Tehillim, sec.

873; Yosifon, ch. 19; Rambam’s
Iggeres HaShmad; Menoras
HaMaor, Perek HaTefilah,
Hilchos Taanios; Perek HaTeshu-
vah, Hilchos Teshuvah, et al.

13. Gittin, loc. cit., et al.

14. This story is cited as an
example to reinforce the question
raised in the main text in Sefer
HaMaamarim 5678, loc. cit., and
Sefer HaMaamarim 5688, loc. cit.

15. The sacrifice of these children is
documented in historical accounts

of these periods, in the lamenta-
tion Hacharishu mimeni recited
on Tishah BeAv, et al. See also
Beis Yosef to Tur, Yoreh Deah 157,
which relate that one revered schol-
ar slaughtered many children, lest they
be forced to abandon their faith.

16. Ikarim, loc. cit.

17. Bereishis Rabbah 56:10 (using
slightly different wording); see
also Rashi, Bereishis 22:12, et al.

18. Bereishis 22:14.
19. Ibid. 21:12.
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Nevertheless, I did not say so, but rather
overcame my inherent feelings of mercy and
did not question Your attributes.”

From this, it is obvious that, even though
G-d had commanded him to sacrifice Yitzchak,
Avraham was not compelled by that com-
mand, because he could have excused himself
with a valid reason if he so desired.

{Based on this, Rabbeinu Nissim* explains
why the words “Please take” are used. G-d was
making a request of Avraham; it was not a com-
pelling command.}

By contrast, Ikarim explains, the holy martyrs
of subsequent generations were obligated by
the commandment,* “And I shall be sanctified
amidst the Children of Israel” Self-sacrifice was
required of them by Torah Law.

This explanation, however, is not sufficient.
First of all, it is very difficult to say that Avraham
could have said, “I could have objected,” be-
cause G-d’s request did not imply an imperative.
When G-d Himself asks for something - even if
He asks in a manner that allows for a certain
amount of wrangling regarding the request — it
constitutes an imperative, particularly for some-
one like Avraham our Patriarch.

Moreover, also among the holy martyrs
mentioned above were some whose self-sacri-
fice for the sanctification of G-d’s name was not
mandated by the Torah’s command. Indeed, the
opposite was true. At times, these martyrs had to
search for halachic license to sacrifice their lives.

20. Derashos HaRan, derush 6
(p- 1051f.); Rabbeinu Nissim’s
commentary to the verse.

HaChinuch (mitzvah 296) interpret

this verse as a commandment to

f self-sacrifice. They include thi
21. Vayikra 22:32. Sefer HaMitzvos of sell-aacriice. They ende s

. command as one of the Torah’s 613
(positive commandment 9) and Sefer

sanctify G-d’s name, even to the extent
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mitzvos. See Rambam, Hilchos
Yesodei HaTorah, ch. 5. See the
sources mentioned in Likkutei
Sichos, Vol. 12, p. 212ff.; and
Sefer HaMaamarim 5709, p. 121.
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In that context there is a well-known halach-
ic discussion®** whether one is permitted to
sacrifice his life in a situation in which the
halachah requires that he should acquiesce to
the demands of those forcing him to sin rather
than sacrifice his life.
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Swinging Open the Gates

Chassidus offers the following resolution

to the question posed above:*

Avraham’s uniqueness was that he
was the first to overcome the challenge of
self-sacrifice, and being the first to accom-
plish any task is extremely difficult. To quote
an oft-repeated adage,** “All beginnings are
difficult” However, once Avraham opened
the pathway for self-sacrifice, the potential
for such service was drawn into the world.”®
Afterwards, it was much easier for others to
make such a sacrifice, for all that was neces-
sary was to express a potential that Avraham
had already activated.?®

Nevertheless, an explanation is still need-
ed here. Avraham expressed the potential
for self-sacrifice long before the challenge
of the Akeidah, beginning early in life, in
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22. Tur and Shulchan Aruch
(Yoreh Deah 157:1). See also the
commentaries to those texts.

23. Sefer HaMaamarim 5678,
loc. cit., and Sefer HaMaamarim
5688, loc. cit.; Likkutei Sichos,
Vol. 10, p. 46. See also Kometz
HaMinchah (by R. Aryeh Leib
Tzuntz) Parshas Emor, p. 76b;
Beis Rebbe, loc. cit.; et al.

