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PREFACE TO THE ENGLISH EDITION

The Midrash notes that “every generation has its expounders,” and
new commentaries to the Torah are needed in every generation. Our
own times likewise call for new approaches to understanding the Torah.
The Bible Dynamics commentary, based on the kabbalistic ideas of Rabbi
Y. L. Ashkenazi (Manitou), seeks to provide such a new understanding.

The need for new commentaries arises as cultures and societies
constantly change and evolve, and are forced to confront new problems.
Naturally, the previous commentaries retain their importance, but they
are no longer sufficient. New approaches are paramount for preserving
the relevance of the Torah for successive generations.

Our own generation is undergoing especially rapid and radical
changes in all areas of Jewish life. The following deserve special mention.

e The creation of the State of Israel and the return of the Jewish
people to their land have occasioned a dramatic shift in the Jew-
ish worldview. Life in exile demanded from the Jewish people, and
from Judaism, an approach that focused on self-preservation, and
consistently strived for isolation and conservation. But contempo-
rary Israeli life, in an independent state on equal footing with other
nations, places different demands on the Jewish people, and ori-
ents them instead toward extroversion: development and advance-
ment, universalism, shared human values, and a need and desire to
influence world history and global culture.

e The interest of the peoples of the world in Judaism has increased
tremendously in our time. While the Jews were in exile and sub-
jected to persecution, other nations showed little interest in Jew-
ish culture and tradition, because “a poor man’s wisdom is scorned”
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(Ecclesiastes 9:16). The larger world’s ever increasing interest in
Judaism today is due in large measure to Israel’s significant suc-
cesses and achievements. These changing circumstances require a
completely new approach to interpreting the Torah.

Jewish psychological and cultural integration into the Western
world has brought the secular Jewish reader and the non-Jewish
reader closer together than ever before. A significant segment of
the Jewish people is already so far removed from tradition that it
views it from the outside looking in. While those Jews still feel a
sentimental attachment to Judaism, overwhelmingly they are al-
ready a part of the non-Jewish world, culturally speaking, and can
move closer to Judaism only as a part of that larger world.

All these changes create new questions, and new aspects and mean-
ings in the Torah are thus revealed.

The contemporary reader might be a free-thinking traditional Jew or
a Jew entirely removed from tradition, or he might be not even Jewish at
all, but undertakes reading the Torah simply because it is an important
component of humanity’s rich spiritual heritage. The key features and
needs of contemporary readers can be summarized as follows:

1. The Torah commentators of the past addressed themselves pri-
marily to observant Jews who lived within the tradition. Contem-
porary readers are different, and they view the Torah text differ-
ently. Most readers today live in a far more open world, which
gives them an “external” perspective, in the psychological or even
the physical sense. Their view of the Torah too is thus a view “from
the outside”.

2. The traditional Jewish reader of the past was mainly interested
in observing the commandments. It was important for him to un-
derstand precisely how the commandments and their details, with
which he was already largely familiar, related to the Torah text.
A contemporary student of the Torah, on the other hand, is very
likely more interested in ideas that will promote his personal de-
velopment. Rather than viewing the Torah primarily as a source
of commandments and laws, the contemporary reader will more
typically be seeking values and ideals.
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3. For the traditional Jewish reader the Torah was the ultimate leg-
acy. There was never any question of which tradition he should
choose; it was only a matter of deepening his knowledge of a text
that he took for granted as his very own. For the modern read-
er, however, the Torah is only one of many spiritual sources with
which it must compete. Any Torah commentary today must take
this competitive challenge into account.

4. It seems most relevant today to read the Torah as an engaging nar-
rative of uniquely human characters and personalities, each with
his or her own challenges and doubts, and having many aspects
of greatness to be sure, but shortcomings and flaws as well. Any
meaningful reading of the Torah must thus include the dynam-
ics of development - the evolution of people, ideas, and concepts.
Commentators of previous ages saw the leading characters of the
Torah as a source of lessons and teachings exclusively, and not
as personalities per se. In passing from one book of the Torah to
the next, those commentators also typically disregarded any tran-
sition in the development of ideas and concepts, perceiving the
entire Torah instead as a single monolithic, instantaneous event.

%% %

The modern reader’s needs are rather difficult to address. One no-
table attempt toward developing a new understanding of the Torah was
made in the mid-twentieth century by Yehuda Leon Ashkenazi (Mani-
tou), a prominent rabbi and Kabbalist, who through his innovative ideas
and concepts formulated a new approach to understanding the text of
the Torah and its narratives.

Yehuda Leon was born in Algeria in 1922. His father David was the
last chief rabbi of Algiers, and the family had its own kabbalistic tradi-
tion. He received an education that was both deeply religious and broad-
ly secular.

During the Second World War Ashkenazi fought in the French resis-
tance. He moved to France after the war, and became a key figure in the
post-war revival of French Jewry. (By this time, he was known by his cog-
nomen “Manitou”.) After the Six-Day War of 1967 he emigrated to Israel,
where for three decades he was a dean of the Merkaz Ha-Rav yeshiva of
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Rabbi Abraham Isaac Kook, and spiritual leader of French Jewry’s reli-
gious Zionism movement. He died in Jerusalem in 1996.

Teaching mainly in French throughout his life, Ashkenazi exerted
a far-reaching influence on French-speaking Jewry. He wrote very lit-
tle, focusing mostly on lecturing and teaching, with the result that rel-
atively few of his teachings have appeared in other languages, nor even
in Hebrew until only very recently. In the English-speaking world (not
to mention other languages) Ashkenazi and his ideas are virtually un-
known even to this day.

The Bible Dynamics commentary is based primarily on the lectures
of Ashkenazi’s devoted disciple Rabbi Uri Cherki. (But it also includes a
number of the author’s original ideas and additions.)

Rabbi Uri Cherki is among the most prominent modern Israeli pro-
ponents of the ideas of Rabbi Yehuda Leon Ashkenazi-Manitou. The
school that Rabbi Cherki has founded presents Rabbi Ashkenazi’s ap-
proach in a systematic way, through a series of Torah lectures that have
never before been published in written form.

The ideas that Rabbi Ashkenazi reveals allow us to see the Patriarchs
as dynamic personalities who evolved and changed throughout their
lives. He teaches us to ask questions like the following: How did Abra-
ham and Isaac, Jacob and Moses evolve in the course of the Torah’s nar-
ratives? How did their views and ideas change over time? How and why
do the ideas of Leviticus and Numbers differ from those of Genesis and
Exodus? And why are the Torah’s commandments, and the development
of the Jewish nation, presented differently in the book of Deuteronomy
as compared with the earlier books of the Torah?

In former times such questions were deemed unacceptable. Instead,
the questions were usually posed along the following lines: What is great
about Abraham? What example does he set for us, and what is he trying
to teach us? How can we reconcile the apparent contradictions between
the book of Deuteronomy and the Torah’s previous books?

On the other hand, certain questions were never raised. For exam-
ple: How did Abraham himself change in the course of his life story,
and how did he himself understand it? How are we to understand that
Deuteronomy has its own unique approach to presenting the command-
ments? Such questions, for a very long time considered too privileged
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for the public consciousness, could be discussed only by a narrow coterie
of kabbalistic sages.

Even today the members of certain religious circles, upon hearing
that the Patriarchs developed as personalities, or that Moses saw the
commandments variously in different periods of his personal develop-
ment, are moved to protest, because they see this viewpoint as portray-
ing the Patriarchs as imperfect, and not “as they must be.” After all, if a
person is said to have developed, that can only mean that at first there
was something that he failed to understand, and only later came to un-
derstand. How can we say such things about the Patriarchs, or about
Moses? Who are we to judge them? Against their greatness we are all
but insignificant; how dare we evaluate their development? Nor can the
eternal commandments, given from Heaven, ever develop or change!

People accustomed to this mode of thinking believe that dynamics
and development testify ipso facto to imperfection, and they therefore
deem it unacceptable to speak of the Patriarchs and the commandments
in such terms. Such a view of development, however, is the vestige of a
medieval mindset, in which any ideal must be completely static, and all
truly great things must remain ever constant and unchanging.

To the new-age thinking, however, the value of dynamics and devel-
opment is, on the contrary, quite obvious. When a person fails to develop
or advance, this is seen today as an essential shortcoming, even if that
person is one of the “greats”. Under this revised approach, the dynamics
and development that a person undergoes speak only in his favor, and
make him so much greater in our eyes. We sense not only the pragmatic,
but also the spiritual and religious value of such personal dynamics. And
as concerns the commandments, it seems reasonable and natural that
God would reveal different facets of the commandments to the Jewish
people in different periods. The particular emphasis in a given era would
depend on the Jewish people’s stage of development at that time.

These are just some of the the teachings of the Kabbalah that were
once transmitted only to select individuals, but today can finally be
made public, to become a part of our general consciousness.

All of a human life is a dialogue between man and God. The par-
ticipants in this dialogue are individuals, nations, and humankind as a
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whole. The Almighty wants every human being, and every society, re-
gardless of size, to become more perfect, and to that end He constantly
confronts us with new tasks and new problems.

As we manage to cope with each succeeding task, God gives us yet
another and another, thus continually advancing us to successively
higher levels. When, as sometimes happens, we are not able to cope with
a given task, God gives us an easier one, and after we solve it, He returns
us to the original, more difficult problem. As we continue solving each
subsequent problem in a long series of tasks, humanity gradually im-
proves, and man advances closer and closer to God.

Our ability to understand the Patriarchs as dynamically developing
personalities is an essential element of this process. It is our hope that
this book will succeed in serving that purpose.

We begin this commentary with the fourth chapter of Genesis, the
story of Cain and Abel.

The numbered chapters likewise begin with chapter 4. We plan to
publish our commentary on the first three chapters of Genesis in the
next edition of this book.
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CHAPTER 4
CAIN AND ABEL

4.1. THE BIRTH OF CAIN (4:1)
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[1] Now the man knew his wife Eve, and she conceived and
bore Cain, saying, “I have gained a male child with the help
of the Lord".

[1] Now the man knew his wife Eve, and she conceived and bore
Cain ¢ With reference to birth, the words “knew” and “conceived” are
seemingly superfluous, as they add nothing to the meaning of the story.
But this only means that they must be understood at a deeper level - in-
dicating certain stages in Adam and Eve’s personal development. That
is, these terms indicate that Adam and Eve changed significantly and
developed not only through the birth of their child, but even earlier, at
the time of sexual knowledge and conception. And the same is true of
humans in general.

And bore Cain, saying, “I have gained a male child with the help
of the Lord” ¢ The word kaniti is more literally translated as “I have
acquired”. The name Cain is grammatically related to (indeed, it derives
from) kaniti. Cain’s essence is that he is a “person who acquires”. He
longs to “acquire the world” and transform it, which is why he chooses,
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as we will soon see, to engage in agriculture. By no means should these
longings be seen as something negative; on the contrary, this desire ful-
ly corresponds to the Divine command to “fill the earth and master it”
(1:28). However, it is also not without its problems, and Cain must sub-
sequently grapple with those.

“I have gained a male child with the help of the Lord” ¢ The words

“the help of” are an interpolation by the translator. They do not appear in
the original Hebrew, which translates literally as, “I have gained a male
child with the Lord”.

Thus, there are two related but different senses to Eve’s message.
First, as per the English interpolation just noted: “I have gained a male
child with (i.e., through) the help of the Lord”. And second, “I have ac-
quired this male child and, with him, I have acquired the Lord too”. That
is, she has acquired a new level of Godliness. Besides getting a son with
the birth of Cain, Eve had also acquired the status of a parent, that is, a
creator.

God is fundamentally both Giver and Creator — He created man
and gave him life. Initially, then, a person who receives the gift of life
from God has been created and is a receiver, but he not does not yet
himself create or give. This chasm that initially separates a person
from God is a very significant human problem. But we remedy that
situation by creating children in our own image and likeness, just as
God does (1:26, 9:3), which provides us with a path for getting closer to
God by exercising our ability not only to receive, but also to give. And
above all - to give life.

Of course, bearing a child is not the only way to become a creator.
One can get closer to God also through other creative acts and positive
actions. But giving birth to a child is one of the most important ways of
achieving that.

From this perspective, Cain is at the center of the world, because
through him Adam and Eve became parents and creators, and drew clos-
er to the Lord. Therefore, the Torah does not say (as it typically would)

“she gave birth to a son and called him Cain.” Rather, it is written, “she
gave birth to Cain”; that is, to “acquisition” — she gave birth to her own
new status.
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4.2. THE BIRTH OF ABEL (4:2)
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[2]1 She then bore his brother Abel. Abel became a keeper of
sheep, and Cain became a tiller of the soil.

