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Debate, as adversarial as it is, makes the world a better place. And 

that’s the point. In order to make the world a better place, you have to 

make decisions about what are the best ways of doing that, and in order 

to make a good decision on which is the better of two options you need 

a disagreement, or a clash of ideas. Without it, there is no way to prove 

which option is better. There is no way to know whether or not it would 

help make the world a better place. 

But in order to have this clash in the first place, you need to have a 

mutual willingness to disagree from each side. If one side chooses to 

ignore the arguments of their opponent, then there is no clash. There is 

no way to prove who is actually correct, therefore no way to know the 

best method of making the world a better place. Similarly, if one side 

chooses to accept the arguments of their opponent as incontrovertibly 

true, then we only have one opinion to take into consideration, 

therefore we have no clash.  

For example, in half of a team’s debates at a high school debate 

tournament, they have to argue in favor of a certain statement, such as 

the United States should economically or diplomatically engage China, 

and in the other half, they have to argue against that statement. This is 

so that students have to create disagreement and present the best 
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arguments regardless of their personal views. If everybody agrees on 

something, there is no way to know that it is true. Only when someone 

creates disagreement can you prove or disprove an idea. 

 In a high school debate, the easiest way to lose is to not answer 

one of your opponent’s arguments. This rewards the students that 

create the most disagreement, regardless of their personal views, 

because that student is the most likely to create clash in the future. 

 This is important because a debate that has a conclusion does not 

achieve its purpose of making the world a better place, because it stops 

before it covers every argument. That’s why the high school debate 

topic lasts for a whole year. Ideally it would actually last forever, 

because after each debate we come closer to the truth, and only after 

infinite debates will we actually reach the truth. But I think a year on a 

topic is pretty good. 

 Now, doesn’t it make sense that Jews have continuously debated 

the meaning of a single book for thousands of years, when you consider 

that one of the core values of Judaism is Tikkun Olam; making the world 

a better place? 
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 Now, I want you to keep these two things in mind. First, Debate is 

key to making the world a better place. And second, To be a jew is to 

have a never-ending debate with god. 

 The foundation of Judaism is the covenant. That is the agreement 

that if we meet God’s needs, then God will meet our needs. That means if 

God does something that makes us think, “That’s not a God that I want 

to worship,” then we have every right and responsibility to make that 

known; to create a debate with God. If God refuses to engage in that 

debate, then God is not meeting our needs, and we have no obligation to 

worship God. 

 Picture this: God says to Abraham, “I am going to destroy the cities 

of Sodom and Gomorrah.” 

 Abraham thinks about it, and realizes; this is not a God that he 

wants to worship, so he says to God, “I disagree. There are still innocent 

people in those cities.”  

 Rather than just saying “okay” and sparing the cities, or ignoring 

Abraham and destroying the cities anyways, God actually engages in 

debate with Abraham, disputing how many innocent people there really 

are in the cities. When Abraham proves to God that there are, in fact, 

innocent people in the cities, God decides to spare the cities. By 
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disagreeing with God, Abraham helped god make a more righteous 

decision. 

 Just a day later, God says to Abraham, “Sacrifice your son, Isaac.” 

Abraham does not disagree with God, and begins to sacrifice his son 

until an angel tells him to stop. 

 Abraham may have hesitated, and considered the decision 

carefully, or he may have just followed God’s commands without 

questioning, but according to the Torah, Abraham never flat-out rejects 

God’s commands. 

 A common interpretation of this passage is that God wanted to 

test Abraham’s faith. God wanted to find out if Abraham would sacrifice 

his son, and Abraham passed the test, so his son was spared. But why 

would God want to test Abraham’s willingness to follow commands, 

when just a day earlier Abraham had helped God make a more righteous 

decision about the destruction of Sodom and Gomorrah by NOT being 

complacent with God? 

 My own, admittedly less-educated interpretation makes a bit 

more sense in the context of Sodom and Gomorrah. That is that rather 

than testing Abraham’s faith, God was trying to test Abraham’s 
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willingness to argue. Abraham failed the test, and so God had to 

intervene. 

 Another interpretation is that God actually made a mistake asking 

Abraham to sacrifice his son, and Abraham too, made a mistake by 

failing to argue with God. This interpretation claims that the angel who 

stopped Abraham was not, in fact, sent by God, but rather, realized 

God’s mistake, and intervened, sort of as a bailout. 

 In both of these last two interpretations, Abraham should have 

argued with God, but since he didn’t, someone, either God or an angel, 

had to intervene to save Isaac. 

 Now, why is this important? It’s not like many of us have direct 

dialogue with God, and it’s not like God commands many of us to 

sacrifice our children. In fact, what purpose does the covenant even 

serve for the majority of us today if we don’t need protection from 

invaders, and we don’t need to have more than ten children, like 

Abraham was promised by God?  

 For many of us, the Torah serves more as a moral guide in 

everyday life. 

 For every action that we do, the Torah has a response, saying 

whether or not we did the righteous thing. It then becomes our 
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responsibility to question that response. If we accept the teachings of 

the Torah as undeniably true, regardless of our personal judgment, then 

we may be making decisions that don’t actually make the world a better 

place today, and if that’s the case, then we may be worshipping a God 

that doesn’t meet our needs and our core values, like Tikkun Olam.  

That does not mean we should completely ignore the Torah just 

because we disagree in one instance. Just as we can be right, and the 

Torah can be wrong, we can also be wrong and the Torah can also be 

right. Only by critically engaging the Torah and its teachings, will we 

ever truly know which is which. 

  And I believe the Torah is intended to be debated in this way. If 

the Torah was intended to be followed to the letter without question, 

then it wouldn’t have provided contradictory images of God and 

Abraham within the timeline of two days. When Abraham argues with 

God one day over the fate of Sodom and Gomorrah, then prepares to 

sacrifice his own son the next day without questioning God at all, it is 

not a coincidence. The Torah forces us to make a choice. It forces us to 

decide which version of God meets our needs the best, and we are 

expected to evaluate that choice constantly, every day of our lives, 

because we will never know how to make the world the BEST place it 
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can be, but with each disagreement between ourselves and the Torah, 

we make another decision on how best to make the world a BETTER 

place than it already is. 

 