24. Mechilta, Rashi, Shmos 19:5;
Tosafos, Taanis 10b, s.v. pesiah.

25. Sefer HaMaamarim 5678,

loc. cit., explains why Avraham’s
service was necessary to make the
potential for mesirus nefesh accessible.
“Although the power of mesirus
nefesh is found in the essence

of the soul, as is well known” -
and thus seemingly it is part of the
inherent makeup of every Jew and
therefore within his reach - “it is
very well concealed and hidden”
The potential could not be actualized
on its own, and “were it not for the
self-sacrifice of Avraham our
Patriarch, there would never

have been mesirus nefesh” His
mesirus nefesh served as a catalyst that
made this potential accessible to all.
See similar statements in Sefer
HaMaamarim 5688, loc. cit.

26. Explanation is necessary

to reconcile the above with the
explanation in Tanya, Iggeres
HaKodesh, loc. cit., that Avraham’s
unique virtue in performing the
Akeidah was his eagerness to ful-
fill G-d’s will. See Likkutei Sichos,
Vol. 10, p. 205, and Vol. 13, p.
209. See also footnote 49 below.
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Ur Kasdim.?” At that time, Avraham stood
with mesirus nefesh to challenge all forms
of idolatry and spread the awareness of
G-d’s presence throughout the world.?® As
Rambam writes in Mishneh Torah,”® a text of
halachah, these actions were so revolutionary
that “the king desired to kill him and he was
saved only because G-d wrought a miracle on
his behalt”

Moreover, on the surface, the challenge
Avraham faced in Ur Kasdim appears greater
than that of the Akeidah: Avraham was in-
structed to perform the Akeidah by G-d. By
contrast, there was no Divine command telling
him to confront the difficult challenge posed in
Ur Kasdim.

Therefore, since - even with regard to
Avraham himself - the Akeidah was not the
first expression of self-sacrifice, the origi-
nal question remains in force: What was so
unique about the challenge of the Akeidah?

WHAT MAKES A JEWISH MARTYR UNIQUE
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27. See Pirkei DeRabbi Eliezer,
ch. 26, et al.

28. See the sichos of Pesach 5703
(Likkutei Dibburim, Vol. 3, p.
440b; and Eng. translation, Vol. 3,

p. 173; Sefer HaSichos 5703, p.

94, and in Eng. translation, p. 161),
which explain that it was Avraham’s
self-sacrifice in Ur Kasdim that
“opened the pipeline of mesirus
nefesh” This is also explicitly
stated in the maamar entitled
Padah BeShalom, 5687 (Sefer
HaMaamarim 5687, p. 83), which
explains that when Avraham was
cast into the burning furnace, he

did not think about self-sacrifice.

He was focused on performing his
service of publicizing G-d’s presence.
By doing so, he opened the pipe-

line of mesirus nefesh for those
who followed him.

Similarly, from Sefer HaSichos
5702, p. 30, and Eng. translation, p.
66, cited in Hayom Yom, entry 3
Marcheshvan, it is understood
that the mesirus nefesh that
Avraham transmitted as an
inheritance to the entire Jewish
people was his mesirus nefesh to
publicize G-d’s presence. This
refers to his sacrifice in Ur Kasdim.
See also Likkutei Sichos, Vol.

10, p. 205, and Vol. 13, p. 209,
note 2.%

However, the discussion in the main
texts follows Sefer HaMaamarim
5678, loc. cit., and Sefer
HaMaamarim 5688, loc. cit.,
where it is explained that the rea-

son why the Akeidah is continually
mentioned is because through it,
Avraham opened the pipeline of
mesirus nefesh for future generations.

See footnote 49 below.

* See Bereishis Rabbah 34:9,
which interprets Bereishis

8:21, “G-d smelled the pleasant
fragrance” as referring to “the fra-
grance of Avraham ascending
from the burning furnace”
See the series of maamarim
entitled BeShaah Shehikdimu,
5672, Vol. 1, p. 443, which de-
scribes Avrahams state at that time
as bittul hamahus, “the utter
nullification of his entire self.”

29. Rambam, Hilchos Avodas
Kochavim 1:3.
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Self-Sacrifice or Self-Aggrandizement?