[2] She then bore his brother Abel ¢ The literal meaning of the Hebrew
is, “she continued to give birth - to his brother Abel”. The idea of “con-
tinued” underscores that this second birth was not completely indepen-
dent from the first and was on par with it, but only secondary in relation
toit. Nor does the Torah state here, as it states previously with Cain, that
“Adam knew Eve and she conceived”. Those details are not significant for
the birth of Abel, because they are not a new stage in the development
of Adam and Eve.

His brother Abel ¢ If the essence of Cain is to be a son, to “acquire
the world” and change Adam and Eve’s status by making them parents,
then the essence of Abel is to be a brother, that is, an adjunct and com-
plement in some sense to Cain’s existence. (There would have been no
need to state the obvious, that Abel was Cain’s brother, unless the Torah
wished to make a particular point about this brotherhood.)

The birth of Abel does not affect Adam and Eve’s status, for they
are already parents. But it radically changes Cain’s status and creates a
new reality for him: he ceases to be an only son, and becomes a brother.
Abel’s assigned task is to correct Cain, to unseat him from his central
position, and to create for him and for the world the concept of brother-
hood. Thus Cain is transformed from “only son” into “son and brother”,
who must now take into account the existence of “the other”, and the
need to share with him.

This “downgrade” is a major problem for every firstborn who must
face it. As is well known, if a brother or sister is born in a situation where
the first and (until now) only child has already realized his central place
in the family — when he is, say, between three and five years old — a se-
rious crisis can ensue. The firstborn, who suddenly discovers that some-
one else is now laying claim to his place, experiences severe frustration
that can engender envy and even hatred. The parents’ joyful statement
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about the imminent appearance in their home of a brother or sister
brings about as much joy to the first child as if a husband were to tell his
wife, “I love you so very much, my dear! Oh, and by the way, I will soon
be marrying a second wife”.

Cain failed this test of brotherhood; the consequences of that have
remained a heavy burden on the entire subsequent history of man-
kind, even up until our own days. Conflicts between firstborns and their
younger brothers are an oft-recurring theme throughout this entire
Book of Genesis, finding their resolution only in the Book of Exodus, in
the relationship of Moses and Aaron.

Abel ¢ In Hebrew, hevel. This is the word used to refer to the warm wisp
of vapor that leaves the mouth in the frosty air of winter and then dis-
appears immediately. The same word also symbolizes utter futility and
insignificance, as it is written in the famous opening verse of the Book
of Ecclesiastes, “Vanity of vanities, all is vanity”. Thus, the two brothers
are antipodes. If Cain represents acquisition, stability, and solidity, then
Abel is airiness, transience, ephemeralness.

However, all this ephemeralness refers only to Abel himself in iso-
lation. In his relationship with Cain, it becomes something completely
different. Abel is the “hot steam” that boils, transforms, and corrects.
His calling is to correct Cain, to append a cipher (‘0’) to Cain’s unit (‘1°).
Cain was to become the foundation of civilization’s development, and
Abel was charged with pointing out Cain’s errors, in order to correct and
improve him.

The birth of a younger brother performing this role is a terrible or-
deal for any firstborn child.

Abel became a keeper of sheep, and Cain became a tiller of the
soil ¢ When Adam was expelled from the Garden of Eden, he was told
that thenceforth, “by the sweat of your brow shall you get bread to eat”
(3:19). Cain assumes this task — surely a very noble and worthy act.

However, for all the importance of farming, it also carries the danger
that the farmer will become so mired in his own tract of land that he will
not even notice the world around him. Notice that oved adamah (“tiller
of s0il”) here can also be read as eved adamah, “a slave of the land”. (This
is because the Torah here spells oved defectively; that is, without the
letter vav that would more typically provide the o vowel sound.)
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No one politely pleads with the earth to yield its bounty; rather, the
earth is ordered, slave-like, to do so. But it is a truism that when a person
keeps slaves, he himself also lives within a paradigm of slavery. The en-
tire life of a farmer who works the earth consists of giving “orders.” Thus,
a farmer’s profession harbors for him the danger that he will himself
acquire a slave mentality. Enter Abel, who has been given to Cain for
just that purpose — to serve as a counterbalance to Cain’s position, by
showing him that there are also other possibilities in life.

Abel became a keeper of sheep ¢ Abel is the “vapor man”, a luftmensch.
He therefore chooses a profession that will not tie him down to any par-
ticular place. A shepherd’s work requires constant peregrinations. He is
free to observe the world around him and analyze it. He observes nature
and the heavens, and is not enslaved by a tract of earth.

Sheep cannot be completely and physically controlled. While a shep-
herd does give orders to his sheep, he must also cajole and persuade his
sheep, in order to nurture the necessary behaviors he wishes to see in
them. Abel is thus by nature an educator, called upon to educate Cain
as well. This is the primary task of Abel’s life, but in pursuing it he will
suffer catastrophic failure.

4.3. THE CONFLICT OF THE FARMER
AND THE HERDSMAN

The confrontation between farmers and herdsmen that was so prev-
alent in the ancient world was not only economic or military in nature,
but also ideological. This confrontation can be seen in many chapters of
the Torah - for example, the conflict between Joseph and his brothers
(37:5), and the hatred of the Egyptian farmers for the Jewish cattlemen
(43:32,46:34).

The farmer and the herdsman have completely different views of the
world. Since farming brings incomparably higher profits, only on the ba-
sis of farming are civilizations built — the great ancient civilizations of
Egypt and Mesopotamia, for example.

The farmer looks down, for he is absorbed in his plot of land. A man
of narrow hereditary space, he is born and dies in the very house in
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which his ancestors lived. His family has lived in their little village for
centuries, and it is all they know.

As was especially true in antiquity, the farmer often needs the signif-
icant organizational power of the state. For example, no single village
using only its own resources and influence could possibly build the irri-
gation channels it needs. The agricultural civilizations of antiquity were
therefore formed as extensive empires.

But the cattle breeder is a man of freedom and space, which means
that he has a different level of consciousness. He is poorer than the
farmer, but he is not limited to his tract of land. He gazes at the heavens,
and at the world around him. He travels about, meets many different
kinds of people, and sees a variety of lifestyles. This way, his horizons
are incomparably broader. Because herders are spiritually stronger than
farmers, pastoral peoples, as history demonstrates, have captured agri-
cultural societies and ruled them as kings, but not vice versa.

At the same time, his not having his own land obviously indicates
that the herdsman lacks rootedness, and that his position is always in
flux. In a certain sense, a homeless people that has no land can never be
a real nation.

The correction and synthesis of these conflicting priorities can be
found in Jewish agriculture in the Land of Israel, which is unique and
special because:

(1) After settling in the Land of Israel the Jews became farmers. But
long before that the Jewish patriarchs were herdsmen. The basis
of Jewish religious attitudes in relation to this survives in the
ecclesiastical word “pastor.” A pastor is a shepherd who leads his
flock. This clearly expresses a pastoral rather than an agricultural
attitude toward the world.

(2) Irrigation in the Land of Israel is not based on a system of divert-
ing water from a river that is already flowing along the ground,
but on rainfall. The Torah (Deut. 11:11) very clearly emphasizes
this distinction between the Land of Israel and Egypt, where wa-
ter for irrigation is taken from the Nile. A farmer in the Land of
Israel gazes up at the sky and asks, “Will it rain?” He is therefore
neither enslaved by the earth nor fixated on it.
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(3) The Priests and the Levites who performed the service in the
Temple did not have their own land. This means that there
was always a prominent stratum of the Jewish nation that was
not tied to farming and who were always “gazing at the heav-
ens”, imparting a definite quality of “airiness” to the Jewish
people.

In the Torah’s story about Cain and Abel, the problematic nature of
farming and rootedness is at the heart of the conflict. Abel was faced
with the task of raising Cain to a new level of awareness by teaching him
to look up, and not only down.

The relationship of a person to his land should not be one of own-
ership (even though the essence of “Cain the acquirer” is that sense of
ownership), but, rather, a relationship of cooperation between man as

“tenant farmer” and God, Who is the true owner of the land. Abel’s task
is to prevent people from becoming ossified in materialism, by imbuing
their lives with an element of changeability and movement, and encour-
aging communication not only with the earth but with the heavens as
well.

Because Cain and Abel could not successfully cope with this prob-
lem, it fell to all of humanity to seek and find a solution. This process
continues up until today.

4.4. CAIN AND ABEL BRING
THEIR OFFERINGS (4:3-5)
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[3] In the course of time, Cain brought an offering to the Lord
from the fruit of the soil.

[4] And Abel, for his part, brought the choicest of the firstlings
of his flock. The Lord paid heed to Abel and his offering.

[5]1 But to Cain and his offering He paid no heed ...
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[3] In the course of time ¢ Literally, “It happened at the end of [a certain
number of] days”. This indicates the end of a well-defined period in the
cycle of life. Mankind (in the person of Cain and Abel), having passed its
initial stage of mere physical development, now ponders the spiritual
foundations of its existence.

As arule, in the text of the Torah and Tanakh, the expression “at the
end of days” is understood to refer to the onset of the Messianic era (see
Rashi, Gen. 49:1). Here, however, it means the end of the agricultural cy-
cle — the harvest period. But for Cain, this time is in fact quite consistent
with the concept of the Messianic era, because it is marked by success in
the most important activity of his life — possessing and developing the
earth.

Cain brought an offering to the Lord from the fruit of the
soil ¢ Only after his life had been properly organized did Cain bring a
gift to the Almighty. He brought not the first fruits but the last, the re-
mainder.

Cain’s action per se is very significant and entirely positive. After
all, an offering to God is the basis for the correct positioning of human
life on earth. On the other hand, Cain’s offering entails an error that
requires correction. One should make an offering to God not from rem-
nants but from the first fruits, as an acknowledgement that the ability to
create new life is itself a gift from the Almighty, and that only thanks to
Him has the crop grown.

In Jewish tradition, what remains at the end of the harvest also be-
comes a gift — but to the poor, so that they too can enjoy some of the
agricultural wealth that has been attained.

Cain, believing that one should be kind and share with everyone -
even with God - thus puts God on equal footing with the poor. And be-
cause of this fundamental error, his gift cannot be accepted.

[4]1 And Abel, for his part, brought ¢ The literal translation is, “And
Abel - he too brought...” Abel brought his gift only as a supplement to
Cain’s. Until Cain brought his gift — that is, until humanity realized the
need to connect with the Almighty - it was impossible to begin correc-
tion, to improve that connection and correct the details.

And Abel, for his part, brought the choicest of the firstlings of his
flock ¢ By his example, Abel taught Cain the two requirements for pre-
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senting a gift to the Almighty: The gift must be from the first fruits, and
it must be from the best.

As the firstborn child, Cain’s attitude toward God as “indigent” is
rooted in his egocentric ideas, in which the rest of the world is consigned
to the periphery.

On the contrary, Abel is fundamentally a “brother”; that is, in his
perception of the world there is always ab initio someone else who has
primacy. It is therefore natural for Abel to place God before himself.

The Lord paid heed to Abel and his offering ¢ God confirmed the
correctness of Abel’s approach, endorsing not only the offering itself,
but also its motives.

[5] But to Cain and his offering He paid no heed ¢ God told Cain that
he must work on himself and learn from Abel. Cain, however, had diffi-
culty learning from his younger brother.

It would be wrong to consider Abel “good” and Cain “bad”. Cain is
the primary character of the two actors in this drama, because only his
descendants will be preserved in mankind. Abel is not a a self-sufficient
figure, for nothing will remain of him in the future — he has no heirs.
Abel cannot build humanity on his own, but he does have the potential
to correct Cain.

4.5.BECOME BETTER
AND YOU WILL BE FORGIVEN (4:5-7)

T M AR TRTOR RN 0 980 TR R 0
nng 20N &7 bRY NRY IvRTDR K010 1903 1Y)
HarowUnn ARKY INPIWR T8I PRT NNLN

[5] ... Cain was much distressed and his face fell.

[6] And the Lord said to Cain, “Why are you distressed, and
why is your face fallen?

[7]1 Surely, if you do right, there is uplift. But if you do not do
right sin couches at the door; its urge is toward you, yet you
can be its master”.
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[5] ... Cain was much distressed and his face fell: Instead of thinking
about the causes of the incident and ways to remedy the situation, Cain
is overwhelmed with disappointment and hopelessness.

A person’s lot in life is determined, to a very great extent, by main-
taining a constructive attitude toward his mistakes, wishing to under-
stand and correct them without blaming others, and not falling into de-
spondency.

[6] And the Lord said to Cain, “Why are you distressed” ¢ God tells
Cain that his reaction is wrong. If he improves, he will be forgiven. But
even if he cannot improve, he can still dominate sin rather than suc-
cumbing to it. The world is not deterministic; mistakes do not close
the path to their correction. God wants Cain to feel confidence in his
strengths and capabilities. If Cain improves, he can surpass Abel, and
reach an even higher level than him.

4.6. THE MURDER
OF ABEL (4:8)
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[8] Cain said to his brother Abel ... and when they were in the
field, Cain set upon his brother Abel and killed him.

[8] Cain said to his brother Abel ¢ Cain makes a decisive step towards
correction. He turns to Abel and offers to engage with him in dialogue.
He overcomes his feeling of resentment and attempts constructive com-
munication with Abel. He wants to improve. God has told Cain that he
must change, and Cain is indeed trying to change! Moreover, Cain turns
to Abel as one does to a brother, acknowledging the brotherhood status
that Abel had imposed on him simply by virtue of his birth, and which
itself was the source of many of Cain’s problems. This is a serious spiri-
tual advancement for Cain.

Cain said to his brother Abel ... ¢ Here, squarely in the middle of a
verse, the story breaks off. The cantillation symbols indicate a strong
break, best expressed in translation by an ellipsis or sometimes a series
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of dashes. The Torah declines to reveal what Cain actually said, or Abel’s
answer.

The Midrash supplements the Torah’s narrative with different ver-
sions of their dialogue (a quarrel over property, or the Temple, or a wom-
an). Be that as it may, such a conspicuous omission of the content of
Cain’s words from the Torah text itself would suggest that the words that
were spoken are not important. What is important is that Cain appeals
to Abel and is willing to bridge their gap through their brotherhood - to
understand and to learn.

Abel does not answer Cain, because he sees in Cain not a person
with whom one can engage in dialogue, but someone that he must
influence and educate. Abel arrogantly believes that it is enough to
show Cain his own example of a proper and successful sacrifice. He
will not belittle himself by engaging in “small talk”, nor does he try to
understand his brother, who wants to discuss his problems with Abel.
So Cain Kkills Abel. If one is called upon to be a teacher and one consid-
ers himself a shepherd and a leader, but does not engage in fellowship
nor see in his fellow man an actual person, then he is an unworthy
shepherd.

And when they were in the field ¢ The field is the workplace where
both Cain and Abel had to realize themselves. It is precisely Abel’s
failure to realize his pedagogical potential that leads to tragedy. Abel,
whose calling is to be a teacher, refuses to take responsibility for this
role, and he therefore dies.

Cain set upon his brother Abel ¢ The emphasis here on “his brother”
indicates that Abel is rebelling against the whole idea of brotherhood.
Cain cannot bear the humiliation of being considered a mere object of
education, which is how Abel regards Cain, and this is the reason that
Abel will not engage with him dialogue. And so Cain rebels, destroying
the very brotherhood with Abel that he had already acknowledged.

And killed him ¢ The final break in their brotherly relations is expressed
through murder.

Of course, none of the above rationalizations can justify Cain’s ac-
tions. He is deemed a criminal and subjected to commensurate punish-
ment. But neither does Cain’s crime absolve Abel of his guilt. Having re-
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solved to be a teacher, Abel must bear responsibility for the unsuccessful
results of his teaching.

4.7. CAIN STANDS
ACCUSED (4:9-12)
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[9] The Lord said to Cain, “Where is your brother Abel?” And
he said, “I do not know. Am | my brother’s keeper?”

[10] Then He said, “What have you done? Hark, your brother’s
blood cries out to Me from the ground!

[11] Therefore, you shall be more cursed than the ground,
which opened its mouth to receive your brother’s blood from
your hand.

[12] If you till the soil, it shall no longer yield its strength to
you. You shall become a ceaseless wanderer on earth”.

[91 Where is your brother Abel? ¢ More precisely, “What has happened
to your brother Abel?” This question is the clear echo of God’s ques-
tion to Adam (3:9): “Where are you?” But whereas there God demands
of Adam only to answer for himself, here Cain is being asked to answer
for his brother as well. At first a person is responsible only for himself,
but as he grows up over time he must bear responsibility for his fellow
human beings; that is, for others besides himself.

And he said, “I do not know” ¢ Cain never tries to deceive God or to
cover up the murder. His answer would be better translated as “I do not
want to know”, that is, I want to know neither Abel, nor his brotherhood.
Cain’s “I do not know” reinforces the connection of this story to the sin
of Adam and Eve, who ate from the fruit of the Tree of Knowledge. But
if Adam in the Garden of Eden at least wants to know (although he ap-
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proaches this desire very incorrectly), Cain actually refuses to know. A
teacher’s failings discourage the student from wanting to participate at
all in the process of learning.

Am I my brother’s keeper? ¢ Cain’s answer, “I do not know”, would have
sufficed to answer God’s question. By adding “Am I my brother’s keeper?”
(addressing a question that God has not even asked), Cain shows that it
is the brotherhood relationship that is critical for him. “I turned to Abel
as my brother, but he had no interest in responding to me. I see no rea-
son to try to preserve something that Abel himself rejected.”

[10] Your brother’s blood cries out to Me from the ground ... which
opened its mouth to receive your brother’s blood from your
hand ¢ In deciding to be a farmer, Cain took responsibility for the land,
but he did not want to take responsibility for his brother, Abel. There-
fore, everything that happened to Abel in his life is now absorbed by
the earth.

[12] It shall no longer yield its strength to you ¢ It is no longer pos-
sible for you to engage in agriculture. You must find yourself a different
occupation.

You shall become a ceaseless wanderer on earth ¢ Having killed Abel,
Cain must now wander, wearing the shoes, so to speak, of his dead broth-
er and gradually adjusting to them, as he recreates within himself the

counterbalance of which he has by his own misdeed deprived himself.

4.8. THE MARK
OF CAIN (4:13-15)

Hyn o¥Fn NR PYA 0 7 RIS vOR PR IR @
RYDTOD MY PIRI T3 3 0D 00K TIem N0TRD 9
127 % DY D) YAV NP 3203 137 17 MmN w oam

:ix¥H3 ink-nian 'nYaY NiR

[13] Cain said to the Lord, “My punishment is too great to
bear!



28 Bible Dynamics. Book of Genesis

[14] Since You have banished me this day from the soil, and
I must avoid Your presence and become a restless wanderer
on earth - anyone who meets me may kill me!”

[15] The Lord said to him, “I promise, if anyone kills Cain, sev-
enfold vengeance shall be taken on him.” And the Lord put a
mark on Cain, lest anyone who met him should kill him.

[13] My punishment is too great to bear! ¢ We see no remorse yet.
Cain seems not the least concerned about having murdered Abel, and
does not admit of any wrongdoing. He only complains about the severity
of the punishment. “I have been charged with exorbitant guilt (punish-
ment) that is more than I can bear.”

[14] Since You have banished me this day from the soil, and I must
avoid Your ... anyone who meets me may kill me! ¢ Cain’s orienta-
tion is to the land and to ownership of land. In his perception, a person
who has no land of his own is insignificant — he is nobody, and has no
right to exist. Cain therefore sees exile as a punishment so severe that
he cannot bear it.

Cain believes that a vagabond is of no importance to the Almighty,
and is invisible in God’s presence. Thus, in his own estimation he is out-
side the law, and anyone can kill him with impunity. Cain’s attitude to-
wards Abel is based on the same erroneous view of the “worthlessness
of the wanderer.” But now that he experiences the fate of a wanderer, he
must adjust his outlook.

[15] And the Lord put a mark on Cain, lest anyone who met him
should kill him ¢ This “mark of Cain” is by no means the mark of a vil-
lain, but only a mark of protection. On the contrary, God acknowledges
Cain’s complaint as well-founded, and gives him a distinguishing, pro-
tective symbol.

The word used here for the mark that God gave Cain is ot, usually
translated as “sign”. But everywhere in the Torah that the word ot is
used, it is not just an ordinary sign, but an indicator of the Divine pres-
ence. And in the current context too, God is giving Cain clear evidence
that he has a mission, and it is therefore forbidden to kill him. This sign
allows Cain (as well as his family and other people closest to him) to
understand that being a wanderer who has no land of his own is not the
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same as being a non-person; on the contrary, such a person can be the
carrier of a highly critical mission. The mark Cain receives from God is
thus a part of his re-education.

Overall, this re-education was quite successful. An important part
of Cain’s heritage has been preserved in humankind. Noah’s wife was a
descendant of Cain, which means that Noah’s three sons — and thus all
of humanity - carry within them a piece of Cain.



CHAPTER5
FROM ADAM TO NOAH

5.1. CAIN’S
DESCENDANTS (4:16-24)

DY VYR 0P RPN VY M3 W THINS Tom 0am inws
PRI DRI T2 TYY] TYY IR TN Tor m T 13
B TRy Rt ARy T2 SRwinm SRvinnTy 12
R T NR TP ToN 2 :7P% MWD DY ATy hNkD oY oY)
"7 A8 NI N D3N PIN DY 8 I DOR 2WP 0N 1)
53 woh R H2IRNR T2 K03 N9¥) 25 2Ry 1iD wan
YU A7 RN 0 :ARYI NROMR NINKL Y nwhs wan
DD W 2 mnr ansa TR% Wi Yip wpw Ry Ty
SPIYT DYV TR NRTOR) DINPIV °P 1 PR3N T2 °pes?

[16] Cain left the presence of the Lord and settled in the land
of Nod, east of Eden.

[17] Cain knew his wife, and she conceived and bore Enoch.
And he then founded a city, and named the city after his son
Enoch.

[18] To Enoch was born Irad, and Irad begot Mehujael, and
Mehujael begot Methusael, and Methusael begot Lamech.

[19] Lamech took to himself two wives: the name of the one
was Adah, and the name of the other was Zillah.



Portion Bereshit. Ch. 5. From Adam to Noah 41

[20] Adah bore Jabal; he was the ancestor of those who dwell
in tents and amidst herds.

[21] And the name of his brother was Jubal; he was the ances-
tor of all who play the lyre and the pipe.

[22] As for Zillah, she bore Tubal-cain, who forged all imple-
ments of copper and iron. And the sister of Tubal-cain was
Naamah.

[23] And Lamech said to his wives, “Adah and Zillah, hear my
voice; o wives of Lamech, give ear to my speech. | have slain
a man for wounding me, and a lad for bruising me.

[24] If Cain is avenged sevenfold, then Lamech seventy-sev-
enfold”.

[16] Cain left the presence of the Lord ¢ He accepted upon himself
his Divine punishment, and assumed the fate of the wanderer Abel, the
brother whom he had killed.

And settled in the land of Nod ¢ Literally “the Land of Wandering,” in
which it is impossible to become rooted in the ground. Cain therefore
proceeds to build the city, but he does not cultivate the land.

East of Eden ¢ Despite his exile, Cain does not lose his connection with
the Garden of Eden, the ideal of man’s existence in this world.

[17] Cain knew his wife, and she conceived and bore Enoch ¢ “Know-
ing” and conceiving, and not only birth, are mentioned here again, be-
cause Cain and his family have now moved on to a new stage of how they
understand life.

And bore Enoch ¢ In Hebrew, “Chanoch” originates from chinnuch,
which means “education” or “renewal.” Although the first education-
al process under the leadership of Abel proved unsuccessful and led to
murder, Cain learns to give life to others by becoming a father. That ex-
perience is a part of the process of Cain’s correction. Assimilating within
himself some of Abel’s characteristics, Cain now realizes the importance
of education.

And he then founded a city, and named the city after his son Enoch
¢ Having forfeited the opportunity to practice agriculture, Cain creates
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a city — a completely new form of social organization —in which innova-
tion, not land, is the central reality. This corresponds also to the mean-
ing of the term chinnuch.

[18] To Enoch was born Irad ... Mehujael ... Methusael ... Lamech
... [20] Adah bore Jabal; he was the ancestor of those who dwell in
tents and amidst herds. ... Jubal; he was the ancestor of all who
play the lyre and the pipe. [22] ...Tubal-cain, who forged all imple-
ments of copper and iron ¢ After several generations of city life, the
explosive development of the civilization of Cain’s descendants begins
- in technology, economics, military affairs, and culture.

[20] ... Jabal; he was the ancestor of those who dwell in tents and
amidst herds. [21] ... Jubal; he was the ancestor of all who play the
lyre and the pipe ¢ We see that Cain’s descendants bear names phonet-
ically similar to Abel’s, and also that they embrace the shepherding pro-
fessions characteristic of Abel. This demonstrates that the civilization of
Cain’s descendants was rooted in some of Abel’s ideas.