The above question can be resolved by a broad-
scoped understanding of the novel quality of
mesirus nefesh in the service of G-d: When explaining
that Avraham pioneered mesirus nefesh, Chassidus uses the
expression,® “Avraham opened the pipeline of mesi-
rus nefesh to the world.” A pipeline conveys water or
the like from one place to another. The implication
is thus that beforehand, even the potential for mesirus
nefesh did not exist in the world.

To explain: Mesirus nefesh requires absolute bittul,
the utter nullification of one’s existence and identity.
Now, the very definition of the term “created being”
is that the Creator brought it into being in a manner
that it feels its own personal identity, in the terminolo-
gy of Chassidus, its yeshus. Thus, a created being cannot,
with its own power, rise above its own identity.*! To
quote a related Talmudic statement,*? “A prisoner cannot
free himself from prison.” Therefore, to reach the state
of bittul expressed through mesirus nefesh, it is neces-
sary for a person to derive power from a much loftier
source, a power higher than created existence. By “opening
up the pipeline of mesirus nefesh,” Avraham gave his descen-
dants the potential to tap into a G-dly potential above the
limits of nature. This enabled them to sacrifice themselves.

However, even this explanation requires further
clarification: Self-sacrifice - to the extent of giving up
one’s life - is also found among non-Jews. (There are
authorities® who maintain that all people, even non-Jews,

30. See Sefer HaMaamarim 5678,
loc. cit., and Sefer HaMaamarim

5688, loc. cit. See also Maamarei

Admur HaZakein al Parshiyos

300, and the sources mentioned
there, et al.

32. Berachos 5b.

HaTorah, loc. cit., p. 130, et al.
See also Tanya, ch. 18; Sefer
HaMaamarim 5709, p. 121, and
the sources cited there.

31. See Likkutei Sichos, Vol. 18, p.

33. See Minchas Chinuch,
mitzvah 296 (based on Rashi,
Sanhedrin 74b). According to this
opinion, were a person to try to compel
a non-Jew to violate one of the Seven

Universal Laws Commanded to Noach
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and his Descendants, the non-Jew is re-
quired to sacrifice his life. Neverthe-
less, Rambam (Hilchos Melachim
10:2) rules that non-Jews are not
obligated to sacrifice their lives rather
than violate one of the Seven Universal
Laws. Sefer Chassidim, sec. 219,
also rules in this manner.

The Talmud Yerushalmi, Sh'viis

10
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are required to sacrifice their lives for the sanc-
tification of G-d’s name. However, aside from that
halachic debate, in actual fact, we find) many in-
stances where non-Jews sacrificed their lives for
their faith** and beliefs.*

To resolve this,* it can be explained that the
fact that a person is willing to sacrifice his life
for G-d does not necessarily show that he has
achieved a true expression of mesirus nefesh and
self-transcendence. It is possible that he is sac-
rificing his life because he understands logically
that self-sacrifice is better for him than remaining
alive. By giving up his life, he will gain some-
thing that is more valuable to him.

Self-sacrifice that is based on such a reckon-
ing can also exist among non-Jews. For example,
a person may think that through self-sacrifice,
he will gain a great reward and his existence will
benefit. The person realizes that he will perish in this
world, but he expects a reward in the World-to-Come.
Alternatively, the person is willing to sacrifice his life,
because he feels that, through his death, the values and
ideals with which he identifies and for which he stands

will thrive.

34, See the series of maamarim
entitled Yom Tov shel Rosh

4:2, rules explicitly that a non-Jew

is not obligated to sanctify G-d’s name.

(So as not to create a conflict
between the rulings of the Talmud
Yerushalmi and the Talmud Bav-
Ii, it can be said that the Talmud
Yerushalmi follows the under-
standing of Tosafos in Sanhedrin
75a, s.v. im isa). If so, explanation

is necessary why the Kessef Mish-

neh did not cite this view in his
gloss to Rambam, loc. cit.

See the note to Sefer
HaMaamarim 5709, loc. cit.,
published also in Likkutei Sichos,
Vol. 12, p. 212fF.

HaShanah, 5666, p. 267, (p. 326
in the new printing,) which explains
that when a non-Jew sacrifices his life
for his beliefs, he does so willingly, out
of a desire to affirm his beliefs. A Jew’s
self-sacrifice, by contrast, stems from
his intrinsic connection with G-d. It

is as if he is compelled to do so; he

cannot act otherwise.