The Torah speaks here not just of simple shepherds, but of “the an-
cestor of those who dwell in tents and amidst herds.” This suggests in-
dustrial organization of livestock. Likewise, the Torah speaks here not
just of simple musicians, but of “the ancestor of all who play the lyre
and the pipe.” In other words, this is about the music industry. But at
the same time, nothing is said about cultivating the land. This is a purely
urban civilization that is wealthy and technologically advanced, and has
developed within itself certain features of the murdered Abel.

[22] And the sister of Tubal-cain was Naamah. ¢ Literally, “pleasant.”
It is a very positive name, and highlights the most positive aspects of
the civilization of Cain’s descendants. The Midrash considers her No-
ah’s wife, which means that humanity will continue to reproduce and
develop, synthesizing the descendants of Seth and the descendants of
Cain (through Noah and his wife, respectively). This tells us that Cain
has found correction and improvement in his descendants.

[19] Lamech took for himself two wives ¢ The fact that the Torah even

mentions this tells us that Lamech was unusual in this regard. Ever since

Adam and Eve, monogamous marriage was the accepted, dominant prac-
tice.
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[23]1 And Lamech said to his wives, “Adah and Zillah, hear my voice;
o wives of Lamech, give ear to my speech. I have slain a man for
wounding me, and a lad for bruising me. [24] If Cain is avenged sev-
enfold, then Lamech seventy-sevenfold” ¢ The meaning of this “Song
of Lamech” is quite unclear. The Midrash believes that Lamech here
boasts of the murders committed by his ancestor Cain and Lamech’s
son Tubal-cain. The civilization of the descendants of Cain, although it
flourishes materially, also has a discernible spiritual crisis.

5.2. THE BIRTH
OF SETH (4:25-26)
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[25] Adam knew his wife again, and she bore a son and named
him Seth, which means “God has provided me with another
offspring in place of Abel,” for Cain had killed him.

[26] And to Seth, in turn, a son was born, and he named him
Enosh. It was then that men began to invoke the Lord by
name.

[25] Adam knew his wife again ¢ The birth of a new son, Seth, requires
Adam to know his wife Eve on a new, enhanced level.

Seth ¢ Literally, “stability.” Another offspring in place of Abel, for
Cain had killed him. Seth must perform the function of Abel, which
is become a counterweight to Cain, but he must do it correctly. Abel
was too ephemeral, too “airy.” A more stable Seth must become his
replacement.

She bore a son and named him Seth ¢ About Cain the Torah (4:1) did
not say, “she bore a son and named him Cain,” but, more directly, “she
gave birth to Cain.” In other words, that birth, the very fact of bearing a
child for the first time, was itself an “acquisition” for Eve — a change in
her status.
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And then (4:2) Abel was born, but only as “his brother Abel” - his
calling is to serve as opposition to Cain.

Only Seth is born as a son, ben, which is closely related to the verb
boneh (livnot, “to build”), for it is on him that the primary construction
of further civilization rests.

[26] And to Seth, in turn, a son was born ¢ The further construction
of civilization proceeds through the birth of sons, through generational
change.

And he named him Enosh ¢ The name means, literally, “human” - pre-
cisely in the sense of human rather than Divine (but also “human” as
opposed to animal).

Enosh also means “mortal.” Adam sensed that he was above all the
creation of the Almighty’s hands, while Seth senses that he is the pro-
genitor of the new human race, taking the place of Abel and Cain. Only
at the level of Enosh does Seth’s awareness of himself as a mortal be-
come a leading factor.

It was then that men began to invoke the Lord by name ¢ A person
who is keenly aware that he is mortal and finite requires support from
God, who is immortal and infinite. He then begins to “invoke the Lord’s
name” when naming objects that he sees in the world around him. (He
identifies those wordly objects with God.)

Although this suggests a deeply religious feeling, it also — as the Mi-
drash tells us — marks the onset of idolatrous practices among mankind.
Spiritual parameters play a central role in Seth’s civilization — unlike
Cain’s civilization, which was thoroughly pragmatic.

5.3.“THIS IS THE RECORD
OF ADAM’S LINE” (5:1-32)
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[1] This is the record of Adam’s line. When God created man,
He made him in the likeness of God;
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[2] Male and female He created them. And when they were
created, He blessed them and called them Man.

[31 When Adam had lived 130 years, he begot a son in his
likeness after his image, and he named him Seth.

[4] After the birth of Seth, Adam lived 800 years and begot
sons and daughters.

[5]1 All the days that Adam lived came to 930 years; then he
died.

[6]1 When Seth had lived 105 years, he begot Enosh.

[7]1 After the birth of Enosh, Seth lived 807 years and begot
sons and daughters.

[8]1 ALl the days of Seth came to 912 years; then he died.
[91 When Enosh had lived 90 years, he begot Kenan.

[10] After the birth of Kenan, Enosh lived 815 years and begot
sons and daughters.

[11] ALl the days of Enosh came to 905 years; then he died.
[12] When Kenan had lived 70 years, he begot Mahalalel.

[13] After the birth of Mahalalel, Kenan lived 840 years and
begot sons and daughters. [14] All the days of Kenan came to
910 years; then he died.

[15] When Mahalalel had lived 65 years, he begot Jared.

[16] After the birth of Jared, Mahalalel lived 830 years and
begot sons and daughters.

[17] All the days of Mahalalel came to 895 years; then he died.
[18] When Jared had lived 162 years, he begot Enoch.

[19] After the birth of Enoch, Jared lived 800 years and begot
sons and daughters.

[20] ALl the days of Jared came to 962 years; then he died.
[21] When Enoch had lived 65 years, he begot Methuselah.

[22] After the birth of Methuselah, Enoch walked with God
300 years; and he begot sons and daughters.



Portion Bereshit. Ch. 5. From Adam to Noah 47

[23] ALl the days of Enoch came to 365 years.

[24] Enoch walked with God; then he was no more, for God
took him.

[251 When Methuselah had lived 187 years, he begot Lamech.

[26] After the birth of Lamech, Methuselah lived 782 years
and begot sons and daughters.

[27] All the days of Methuselah came to 969 years; then he
died.

[28] When Lamech had lived 182 years, he begot a son.

[29] And he named him Noah, saying, “This one will provide
us relief from our work and from the toil of our hands, out of
the very soil which the Lord placed under a curse”.

[30] After the birth of Noah, Lamech lived 595 years and be-
got sons and daughters.

[31] All the days of Lamech came to 777 years; then he died.

[32] When Noah had lived 500 years, Noah begot Shem, Ham,
and Japheth.

[1]1 This is the record of Adam’s line ¢ Literally “This is the book of
the generations of Adam”. There is an obvious parallel here to the verse,
“Such is the story (literally “generations”) of heaven and earth when they
were created” (2:4), which introduced the history of the development of
the world immediately after the Creation. Likewise, here begins a new
characterization of the history of mankind.

Record ¢ The Hebrew word is toledot, “generations”, one of the most
important concepts in the Torah. It can refer either to a given person’s
origin (his ancestry) or to his posterity — his descendants as well as his
accomplishments. The concept of toledot positions man as a link in the
chain of generations, orienting him to be responsible not only for him-
self, but also for the entire chain —the segment of the chain that he has
inherited, and also the part that he has produced (or will produce).

The record of Adam’s line ¢ Unlike in nature, where the birth of new
generations is the central concept, for mankind reflection is equally im-
portant — thinking about one’s chosen path, and comparing the present
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to the past as a means of evaluating progress. Therefore, what is most
significant for any individual is not just the creation of his line, but the
“record” of that line.

The Talmud, in discussing the question of “which is the most im-
portant verse in the Torah?”, suggests two candidates: “Love your neigh-
bor as yourself: I am the Lord.” (Leviticus 19:18), and our verse here,
“This is the record of Adam’s line.” The development of civilization as a
result of the change of generations is an essential element of the Torah’s
Divine teachings, for only through this process can a person advance
spiritually and come closer to God.

[2] Male and female He created them ... He blessed them and called
them Man ¢ “He called them”; that is, them both and not just one of
them. Only through their union do a man and a woman become fully
human.

[1] This is the record of Adam’s line ... He made him in the likeness
of God ... Adam begot a son in His likeness after His image, and he
named him Seth ¢ The starting point for Seth’s civilization (unlike the
descendants of Cain’s civilization) is man’s likeness to God as an idea to
be transmitted to subsequent generations — the idea of perceiving the
world as “the record of the birth of mankind, who were created in God’s
likeness.”

[91 When Enosh had lived 90 years, he begot Kenan ¢ The name “Ke-
nan” is very similar to “Cain” (in the Hebrew, only the last letter of “Cain”
needs to be repeated to form “Kenan”). Namely, Kenan carries some of
Cain’s features. A convergence is taking place here: Cain’s civilization
assimilates some of Abel’s features, and Seth’s civilization incorporates
the positive elements of Cain’s culture.

[24] Enoch walked with God; then he was no more, for God took
him ¢ The most essential value of Seth’s civilization is its communica-
tion with God.

[28] When Lamech had lived 182 years, he begot a son. [29] And he
named him Noah, saying, “This one will provide us relief from
our work and from the toil of our hands, out of the very soil which
the Lord placed under a curse” ¢ This verse clearly connects the name
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Noah with the idea of nachem, “to comfort.” This concept is critical to
understanding the entire story of the Flood, which begins very soon.
But the connection between Noah and nachem is only partial (only
the first two of the three letters of the root nachem appear in “Noah”).
Had Lamech meant to emphasize this connection, he should probably
have named his son “Nechamah” (consolation) or “Menachem” (consol-
er). But the name “Noah” carries the additional meaning of “lightness”
or “simplicity.” This idea is crucial for understanding the story of the
Flood, and for “providing relief from the toil of our hands upon the soil
which the Lord has cursed.” We shall discuss this in more detail below.

5.4. THE CRISIS OF HUMANITY LEADING
UP TO THE FLOOD (6:1-8)
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[1]1 When men began to increase on earth and daughters were
born to them,

[2] The sons of the powerful saw how beautiful the daughters
of men were and took wives from among those that pleased
them.

[3] The Lord said, “My breath shall not abide in man forever,
since he too is flesh; let the days allowed him be one hun-
dred and twenty years.”
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[4] It was then, and later too, that the Nephilim appeared on
earth - when the sons of the powerful cohabited with the
daughters of men, who bore them offspring. They were the
heroes of old, the men of renown.

[5]1 The Lord saw how great man’s wickedness was on earth,
and how every plan devised by his mind was nothing but evil
all the time.

[6] And the Lord regretted that He had made man on earth,
and His heart was saddened.

[71 The Lord said, “I will blot out from the earth the men
whom | created - men together with beasts, creeping things,
and birds of the sky; for | regret that | made them”.

[8] But Noah found favor with the Lord.

[11 When men began to increase on earth ¢ As the result of its nu-
merical increase, mankind is moving away from the family structure and
moving on to organization of society on a larger scale.

And daughters were born to them ¢ Needless to say, daughters had
been born all along. What is meant is that some of those daughters now
acquired a new and special social status, which led also to attendant
social conflicts concerning them.

[2] The sons of the powerful saw how beautiful the daughters of
men were and took wives from among those that pleased them ¢
This verse speaks of the moral crisis leading up to the Flood, but its exact
interpretation is unclear, and there are several ways of understanding it.

In the original Hebrew of the text, “sons of the powerful” is benei
ha-elohim, “sons of Elohim.” Since the word elohim can refer either to
God or to humans of elevated social status (such as rulers or judges; see
Exodus 4:16, 7:1, 21:6), just who were these “sons of elohim”? Whose
sons were they, actually?

Several interpretations of the term “sons of elohim” have been sug-
gested, as follows:

I. The benei ha-elohim are the “sons of distinguished, noble people,”
and the benot ha-adam, the “daughters of men” whom they married are
girls from the common people. The crime of the sons of the nobility was
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that they took daughters “from among those that pleased them”, that is,
by force, without seeking the consent of the girls themselves.

I1. These benei ha-elohim, “the sons of God,” were the descendants
of Seth. They are called “the sons of God” because the understanding
of the Divine among mankind was preserved in Seth’s descendants. In
this case the benot ha-adam, “daughters of men,” are daughters of the
descendants of Cain, and the crime of Seth’s sons is that they were so at-
tracted to the girls’ physical beauty (they “saw how beautiful the daugh-
ters of men were”) that they allowed their children to intermarry with
Cain’s descendants. The result was that the children born from these
unions adopted Cain’s culture, and were educated in improper elements
of human behavior. Thus there no longer remained any hope for the
salvation of mankind.

I1I. The Midrash suggests a third interpretation. The “sons of God”
are angels who descended to earth as emissaries of the Almighty. But
instead of fulfilling the task that God had assigned to them, those an-
gels took to marrying human women. (It is important to understand that
such Midrashim are not to be taken literally.)

[3] The Lord said, “My breath shall not abide in man forever, since

he too is flesh; let the days allowed him be one hundred and twen-
ty years” ¢ These words can be understood in two ways: (a) God is set-
ting a limit on human life expectancy. Henceforth no human can live

longer than 120 years. Or (b) God is establishing an interval of 120 years

for humanity to repent and correct itself. If they fail to do so, they will

then be destroyed by the Flood.

[4] It was then, and later too, that the Nephilim appeared on
earth-when the sons of the powerful cohabited with the daugh-
ters of men, who bore them offspring. They were the heroes of
old, the men of renown ¢ After God set a limit of 120 years for man-
kind, the Torah further tells us about the birth of these “giants,” but it
is not clear from the text whether this was a positive circumstance or
a negative one.

Grammatically, the word Nephilim can be understood in two ways:

I. As “giants,” or “greats,” referring to Shem, Ham, and Japheth, the
sons of Noah. (Since their mother Naamah came from Cain’s descen-
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dants, this marriage was also a situation of “the divine beings cohab-
ited with the daughters of men.”) Until Noah’s three sons grew up and
became independent, the Flood could not happen, because there would
have been no one from whom to recreate humankind anew. God there-
fore allocated 120 years for their birth and maturation.

I1. As “the fallen” - who themselves fell and also caused the world’s
downfall, because the world disintegrates when high-ranking officials
neglect their duties and oppress ordinary people.

[5]1 The Lord saw how great was man’s wickedness on earth, and
how every plan devised by his mind was nothing but evil all the
time. [6] And the Lord regretted that He had made man on earth,
and His heart was saddened. [7] The Lord said, “I will blot out from
the earth the men whom I created - men together with beasts,
creeping things, and birds of the sky; for I regret that I made them”
¢ God has now finally made His decision concerning the Flood.

The word nachem, “to regret,” used twice in this passage, is the very
same word as nachem, “to console,” used by Lamech above (5:29) in
naming his son Noah. We will have more to say about this concept a
little later.

[8] But Noah found favor with the Lord ¢ “Noah found favor” means
that on his actual merits alone Noah did not deserve to be spared in the
flood.
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CHAPTER 6

A GENERAL OVERVIEW
OF THE STORY OF THE FLOOD

Noah is the second weekly portion of the Torah, and also the sec-
ond portion having a thoroughly universal (i.e., not specifically Jew-
ish) character. It presents a view of humanity as consisting of nations,
and not merely individuals. Although toledot, “posterity” (see 5:1), is
the first significant word of this portion, the name of the portion is
“Noah,” not “Toledot.” This is because each of the Torah’s weekly por-
tions takes its name not from its first word, or even its first significant
word, but from one of its first several words that best represents the
entire weekly portion.
After providing a general overview of the story of the Flood with
only minimal remarks, we will then try to gain a better understanding by
delving more deeply into the story.

6.1. NOAH’S ARK (6:9-22)
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[9] This is the line of Noah. Noah was a righteous man; he was
blameless in his age; Noah walked with God.

[10] Noah begot three sons: Shem, Ham, and Japheth.

[11] The earth became corrupt before God; the earth was
filled with lawlessness.

[12] When God saw how corrupt the earth was, for all flesh
had corrupted its ways on earth,

[13] God said to Noah, “I have decided to put an end to all
flesh, for the earth is filled with lawlessness because of
them: | am about to destroy them with the earth.

[14] Make yourself an ark of gopher wood; make it an ark with
compartments, and cover it inside and out with pitch.

[15] This is how you shall make it: the length of the ark shall
be three hundred cubits, its width fifty cubits, and its height
thirty cubits.

[16] Make an opening for daylight in the ark, and terminate
it within a cubit of the top. Put the entrance to the ark in its
side; make it with bottom, second, and third decks.

[17]1 “For My part, | am about to bring the Flood-waters upon
the earth - to destroy all flesh under the sky in which there
is breath of life; everything on earth shall perish.
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[18] But | will establish My covenant with you, and you shall
enter the ark, with your sons, your wife, and your sons’ wives.

[19] And of all that lives, of all flesh, you shall take two of
each into the ark to keep alive with you; they shall be male
and female.

[20] From birds of every kind, cattle of every kind, every kind
of creeping thing on earth, two of each shall come to you to
stay alive.

[21] For your part, take of everything that is eaten and store
it away, to serve as food for you and for them”.

[22] Noah did so; just as God commanded him, so he did.

[9] This is the line of Noah. Noah was a righteous man ¢ After the
word toledot, “offspring,” a list of descendants would usually appear.
Noah, above all, “gave birth to” his own righteousness. This can be un-
derstood both in a positive sense, in that he was “a very righteous per-
son,” and as a criticism: Noah was focused on himself and on his own
righteousness. Other people were not important to him.

He was blameless in his age ¢ This is a limiting characteristic. Yes,
Noah was blameless, but only within his own age.

Noah walked with God ¢ This turn of phrase can be understood two
ways:
(1) Noah walked with God, but not with people. He cared about his
own righteousness, not about his fellow humans.

(2) Noah walked with God — with God, rather than before God; that is,
he did what he was told, but made no effort to “walk before (i.e.,
ahead of) God” as Abraham did (17:1, see commentary there).
Abraham takes issue with God and argues with Him about the
destruction of the city of Sodom. But Noah, with no complaint
whatsoever, simply accepts the news of the destruction of all of
humankind without challenging it.

[10] Noah begot three sons ¢ Shem, Ham, and Japheth ¢ From the per-
spective of the Torah three races will be born from those three sons: the
Japhetic peoples of the white race inhabiting Europe; the Semites of the



58 Bible Dynamics. Book of Genesis

yellow race inhabiting Asia; and the Hamites of the black race inhabiting
Africa. (Of course, this is only an approximate description.) The Land of
Israel is at the junction point of all these three regions, since the Divine
light must emanate from Israel to all mankind.

[11] The earth became corrupt before God; the earth was filled with
lawlessness. [12] When God saw how corrupt the earth was, for all
flesh had corrupted its ways on earth, [13] God said to Noah, “I
have decided to put an end to all flesh, for the earth is filled with
lawlessness because of them.” ¢ Here several times the Torah identi-
fies the two primary sins that led to the Flood: corruption (“all flesh had
corrupted its ways on earth” in relation to the Almighty) and evildoing
(perversion of every man’s behavior toward his fellow man). We will ex-
amine this issue in greater detail below.

[17]1 I am about to bring the Flood - waters upon the earth ¢ Adding
the words “waters upon the earth” is necessary in order to indicate that
the essential meaning of the Flood was not in the flood itself, but in
“obliterating the final structure.” Later we will cover this point in greater
detail.

[18] And you shall enter the ark, with your sons, your wife, and
your sons’ wives ¢ The men and the women are mentioned separately.
In the ark they remain apart, for intimacy is forbidden to them.

[22] Noah did so; just as God commanded him, so he did ¢ Noah exe-
cutes orders precisely. He asks no questions, and does not object.

6.2. THE FLOOD
BEGINS (7:1-24)
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[1] Then the Lord said to Noah, “Go into the ark, with all your
household, for you alone have | found righteous before Me
in this generation.

[2] Of every clean animal you shall take seven pairs, males
and their mates, and of every animal that is not clean, two, a
male and its mate;

[3] Of the birds of the sky also, seven pairs, male and female,
to keep seed alive upon all the earth.
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[4] For in seven days’ time | will make it rain upon the earth,
forty days and forty nights, and | will blot out from the earth
all existence that | created”.

[51 And Noah did just as the Lord commanded him.

[6] Noah was six hundred years old when the Flood came, wa-
ters upon the earth.

[7]1 Noah, with his sons, his wife, and his sons’ wives, went
into the ark because of the waters of the Flood.

[8] Of the clean animals, of the animals that are not clean, of
the birds, and of everything that creeps on the ground,

[9] Two of each, male and female, came to Noah into the ark,
as God had commanded Noah.

[10] And on the seventh day the waters of the Flood came
upon the earth.

[11] In the six hundredth year of Noah’s life, in the second
month, on the seventeenth day of the month, on that day all
the fountains of the great deep burst apart, and the flood-
gates of the sky broke open.

[12] The rain fell on the earth forty days and forty nights.

[13] That same day Noah and Noah’s sons, Shem, Ham, and
Japheth, went into the ark, with Noah’s wife and the three
wives of his sons.

[14] They and all beasts of every kind, all cattle of every kind,
all creatures of every kind that creep on the earth, and all
birds of every kind, every bird, every winged thing.

[15] They came to Noah into the ark, two each of all flesh in
which there was breath of life.

[16] Thus they that entered comprised male and female of all
flesh, as God had commanded him. And the Lord shut him in.

[17] The Flood continued forty days on the earth, and the
waters increased and raised the ark so that it rose above the
earth.
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[18] The waters swelled and increased greatly upon the earth,
and the ark drifted upon the waters.

[191 When the waters had swelled much more upon the earth,
all the highest mountains everywhere under the sky were
covered.

[20] Fifteen cubits higher did the waters swell, as the moun-
tains were covered.

[21] And all flesh that stirred on earth perished - birds, cattle,
beasts, and all the things that swarmed upon the earth, and
all mankind.

[22] ALl in whose nostrils was the merest breath of life, all
that was on dry land, died.

[23] ALl existence on earth was blotted out - man, cattle,
creeping things, and birds of the sky; they were blotted out
from the earth. Only Noah was left, and those with him in
the ark.

[24] And when the waters had swelled on the earth one hun-
dred and fifty days.

[2] Of every clean animal you shall take seven pairs ... and of every
animal that is not clean, two ... [3] Of the birds of the sky also, sev-
en pairs ... [4] For in seven days’ time I will make it rain upon the
earth ¢ Some of the clean cattle will be needed later for making a sacri-
fice (8:20), which is why Noah must take more than just the two needed
for future reproduction.

(The number “seven” is chosen, quite possibly, as realizing the in-
struction, “For in seven days’ time I will make it rain upon the earth.”
Also, the number seven in Judaism very often represents nature, as op-
posed to the number eight, which symbolizes that which is beyond na-
ture. The two sevens here could be an allusion to the fact that in the
course of the Flood, the world — indeed, nature itself — will undergo a
radical change.)

Thus, the concept of clean and unclean animals relates here to the
opportunity for the Jewish people - as the priests of mankind (Exod.
19:6) — to bring sacrifices in the future. Exactly the same criteria of
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“cleanness” determine the fitness of the various categories of animals to
be used for food (see Lev. 11:8).

[5] And Noah did just as the Lord commanded him ... [16] And
the Lord shut him in ¢ Noah follows orders precisely, but he so lacks
self-sufficiency, and is so helpless, that he cannot even close the en-
trance to the Ark when the time comes. God must do it for him.

[71 Noah, with his sons, his wife, and his sons’ wives, went into the
ark ¢ The men separately and the women separately.

[23] All existence on earth was blotted out ... And when the waters
had swelled on the earth one hundred and fifty days ... ¢ Even after
all the people and animals outside the ark were already dead, the water
continued to rise. Thus, the significance of the Flood was not only in the
death of the evildoers.

Only Noah was left ¢ The word ach, “only,” is superfluous, adding noth-
ing to the story. The Midrash understands it as a “reduction” - i.e., a
limiting qualifier: “Noah was just barely alive,” for he, too, almost died.
We shall consider this Midrash in more detail below.

6.3. THE END
OF THE FLOOD (8:1-22)
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[1] God remembered Noah and all the beasts and all the cat-

tle that were with him in the ark, and God caused a wind to
blow across the earth, and the waters subsided.

[2] The fountains of the deep and the floodgates of the sky
were stopped up, and the rain from the sky was held back;

[3] The waters then receded steadily from the earth. At the
end of one hundred and fifty days the waters diminished,

[4] So that in the seventh month, on the seventeenth day of
the month, the ark came to rest on the mountains of Ararat.

[5] The waters went on diminishing until the tenth month; in
the tenth month, on the first of the month, the tops of the
mountains became visible.

[6] At the end of forty days, Noah opened the window of the
ark that he had made

63



64

Bible Dynamics. Book of Genesis

[7]1 And sent out the raven; it went to and fro until the waters
had dried up from the earth.

[8] Then he sent out the dove to see whether the waters had
decreased from the surface of the ground.

[9] But the dove could not find a resting place for its foot, and
returned to him to the ark, for there was water over all the
earth. So putting out his hand, he took it into the ark with
him.

[10] He waited another seven days, and again sent out the
dove from the ark.

[11] The dove came back to him toward evening, and there in
its bill was a plucked-off olive leaf! Then Noah knew that the
waters had decreased on the earth.

[12] He waited still another seven days and sent the dove
forth; and it did not return to him any more.