35. Although it is written (De-
varim 12:31), “They [the Canaan-
ites] will burn... their children in
fire for their gods,” it is possible to
explain that this does not stem from
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self-sacrifice, but rather from a trait
of cruelty. (See our Sages’ com-
ments concerning the cruelty of a
raven to its offspring, Eruvin 22a.)
For the natural traits of the nations
of the world tend to the opposite
of mercy and deeds of kindness.
See Tanya, the end of ch. 1.

36. See Torah Or, p. 120d ff.; Or
HaTorah, Megilas Esther, p. 2317
(p. 61 in the newer editions);
Sefer HaLikkutim, Tzemach Tze-
dek, erech mesirus nefesh, and the
sources mentioned there.
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Conversely, he may feel that if he does not
reach a certain goal, life is not worth living. He will
despair and say, “Why live any longer?” In a related
context, our Sages®” speak of a person who was con-
sumed by a desire and died out of longing when his
desire was not satisfied. And, in a like manner, we find
that a person, particularly, a king or someone of
similar station, will risk and even sacrifice his life for
the sake of victory.*®

True mesirus nefesh, by contrast, involves com-
plete self-sacrifice; the person sacrifices his soul,
his very self. He gives himself utterly over to G-d,
dedicating himself to Him beyond all sorts of log-
ical reasoning or feelings. He thinks about G-d’s will,
not himself or his values. Such a person is utterly ba-
tel to G-d to the extent that his own identity, values,
or beliefs are of absolutely no concern to him.
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Beyond Logic, Beyond Reason

It is possible to say that the manifestation of
this type of mesirus nefesh for all mankind began
at the Akeidah. In contrast to the challenge of
Ur Kasdim, Avraham’s overcoming the challenge of
the Akeidah revealed the higher quality of mesi-

rus nefesh described above.

Avraham’s self-sacrifice in Ur Kasdim was ex-
pressed by his willingness to sacrifice his life to
publicize the faith in G-d to all mankind. There-
fore, it is possible that humanity at large could
have thought that his self-sacrifice was motivat-
ed by logic, albeit logic of the realm of holiness.
They could have thought that Avraham’s complete
dedication to the need to illuminate a world that
was groping in darkness® was so strong that he

37. Sanhedrin 75a.
Legani, 5710, sec. 11.

38. See the maamar entitled Basi
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39. See Bereishis Rabbah 2:3.
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allowed nothing to stand in his way and was
willing to sacrifice his life for that purpose.*

By contrast, the act of the Akeidah (in
and of itself) did not express any purpose. It
was only motivated by the fact that “you are
G-d-fearing” For that reason alone, Avra-
ham was willing to make the sacrifice.

Performing the Akeidah did not even make
known to the world to what extent a person
must commit himself to G-d, because - as
Ibn Ezra states*' - “when Avraham bound his
son as a sacrifice, no one, not even the young
men who accompanied him on the journey,
was present.’*

On the contrary, as explained on an-
other occasion,” the Akeidah actually ran
contrary to Avrahamss efforts to make known
G-d’s presence to mankind. By sacrificing
Yitzchak as a burnt-offering, “the roots
planted by Avraham would have been up-
rooted.”** There would have been no one,
G-d forbid, to continue the task of publiciz-
ing G-d’s presence in the world.

40. See Parshas Derachim,
derushim 1 and 2, which ques-
tions whether Avraham was

the above verse.

Bachya, Abarbanel, and others to

WHAT MAKES A JEWISH MARTYR UNIQUE

vn U;;JV‘_!_V} 02197 wxa Y IX 772
Wpib 11’11:71 Bl UNU WS] ,K];m T4
YNV WD)

TIN) ATRYI TV 12 PRY
DI 7R, LINIIND ) LRI (MY
DP9R KT ONT NI INT WTN
TT 07738 LRI IRDWT PR “IOR
STV WD 10T

NI v 170X 73T PRD]
7N 0793 771 0010M 11D 1Y W1
TAVIVIIIR T OAIWTD PO M
TAR YT °M) OIIRN JUTIVD IR 01X
X7 112 TRYY nywa” COINT XY
Sy TR O %)

APIMR OTPRA VTV M, A2TR]
X 1777102 ,77IR97 JVNV3 OY PR
7725 IMPPR D018 1D 13V OV
mPIW? VRN 1 NPYn TNT 0712
YT TNNYY TRYY 0N
7D IV WT PR DTN nwy
vl VPN O%iv2 MpbR D7D
s[072w on qund R LRIY:

Avodas Kochavim 1:3), regarding
the Jews in the Egyptian exile.

obligated to sacrifice himself in
Ur Kasdim and, conversely, wheth-
er he was permitted to sacrifice
himself.