[13] In the six hundred and first year, in the first month, on the
first of the month, the waters began to dry from the earth;
and when Noah removed the covering of the ark, he saw that
the surface of the ground was drying.

[14] And in the second month, on the twenty-seventh day of
the month, the earth was dry.

[15] God spoke to Noah, saying,

[16] “Come out of the ark, together with your wife, your sons,
and your sons’ wives.

[17] Bring out with you every living thing of all flesh that
is with you: birds, animals, and everything that creeps on
earth; and let them swarm on the earth and be fertile and
increase on earth.”

[18] So Noah came out, together with his sons, his wife, and
his sons’ wives.

[19] Every animal, every creeping thing, and every bird, ev-
erything that stirs on earth came out of the ark by families.
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[20] Then Noah built an altar to the Lord and, taking of every
clean animal and of every clean bird, he offered burnt offer-
ings on the altar.

[21] The Lord smelled the pleasing odor, and the Lord said to
Himself: “Never again will | doom the earth because of man,
since the devisings of man’s mind are evil from his youth; nor
will | ever again destroy every living being, as | have done.

[22] So long as the earth endures, seedtime and harvest, cold
and heat, summer and winter, day and night shall not cease.”

[6] At the end of forty days, Noah opened the window of the ark
that he had made ¢ Noah himself opens the window; he does not wait
for God to do it for him. After spending months in the ark, Noah gradu-
ally becomes self-sufficient.

[15] God spoke to Noah, saying, [16] “Come out of the ark, togeth-
er with your wife, your sons, and your sons’ wives ¢ Husbands and
wives leave the ark together. That is, intimacy and childbearing are now
again permitted.

[18] So Noah came out, together with his sons, his wife, and his
sons’ wives ¢ But even so, Noah and his family at first do not accept that
permission. The men and the women leave the ark separately.

[21] And the Lord said to Himself: “Never again will I doom the
earth because of man, since the devisings of man’s mind are evil
from his youth ¢ At the beginning of the Flood story, this tendency of
man to evil (6:5) is the basis for his destruction. But here, on the con-
trary, it serves as the basis for forgiveness. Later we will discuss this is-
sue in more detail.

6.4. THE RAINBOW AS A SIGN
OF GOD’S COVENANT (9:1-17)

WODI AW 119 D7 NN AR DIAR DR TN
92 9p1 PIRD MO0 O NI BRNM DIRYIN 3 :pIRAIN
DIT3 BN FTORN NRTRD W IR 593 opwn aiy



66

Bible Dynamics. Book of Genesis

"A0I WY PR TZIRY M 037 ORI WK WRoa 5 san
DARTIR TRI 1 998N K5 0T 1WH1a 73778 7:557N8 037
PR WK T OIR T BYITR M09 TR WATR bynwas;
D733 2 TV 10T DIRI DIRD DT T0W 1 :DTRA WHIDR WITR
TAZIIN PINI T I 19 DORYTOTIRANR Y 00K
DR W0 8L BRY R MarON miTOR DR pK N
W "IN WoIs2 N1 :DQMINK DRPITNN DONR AN
237 N300 "K¥! Y30 DINR PIRD MN923) NRN33 713 DINR
TP WD N2TNG) DINK SIIITA NRRM © PR TN
DR RN 2 PN NNYY 130 Ty mmRD S1and pn
M0 Wrha PR DIPM 3 NI INTWR DManniv Ny
iRy Y 1Y3 RD) HYRTK » 07 N7 DonR WK
NYRA MR PIRTOY 120 w3 AT pIRA P ra I
M0 WD P DDPA N3 WK IMIITNR RN w 1103
NI e W39 NNWH Siank BRn Ty NNy waaa
Wpaoa P OOR 1R 07 33 ETY IR 103 nUpn
"NiR NNT M3OR DK RN P pINTTIY WK TRaHI3 nin

TPIRDTOY WK 393 11 I3 Nhpn WK Fran

[1] God blessed Noah and his sons, and said to them, “Be fer-
tile and increase, and fill the earth.

[2] The fear and the dread of you shall be upon all the beasts
of the earth and upon all the birds of the sky - everything
with which the earth is astir = and upon all the fish of the
sea; they are given into your hand.

[3]1 Every creature that lives shall be yours to eat; as with the
green grasses, | give you all these.

[4] You must not, however, eat flesh with its life-blood in it.

[5]1 But for your own life-blood | will require a reckoning: | will
require it of every beast; of man, too, will | require a reckon-
ing for human life, of every man for that of his fellow man!

[6] Whoever sheds the blood of man, by man shall his blood
be shed; for in His image did God make man.
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[7]1 Be fertile, then, and increase; abound on the earth and
increase on it.”

[8] And God said to Noah and to his sons with him,

[91 “I now establish My covenant with you and your offspring
to come,

[10] And with every living thing that is with you - birds, cat-
tle, and every wild beast as well - all that have come out of
the ark, every living thing on earth.

[11] | will maintain My covenant with you: never again shall
all flesh be cut off by the waters of a flood, and never again
shall there be a flood to destroy the earth.”

[12] God further said, “This is the sign that | set for the cove-
nant between Me and you, and every living creature with you,
for all ages to come.

[13] | have set My bow in the clouds, and it shall serve as a
sign of the covenant between Me and the earth.

[14] When | bring clouds over the earth, and the bow appears
in the clouds,

[15] | will remember My covenant between Me and you and
every living creature among all flesh, so that the waters shall
never again become a flood to destroy all flesh.

[16] When the bow is in the clouds, | will see it and remember
the everlasting covenant between God and all living crea-
tures, all flesh that is on earth.”

[17] “That,” God said to Noah, “shall be the sign of the cov-
enant that | have established between Me and all flesh that
is on earth.”

[11 God blessed Noah and his sons, and said to them, “Be fertile
and increase, and fill the earth ¢ After the Flood, Noah and his family
are afraid to have children. God therefore repeats His command to “be
fruitful and multiply” (see 1:28).

[3] Every creature that lives shall be yours to eat; as with the green
grasses, I give you all these ¢ Prior to the Flood humans were allowed
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to eat only plants. Now they are allowed to eat animals as well, but there
are some limitations.

[4] You must not, however, eat flesh with its life-blood in it ¢ The
prohibition of eating any part of an animal that is still alive is univer-
sal, and applies to all of humanity. (In this verse and the next, the word
“blood” means “life.”)

6.5.NOAH AND HIS SONS IN THE AFTERMATH
OF THE FLOOD (9:18-29)
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[18] The sons of Noah who came out of the ark were Shem,
Ham, and Japheth - Ham being the father of Canaan.

[19] These three were the sons of Noah, and from these the
whole world branched out.

[20] Noah, the tiller of the soil, was the first to plant a vine-
yard.

[21] He drank of the wine and became drunk, and he uncov-
ered himself within his tent.

[22] Ham, the father of Canaan, saw his father’s nakedness
and told his two brothers outside.
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[23] But Shem and Japheth took a cloth, placed it against
both their backs and, walking backward, they covered their
father’s nakedness; their faces were turned the other way, so
that they did not see their father’s nakedness.

[24] When Noah woke up from his wine and learned what his
youngest son had done to him,

[25] He said, “Cursed be Canaan; the lowest of slaves shall he
be to his brothers.”

[26] And he said, “Blessed be the Lord, the God of Shem; let
Canaan be a slave to them.

[27] May God enlarge Japheth, and let him dwell in the tents
of Shem; and let Canaan be a slave to them.”

[28] Noah lived after the Flood 350 years.
[29] And all the days of Noah came to 950 years; then he died.

[20] Noah, the tiller of the soil, was the first to plant a vineyard
o Literally, “Noah, the man of the earth, began.” After the Flood, Noah
restores man’s collaboration with the earth. He becomes the “man of the
earth” who deals with the real problems of the world around him.

Noah ... was the first to plant a vineyard ¢ Not only a vineyard is
meant. Noah essentially restores agriculture in its entirety. The empha-
sis on grapes (wine) here indicates that Noah is not prepared to be sat-
isfied with only the minimum requirements of life. His attitude is one of
taking joy in life. And this is a positive thing.

[21] He ... became drunk, and he uncovered himself within his
tent o However, too quick a transition to the positive can have exactly
the opposite effect. The transition from detachment from the outside
world (typical of Noah before the Flood) to engagement with the world
(Noah after the Flood) happens too quickly, without proper preparation
on Noah’s part, and this brings Noah to crisis and collapse. Noah himself
can no longer rectify the situation — only his children can accomplish
that.

[22] Ham, the father of Canaan, saw his father’s nakedness and
told his two brothers outside. ... [24] When Noah woke up from
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his wine and learned what his youngest son had done to him,
[25] He said, “Cursed be Canaan; the lowest of slaves shall he be
to his brothers” ¢ Although Ham committed the act (a simple reading
of the text would indicate that he is guilty of publicizing his father’s
disgrace) it is Ham’s son Canaan who is cursed. Apparently, Canaan
was the initiator of Ham’s actions.

[26] And he said, “Blessed be the Lord, the God of Shem; let Canaan
be a slave to them. [27] May God enlarge Japheth, and let him dwell
in the tents of Shem ¢ The civilization of the Semitic peoples is based
on two things: The concept of a “tent” (the ordering of proper relations
among people, and especially closely related people; that is, ethics) and
an in-depth understanding of Divinity, i.e., the fact that “the Lord is the
God of Shem.”
The basis of the civilization of the Japhetic peoples is the concept of
“expansiveness” — the expansion of territory and space, science and art,
and aesthetics.
Among the descendants of Japheth, the above blessings manifest
most prominently in the Greeks, and among the descendants of Shem
- in the people of Israel. Today, thousands of years after Noah, we see
the realization of these blessings. As concerns “conquering space” — in
all senses of the term - and aesthetics, the Japhetic (European) nations
are the leaders of humanity. But those same nations have adopted from
the Jews everything that relates to the essential questions of ethics and
religion. Indeed, in this sense “Japheth dwells in the tents of Shem.”



CHAPTER 7
THE MEANING OF THE FLOOD

7.1. DEFINING THE PROBLEM:
DID GOD ACT PROPERLY?

What is the meaning of the Flood? Why did it happen? And how did
the world change as a result of the Flood?

The simple explanation - that people began to behave badly and God
decided to punish and destroy them - is clearly not sufficient. Evil itself
was not destroyed; even after the Flood the world is full of evil. Moreover,
if it was simply a matter of God punishing the evildoers, then what He
did was just too cruel — destroying all of mankind, the good and the bad,
without distinction. Moreover, isn’t it God Himself Who creates people
such as they are — good or bad? Where is Divine justice and mercy?

Note that from a religious point of view, we should not ignore our
intuitive human sense of justice, to instead take the position that what-
ever God has decided is ipso facto just — by definition. On the contrary,
Judaism views the intuitive human sense of justice as one of the mani-
festations of the image of God in man. Our need to seek and find justice
in historical processes - that is, in God’s actions — is a fundamental reli-
gious sense. It is wrong to suppress that feeling.

Very often the source of the conflict between our conscience and the
sacred texts is not that our moral sense is leading us astray (although
that does in fact happen quite often). Rather, the source of the conflict
is that we misunderstand the Torah. In order to advance in our under-
standing, we must not be afraid to pose difficult questions, and to delve
into the themes of the Torah in search of the answers to those questions.
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7.2. WHAT DID THE FLOOD ACCOMPLISH,
GIVEN THAT THE HUMAN INCLINATION TO EVIL
REMAINED UNCHANGED?

After the Flood, the evil inclination in man did not disappear, nor did
it seem to have even changed at all.

The causes of the Flood are described in the Torah as follows: “The
Lord saw how great was man’s wickedness on earth, and how every plan
devised by his mind was nothing but evil all the time. And the Lord re-
gretted that He had made man on earth, and His heart was saddened.
The Lord said, ‘T will blot out from the earth the men whom I created
- men together with beasts, creeping things, and birds of the sky; for I
regret that I made them.” But Noah found favor with the Lord” (6:5-8).

The above passage serves as a preface to the story of the Flood. Peo-
ple are mired in evil, and the thoughts entertained by the human heart
are categorically “evil all the time.” Humanity must therefore be de-
stroyed.

But even after the Flood the situation has still not changed much:
“The Lord smelled the pleasing odor, and the Lord said to Himself:
‘Never again will I doom the earth because of man, since the devisings

of man’s mind are evil from his youth; nor will I ever again destroy ev-
ery living being, as I have done. So long as the earth endures, seedtime
and harvest, cold and heat, summer and winter, day and night shall not
cease’” (8:21-22).

Thus, from the same premise — man’s inclination to evil — opposite
conclusions are drawn. Before the Flood, man’s inclination to evil re-
quires that he be destroyed. But after the Flood a completely different
conclusion is drawn, namely, that because man is prone to evil, he must
be allowed to live. How can we explain this 180-degree about-face? And
was man after the Flood really the same as he had been before?

7.3.DID GOD ACTUALLY REGRET HAVING
CREATED MAN?

The Torah uses a rather strange expression to describe God’s deci-
sion to bring the Flood: “And the Lord regretted that he had made man
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on earth” (6:6). Do these words mean that God was disappointed in the
human race, and He therefore decided to destroy them? Did God not
know from the outset that things would turn out that way, or at least
that they might? Applying to God the concept of regret seems strange to
begin with. Nonetheless, the given passage (“The Lord regretted that he
had made man”) is a key to understanding the causes of the Flood.

7.4. THE MEANING
OF THE NAME “NOAH”

Noah is the main character in the story of the Flood. The prophet
Isaiah (54:9) calls the Flood the “waters of Noah,” which emphasizes his
central role, and even his personal responsibility for what happened in
the Flood.

Who was Noah?

The name “Noah” literally translates as “easy,” or “convenient.”
But the Torah explains the name somewhat differently. “When Lamech
had lived 182 years, he begot a son. And he named him Noah, saying,
‘“This one will console us (yenahamenu) from our work and from the toil
of our hands, out of the very soil which the Lord placed under a curse’”
(5:28-29). Thus, Lamech derived the name “Noah” from the Hebrew
root nachem, translated here as “(to) console.” Accordingly, Noah’s
task is to “console humankind that suffers from their toil upon the
earth that the Lord has cursed.” And that consolation was in fact real-
ized when after the Flood God said: “Never again will I doom the earth
because of man” (8:21).

Why did God curse the earth, and what was the nature of that curse?

7.5. THE CURSE
OF THE EARTH

Adam in the Garden of Eden was at such a level that with his knowl-
edge and will he could directly control the Universe. After being ex-
pelled, he lost that initial level, but not entirely: his spiritual parame-
ters remained directly connected to the outside world. Humans could
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no longer directly control the Universe with their spirituality, but the
influence of that spirituality on the earth’s produce remained. And since
humanity did not behave adequately, this influence was expressed not in
a blessing, but in a curse.

As God expelled Adam and Eve from the Garden of Eden, He said the
following words: “Cursed be the ground because of you” (3:17). When
you work the land hoping to reap its produce, it will sprout for you only
thorns and thistles.

Then, after Cain killed his brother Abel, the curse of the land fur-
ther intensified: “Therefore, you shall be more cursed than the ground,
which opened its mouth to receive your brother’s blood from your hand.
If you till the soil, it shall no longer yield its strength to you. You shall
become a ceaseless wanderer on earth” (4:11-12).

But humanity continued to behave badly, with tensions in the rela-
tionship between man and the earth becoming critical.

The curse, then, is found in the ability of the land to punish a person
for his crimes by producing “thistles and thorns” instead of a bountiful
harvest. In other words, the earth then was morally sensitive, reacting
to the moral level in man. A farmer in that era, to be successful, needed
not only to understand the principles of agronomy — above all, he had to
be a worthy human being.

That the earth would react so acutely to the level of human righ-
teousness was not per se a bad thing. On the contrary, there was an
increased level of opportunity — but that meant equally the ability to
achieve blessings and the possibility of losing benefits. And since hu-
man behavior continued to spiral downward, those possibilities went in
the direction of a “curse upon the earth.”

7.6. “NOAH” AS “UNDOING
THE CURSE”

The whole story about the Flood is built around the concept of
nechamah, “consolation,” but the meaning of this concept requires fur-
ther clarification. The expression nichum avelim, “consoling the mourn-
ers,” can serve as one example of the use of this concept. When a person’s
close relative dies, friends and relatives come to comfort him. The pur-
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pose of this consolation is not to help the mourner to avoid confronting
the reality of death, to distract him from his grief, or to make him forget
about the dead. On the contrary, according to Jewish tradition, consol-
ing a mourner means, above all, just to sit with the mourner in silence.
Because for a mourner, being consoled means being reconciled to the
reality of death. Consoling a mourner reconciles him with reality. And
nechamah, as a general term, means being reconciled to some difficult
reality.

Now we can better understand what Lamech meant when he spoke
of consolation “from our work and from the toil of our hands, out of the
very soil which the Lord placed under a curse” (5:29). “Consolation”, as
we have just said, means to be reconciled with reality. Lamech is hoping
that Noah will be able to reconcile God with the low moral level of man.
By effecting this reconciliation, Noah will make our work easier, and will
make life on earth easier, that is, it will make our lives more noach. “We
are imperfect, so do not demand too much from us. Let the power of
our influence on the earth be limited — otherwise the curse will only
increase, and it will soon become impossible for anyone to live.”

In other words, had the Almighty not intervened, had He not sent
the Flood to change the world, then this world would have collapsed on
its own. The Flood was therefore not just an act of punishment, but an
act of mercy. This is emphasized in the verse: “The Lord saw how great
was man’s wickedness on earth... And the Lord said, “I will blot out from
the earth the men whom I created” (6:5). Here “the Lord” is expressed in
Hebrew using God’s four-letter name, the Tetragrammaton. The entire
Flood story refers to God only as the “Lord”; that is, the Tetragramma-
ton is used throughout — which, as we have mentioned previously, is
the Divine Name of mercy rather than of judgment. Divine Mercy in-
tervened in the Flood story for the preservation of the Universe, so that
man would not be allowed to destroy it.

7.7.RECONCILIATION
WITH MAN

We can now better understand the verse which speaks of the causes
of the Flood: “And the Lord regretted that He had made man on earth,
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and His heart was saddened.” (6:6). Since vayinnachem, “regretted,” de-
rives from the same Hebrew root as nechamah, “consolation,” we can
translate this verse as, “And the Lord was consoled, being reconciled
with the fact that He made man on earth.”

God was reconciled to the fact that man could not cope with the
immense power given to him, and that it is impossible to demand of him
an immediately high level of morality. The situation therefore required
God’s intervention and correction: weakening man’s connection with
the earth, and reducing his level of influence on the world. God needed
to be reconciled to the fact that man exists on earth such as he is. And
therefore His heart was saddened.

The reason for that grief is not only that God had to destroy a whole
generation of people, but - first and foremost — that it was necessary
to reduce man’s level by depriving him of the ability to exert direct
spiritual influence on the world around him, and by making the earth
immune to the level of human righteousness. This restriction becomes
yet another concealment of the Divine Countenance, and yet another
level of exile that would follow immediately after Adam’s expulsion
from the Garden. Ground level gets lower, and the Divine Presence
(Shechinah) is further removed from our lower world and ascends to
higher worlds.

When Adam was still in the Garden of Eden, the Divine Presence was

“below,” i.e., it was obvious. With the expulsion from the Garden, the
Divine Presence “rose upward.” And with the Flood, it rose yet higher,
becoming even less tangible in the lower world. God became even more
hidden from the world, and it was difficult for God, as it were, to make
peace with that concealment. And exactly the same way, in the verse,
“The Lord said, ‘T will blot out from the earth the men whom I created
... for 1 regret that I made them’” (6:7), the word nichamti, “regretted,”
“repented,” which one? has the meaning, “I am consoled and have made
peace with their being that way, because I created them.”

God regretted and repented - in the sense that He reconciled with
man’s weaknesses.
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7.8. “DIVINE REPENTANCE” AND THE INTERNAL
CONTRADICTION OF THEOLOGY

Let us stop to examine once more the problem of saying that God
repents, or changes His mind.

On the one hand, we find in Scripture (I Sam. 15:29) a statement
that seems diametrically opposed to any such idea. “The Glory of Is-
rael does not deceive or change His mind (repent), for He is not hu-
man that He should change His mind.” Theologically, the application
of this concept to the Omniscient God, who knows the future in ad-
vance, is indeed problematic. But on the other hand, the Torah says
of God many times that He changed His mind (i.e., His decision. Note
in passing, that God’s repentance is explicitly discussed in the Book
of Samuel (I Sam. 15:11), immediately before Samuel says of God that
He does not repent. Thus, underscoring that “God does not repent” is
a problem belonging to Samuel himself, and not regarding how we
understand God).

How are we to reconcile this apparent contradiction? The answer, it
seems, is that the Divine does not neatly fit into the formal structure of
Boolean logic. Moreover, in our perception of God there inevitably are
aspects that are logically incompatible. For the Divine is infinite, while
our understanding — our every thought and concept - is finite and limit-
ed. No intellectual system is capable of embracing Divinity in its entire-
ty; there will always be details that do not fit into any given scheme, and
even logically contradict it.

Theology may try to resolve this contradiction by saying that God
does not actually change His mind; it only appears so to us. In the
story of the Golden Calf, for example (Exodus 32:14), after Moses prays
for Israel, the Torah says “And the Lord renounced the punishment He
had planned to bring upon His people” (but a word of the same root,
hinachem, is used; literally, “and the Lord changed His mind”). As con-
cerns the punishment of the Jewish people, theology might very well
say that God was planning all along to forgive the Jews, and was only
testing Moses, but the Torah uses the word vayinachem (“changed his
mind”) because it is the way of the Torah to express ideas in conven-
tional human terms.
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The same explanation could probably be applied to virtually every
instance where the Torah says that “God changed His mind.” However,
theology’s smoothing over of the rough edges in this manner does not
solve the original problem, because the question of why the Torah would
say here that “God changed His mind” nonetheless remains, in spite of
all the difficulties that such a statement entails.

The most plausible answer is that the Torah is written to serve, first
and foremost, not as a philosophical treatise about God, but as a set
of lessons for teaching us proper behavior in life. When the Torah says
that “God changed His mind,” it wants to teach us that in orienting our
thinking to man’s likeness to God, we can change our point of view in
the course of life, just as God does. We should not consider our own
change of position as a weakness, because, on the contrary, it indicates
flexibility and a willingness to change. Since the world that God created
is dynamic and always changing, any approach to the world would be
inadequate if it did not give us the option to “change one’s mind.”

7.9. CORRECTION BY FLOOD

Thus, the Flood changed the system of relations between man and
the world, and corrected and facilitated the future life of mankind. But
that generation of people had to be destroyed, because they were in-
corrigible. God chose Noah to create a new line of humans, who would
have limited possibilities to influence the world, but also would not have
sufficient power to destroy the Universe.

In the generations from Adam to Noah, the world had collapsed and
gone to ruin because the earth was responding to man’s spiritual level.
The Flood was the only way to reverse this trend.

7.10. THE DISTORTION OF JUSTICE
AND THE DEATH OF SOCIETY (6:11-13)
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[11] The earth became corrupt before God; the earth was
filled with lawlessness.

[12] When God saw how corrupt the earth was, for all flesh
had corrupted its ways on earth,

[13] God said to Noah, “I have decided to put an end to all
flesh, for the earth is filled with lawlessness because of
them: | am about to destroy them with the earth.

The whole passage is built around two key words: shachat — “deprav-
ity” or “perversion,” and chamas — “robbery” or “evildoing.” These words
are repeated here in various derivative grammatical forms, forming the
axis of the story.

Shachat is a crime against the Almighty: idolatry, sexual perversion,
murder, and the like. Shachat (like chamas) means, first and foremost,
such crimes that are considered the norm in a given society. The Mid-
rash says: “Where there is shachat, all - both the ungodly and the righ-
teous — are subject to destruction.” As a reaction to humans “corrupting
their ways,” the punishment itself likewise “corrupts its ways,” that is,
confusion comes to the world and punishment no longer distinguishes
between the righteous and the ungodly. All are destroyed.

The reason that the righteous are punished along with the wicked in
this way is that as a general rule, the righteous are judged not merely by
their own by personal righteousness, but by the degree of their influence
on society. Unlike the evildoer, who is required by God, to correct him-
self before anything else, a righteous person is expected to correct the
world around him. The righteous are given greater spiritual powers, and
are therefore responsible for others in their circle. In this sense, Noah
was hardly a person of exalted stature.

Chamas, “evildoing,” means “crimes that are not viewed as crimes”;
that is, situations of human behavior that is obviously criminal, and
yet the given society does not perceive such actions as crimes. The
Midrash cites various examples. These include continuously robbing
people of small sums that the court will not deal with, and thus no
one is ever held to account for the crime; “sale” by coercion - forcing
something totally useless on the buyer, and taking his money “in pay-
ment for the goods”; or vice versa, when something valuable is taken
by force from the “seller” and only token “compensation” is paid.
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When people are abused but society considers it just busi-
ness as usual, this is chamas. Such a society must die, because their
deeds are not recognized as crimes, and therefore the impulse to re-
pent never arises. That is why the crime of chamas has such terrible
consequences.