41. Ibn Ezra, Bereishis 22:1. A
similar statement is found in the
commentary of Radak and in
Akeidas Yitzchak, shaar 21.

42. Ibn Ezra, loc. cit., citing Rav
Saadia Gaon, explains that the
challenge of the Akeidah was “to
demonstrate Avraham’s righ-
teousness to mankind.” Similar
explanations are found in Moreh
Nevuchim, Vol. 3, ch. 24, and in
the commentaries of Rabbeinu

However, even according to that
interpretation, the intent was to
demonstrate Avraham’s righteousness
only to future generations and
more specifically, those who believe in
the Torah’s truth, (Radak; Akeidas
Yitzchak, p. 169a), for even Rav
Saadia Gaon would agree that no
one else, not even the young men
who accompanied Avraham on the
journey, was present, (as Ibn Ezra
states. Moreh Nevuchim, loc. cit.,
also makes a similar point.)

43. See Likkutei Sichos, Vol. 18,
p.322.

44. The expression is borrowed from
the words of Rambam (Hilchos

True, even with regard to the
challenge in Ur Kasdim, if
Avraham had not been saved,
there would not have been anyone
to continue his efforts to make
known G-d’s presence. However,
firstly, had that happened, “the

roots” would never have been planted.
Such a situation is not the same as
uprooting roots that have been
planted. Furthermore, Avraham’s
self-sacrifice in Ur Kasdim itself
would have made G-d’s presence
known, for people would have heard
about his execution. In contrast, as
explained in the main text, no one
would have known about the Akeidah.
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Avraham’s self-sacrifice in performing
the Akeidah came about solely because G-d
desired and asked for it.* That was the only
reason for Avraham’s mesirus nefesh.

This is the uniqueness of the challenge
of the Akeidah that Avraham underwent.
The self-sacrifice to perform the Akeidah
had no basis in logic. It was motivated
solely by Avraham’s commitment to carry out
G-d’s will. This represents a complete ex-
pression of bittul.*
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Understanding the Motivation for What Happened Before

On this basis, it is possible to explain our
Sages’ words mentioned at the outset, “Over-
come... this challenge so that it will not be said
that the first ones were without substance.”

If Avraham had not been able to withstand
the challenge of the Akeidah, there would
have been room to think - and say - that he
overcame the previous challenges because his
understanding and commitment to holiness en-
abled him to see a purpose in making the sacrifices
to overcome them. There would have been no
way to know"” whether he would have actually
been prepared for complete self-sacrifice. Would
he give over the very essence of his soul to G-d?
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45. It is possible to explain that
the empowerment for mesirus nefesh
comes from the Creator. Howev-
er, it was Avraham who opened
the pipeline that enabled others to
express this potential.

46. It is possible to explain that
this is why Rabbeinu Nissim
interprets the words “Please
take” as a request and not as a
command, as mentioned above.
The fact that he was not commanded
further indicates that Avraham
had no logical basis for his

self-sacrifice, not even the ra-
tionale that he was carrying out
G-d’s command.

47. It is possible to say that “there was
no way to know” relates to the essence
of the soul, the dimension of the soul
which is above knowledge. See the
explanation of Rabban Yochanan
ben Zakkai’s words (Berachos
28b) “I don’t know in which way...”
(Likkutei Torah, Vayikra, p. 50d;
Maamarei Admur HaZakein
HaKetzarim, p. 309, quoted

in Or HaTorah, the beginning

of Parshas Pinchas; and the
maamar entitled Ach BeGoral,
5626; the maamarim entitled
Ashreinu from 5688 and 5696 (in
Sefer HaMaamarim Kuntreisim,
Vol. 2), et al.

In those sources, the Rebbeim explain
that Rabban Yochanan ben Zakkai was
aware that he had conducted himself
righteously in thought, speech, and
deed. He was, however, concerned
about the essence of his soul, the
dimension of the soul which is above
knowledge. Was it focused on holiness?

14
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Overcoming the challenge of the Akeidah
demonstrated retroactively that his over-
coming the initial challenges had also been
motivated by true self-sacrifice - complete
and utter self-transcendence in his commit-
ment to carrying out G-d’s will.*® Those actions
were not motivated by logic and feeling alone, but
also expressed Avraham’s total commitment to G-d.

WHAT MAKES A JEWISH MARTYR UNIQUE
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The Legacy Avraham Transmitted to His Descendants

For this reason, it can now be under-
stood why it was through the challenge of the
Akeidah - and not through the challenge of
Ur Kasdim - that “Avraham opened the pipe-
line of mesirus nefesh to the world.”

“Opening the pipeline” of mesirus nefesh
means that Avraham our Patriarch trans-
mitted the power of mesirus nefesh to his
descendants. By doing so, he endowed every
Jew with the potential for true and utter mesirus
nefesh, making this the true deep inner will of
every Jew, what a Jew actually desires.* There-
fore, when a Jew sacrifices himself for G-d,
even if on the surface it might appear that he
is doing so for a reason that can be logical-
ly understood, it is actually an expression of
true mesirus nefesh. The logical explanations
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48. Perhaps it is possible to con-
nect the explanation in the main
text with the statement in Tanya,
Iggeres HaKodesh, Epistle 21, that
the virtue Avraham displayed in
carrying out the Akeidah was his
eagerness. It is possible to say that in
that section of Tanya, the Alter Reb-
be chooses that explanation and
does not mention the fact that,
through the Akeidah, Avraham
opened the pipeline of self-sacri-
fice, for, as mentioned in Likkutei
Sichos, Vol. 10, p. 205, and Vol.

13, p. 209, the pipeline of self-sac-

rifice was actually first opened in
Ur Kasdim. On the surface, that

explanation can be questioned because:

a) As explained in the main

text above, the challenge of Ur
Kasdim did not resemble that of
the Akeidah, and

b) The mamaarim from 5678 and
5688 specifically state that it is
the Akeidah that is continually
mentioned because it was there
that Avraham opened the pipeline

of mesirus nefesh.

In resolution, it can be explained that,
through the challenge of the
Akeidah, it was revealed retroac-
tively that the self-sacrifice Avra-
ham expressed in Ur Kasdim had
also been truly genuine. Therefore,
in Iggeres HaKodesh, loc. cit., the Alter
Rebbe focused on Avraham’s eagerness
and not on his opening the pipeline of

mesirus nefesh.

49. See Rambam, Hilchos Gei-
rushin 2:20.
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are all superficial; they do not reflect the truth of the
situation. What is really happening is that the Jew
is giving away his entire being to G-d,” totally
above all reason, like Avraham did in the chal-
lenge of the Akeidah.

In his Shulchan Aruch, the Alter Rebbe
writes,”" “It is proper to recite every day the pas-
sage of the Akeidah to recall the merit of the
Patriarchs before the Holy One, blessed be He.
This also serves to make one’s natural inclination
submit to the service of G-d, just as Yitzchak
sacrificed himself” Seemingly, this directive is
problematic: How can one compare the efforts of
every Jew to overcome the challenges he faces in his
daily life and “make his natural inclination submit
to the service of G-d” to Yitzchak’s complete and
total self-sacrifice?

This, however, is the result of Avraham’s open-
ing the pipeline of genuine mesirus nefesh, as it is
reflected in all the particular elements of the Divine
service of every Jew, each one being Avraham’s de-
scendant. Every Jew is Avraham’s son and heir, with
a full share in his spiritual inheritance, as indicated by
the phrase,”
of Yaakov.” Therefore, his efforts to “make his natural
inclination submit to the service of G-d resemble

Yitzchak sacrificing himself.” Whenever a Jew labors

the inheritance of the congregation

to conquer his personal desires and performs an act in
G-ds service, it is like Avraham is leading him to the
Akeidah. For the true will and inner motivation of
every Jew is to give himself over entirely to G-d.

50. His self-sacrifice involves his
entire being, including the essence
of his G-dly soul, the dimension

Above” (Tanya, ch. 2).
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51. Mahadura Kama 1:10.

52. Devarim 33:4.
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