An example of chamas can be seen in the story of Sodom. The dom-
inant crime of the people of Sodom was not that they performed rob-
bery and murder (for this happens everywhere). Rather, the gravity of
the crime was that such acts were deemed in that society to be perfectly
normal. Had there been individuals among them bemoaning Sodom’s
sins and calling others to repentance, the situation could have been sal-
vaged. Even if those reformers were not heard at that moment, repen-
tance would have been possible in principle at least, and the city could
have been spared from death.

Even in evil societies there were righteous individuals: Lot in Sodom,
and Noah in the generation of the Flood. But Lot and Noah kept silent,
for they were personally incapable of denouncing the crimes of their
fellow citizens or standing up to them, and they therefore could not save
their respective societies.

And so, says the Midrash, Noah too deserved death, and was spared
only by God’s mercy. “But Noah found favor with the Lord” (6:8). Noah
was saved only because he found favor with God, and not because he
deserved to be saved as a matter of strict justice. Noah did not himself
effect salvation — he was only the object of salvation, because he was
indispensable for the next stage of human development.

7.11.NOAH AND ABRAHAM: TWO KINDS
OF RIGHTEOUSNESS (6:9)
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[9] This is the line of Noah. - Noah was a righteous man; he
was blameless in his age; Noah walked with God.

When we compare Noah to other righteous men in the Torah, we see
a huge difference. We are told repeatedly about Abraham, Isaac, Jacob,
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and Moses that they have “merit” — a huge legacy of righteousness that
continues to exert positive influence on us today, even after almost four
thousand years. But with Noah the situation is different. He was saved
not on his own merits, but only because the Almighty condescended to
spare him. Noah deserved to die in the Flood, and was saved only by
God’s grace.

As we have already noted, Abraham walked “before (that is, ahead
of) God” (17:1, see commentary). But Noah only “walked with God,”
alongside Him.

Noah “walked with God” - as a child walks alongside the parent,
veering neither to the right nor to the left. The Midrash notes that Noah
refused to communicate with the evildoers of his generation. Indeed,
he fulfilled the letter of the law, but no more than that. Noah was con-
cerned only with his own personal righteousness. He was not engaged in
correcting the outside world.

Jewish tradition calls this kind of person “a righteous man in a fur
coat” (in Yiddish, tsaddik im peltz). Instead of building a fire to warm
himself and everyone else — as Abraham did when he carried the idea of
God to humanity - a tsaddik im peltz dons a fur coat, thus warming only
himself. The “righteous man in a fur coat” is by no means an egoist — he
will of course not refuse anyone who appeals to him for help, although
on his own initiative he shows little zeal for the sake of others. But the
Torah expects such self-sacrifice from those who have been given the
distinction of being considered righteous.

When God tells Noah to build the Ark for himself and his family,
Noah fully obeys the order. He is not indignant on behalf of the human
race; he does not argue with God. He does not say: “What do you mean?
Are you really going to destroy the entire human race? No, let’s instead
help them mend their ways.” Noah does or says nothing of the kind, he
simply accepts the Divine Judgment. Because God is great, right? And
His decisions are therefore always just.

That kind of passivity is the approach of the “righteous man in a fur
coat”. It is the sin of the righteous.

Abraham behaves differently. When God informs Abraham of His
intentions to destroy Sodom, Abraham raises his objections to God -
vehemently and persistently! “Will You sweep away the innocent along
with the guilty? What if there should be fifty innocent within the city;
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will You then wipe out the place and not forgive it for the sake of the
innocent fifty who are in it? Far be it from You to do such a thing, to
bring death upon the innocent as well as the guilty, so that innocent
and guilty fare alike. Far be it from You! Shall not the Judge of all the
earth deal justly? ... What if the fifty innocent should lack five? Will You
destroy the whole city for want of the five?” ... “What if forty should
be found there?” ... What if thirty should be found there?” ... What if
twenty should be found there?” ... What if ten should be found there?”
(18:23-32).

Abraham argues with God, but Noah passively and docilely accepts
everything God tells him. Abraham therefore walks “before God,” but
Noah is only “with God.” By demanding the Almighty to show mercy,
Abraham actively brings salvation to the world; he is himself the initia-
tor and the cause of salvation. But Noah does nothing but obey. Noah is
therefore only the “object” of salvation.

Of course, God is just and all His decisions are just. But He has also
given us morally sensitive souls for the very purpose of arguing with God
when we feel that the issues warrant it. When a person argues persua-
sively, God changes his decision, because when man steps up to argue,
that itself shows that change has already taken place in the world. We
see an example of this in God’s dialogue with Moses in the incident of
the Golden Calf (Exodus 32:14). This is the only way that God can raise
us, as human beings, to ever higher levels of personal development — by
encouraging and requiring us to debate, disagree, and discuss.

7.12. BUILDING THE ARK AS AN ATTEMPT
TO INFLUENCE HUMANITY

Noah’s Ark is described in the Torah as follows: “The length of the
ark shall be three hundred cubits, its width fifty cubits, and its height
thirty cubits. Make an opening for daylight in the ark, and terminate
it within a cubit of the top ... make it with bottom, second, and third
decks” (6:15).

Thus, Noah’s ark was no ordinary ship, but a floating three-story
pyramid. The Midrash describes the ark as a completely autonomous
structure. The lower level was where foodstuffs were kept, and animal
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waste was stored. The animals inhabited the middle level, and the upper
level is where Noah and his family lived.

Clearly, the purpose of the ark was not only to save Noah and the
animals. God commanded Noah to build that huge floating hulk as a last
attempt to save all of humanity from annihilation.

God informed Noah of the upcoming flood 120 years in advance.

“The Lord said, “My breath shall not abide in man forever, since he too is
flesh; let the days allowed him be one hundred and twenty years” (6:3).
He then immediately ordered Noah to begin building the ark. For all
those 120 years Noah was engaged in a highly unusual job, during which
time he also had to answer questions from perplexed citizens about the
future flood that would destroy humanity because it was leading an un-
seemly life.

Noah'’s actions created conflict and placed him at the center of pub-
lic debate. Thus, the purpose of constructing the ark was not only to
rescue Noah; rather (and even more so), it was an attempt to reeducate
the people. God charged Noah with going out to the people, and making
efforts to reform humanity.

The futility of that attempt was not a foregone conclusion by any
means. Quite the contrary, the attempt was fraught with hope that the
people would listen to Noah and try to improve, and then there would
have been no need for a flood. According to the Midrash, the Almighty
had predetermined that a very great abundance of water would pour
down on the earth that year. The only question was, would it be wa-
ters of blessing and Torah wisdom (for the Torah is compared to wa-
ter), or would it be flood waters that would purge and destroy? The
answer depended only on what mankind would choose - righteousness
or evil.

7.13. WHY DID THE FLOOD LAST
AN ENTIRE YEAR? (7:23-24)
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[23] All existence on earth was blotted out-man, cattle,
creeping things, and birds of the sky; they were blotted out
from the earth. Only Noah was left, and those with him in
the ark.

[24] And when the waters had swelled on the earth one hun-
dred and fifty days,

In addition to the many decades Noah spent constructing the ark,
the time that the ark continued to sail on the floodwaters also served
the same purpose of reeducating Noah. An hour would have been quite
sufficient for the Flood to destroy all living things on earth, but the flood
lasted much, much longer — almost a year. Why, after all life outside the
ark had already been destroyed, did Noah have to sail the waves for al-
most another whole year? And what was Noah doing in the ark all that
time?

We have already noted that the word “ah,” “only,” used in verse 23
can also mean “hardly,” or “barely,” The verse can thus be translated dif-
ferently: “Noah just barely remained alive with others who were in the
ark.” Noah himself was barely alive, and could easily have died.

The Midrash explains that Noah and his family spent an entire year
in the ark tending to the needs of the animals. They ran up and down the
levels of the ark, carrying food to the animals and cleaning up behind
them. Noah delayed on one occasion and was late in feeding the lion,
whereupon the lion became incensed and mauled Noah almost to the
point of death.

Thus, the ark was for Noah not only a refuge from the Flood, but a
place of correction resembling a forced-labor camp. For Noah, a righ-
teous man preoccupied exclusively with himself, the primary aspect
of the correction was the lesson of taking responsibility for the entire
world (which at that time was the ark). When Noah learned this lesson,
after living in the ark for a full year, the Flood ended.

7.14. SUSPENSION OF LIFE IN THE ARK
AND THE REEDUCATION OF NOAH
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(6:18) But | will establish My covenant with you, and you
shall enter the ark, with your sons, your wife, and your sons
wives.

)

.....
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(7:13) That same day Noah and Noah’s sons, Shem, Ham, and
Japheth, went into the ark, with Noah’s wife and the three
wives of his sons -
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(8:16) “Come out of the ark, together with your wife, your
sons, and your sons’ wives.

(8:18) So Noah came out, together with his sons, his wife,
and his sons’ wives.
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(9:1) God blessed Noah and his sons, and said to them, “Be
fertile and increase, and fill the earth.

The Flood was more than just water covering the earth. The flood
suspended the normal functioning of the entire world, a hiatus that
was necessary for transforming the world and for creating a whole new

“breed” of man. This finds expression, specifically, in the cessation of
married family life in the ark. We have already mentioned that men and
women had to enter the ark separately (6:18). And as long as they were
in the ark, the men lived separately from the women.

But when the time came to leave the ark, the men and women were
told to do so together (8:16). Thus, intimate relations that had to be
suspended during the Flood were now once again permitted. However,
although God instructed Noah and his family to emerge from the ark
in pairs, they were afraid of returning to normal family life, and they
therefore left the Ark just as they had lived in it (8:18) — men and women
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separately. God therefore renewed for them the Divine command to “be
fruitful and multiply” (9:1).

Another aspect of the suspension of nature during the Flood is de-
rived by the Midrash from the following verse: “So long as the earth
endures, seedtime and harvest, cold and heat, summer and winter, day
and night shall not cease” (8:22). The Midrash explains that the normal
cycles of time would never cease after the Flood, but during the Flood
those cycles — summer and winter, day and night, and so on — were in
fact suspended.

The normal rhythms of life were suspended even inside the ark, for
as already mentioned, the women neither conceived nor gave birth in-
side the ark, just as summer and winter, night and day were suspended
outside of it. Noah and his family were reeducated in the ark, and the
nature of the earth was suspended and reorganized outside the ark.

Food was first stored on the ground floor, which is where Noah also
dumped animal waste. He could not simply throw that waste off the ark,
because the ark was an autonomous entity, completely separated from
the outside world. The whole world was reduced to the size of an ark, so
that Noah could learn to take care of others.

When the whole world found itself literally “in the same boat” with
him, Noah was able to realize the importance of loving one’s neighbor.
In the ark, Noah gained a new understanding of righteousness as re-
sponsibility for others. Only after that did the space of the ark expand
back to the full size of the earth.

The verse preceding the end of the Flood says: “God remembered
Noah and all the beasts and all the cattle that were with him in the ark”
(8:1). What is the meaning of “God remembered”? Does God ever for-
get anything? Obviously not. But “remembered” means, simply, that the
time had come for God to have Noah exit from the ark onto dry land,
since Noah had now sufficiently corrected himself such that any new
flood could be avoided.

7.15. AFTER
THE FLOOD (8:20-21)
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[20] Then Noah built an altar to the Lord and, taking of every
clean animal and of every clean bird, he offered burnt offer-
ings on the altar.

[21] The Lord smelled the pleasing odor, and the Lord said to
Himself: “Never again will | doom the earth because of man,
since the devisings of man’s mind are evil from his youth; nor
will | ever again destroy every living being, as | have done.

After leaving the ark, Noah, before doing anything else, offered a
sacrifice.

The Torah distinguishes between several different types of sacrifices.
Here Noah’s sacrifice is “burnt offerings” that are entirely burned on the
altar. This kind of sacrifice is brought as a sign of “replacing oneself,” a
symbol of understanding that the person himself should have been sac-
rificed, rather than the animal, and that only the mercy of the Almighty
allows him to continue to live.

Thus the burnt offering testifies that Noah was aware that his salva-
tion was an act of Divine mercy. Noah understood that he was not saved
on his own merits, nor as a reward for having executed divine orders. He
is not saved because of something he did in the past, but for the sake of
something that lay in the future — creating a new humanity, for whom
life is impossible without concern for one’s fellow man. Now that Noah
understands this, he can be allowed to leave the ark.

[21] The Lord smelled the pleasing odor ¢ God confirmed that Noah
had reached the required level of understanding.

[21] Never again will I doom the earth ¢ The high level of connection
with the earth that man previously had is no more. In Noah was realized
(albeit in a completely different way than was originally expected) the
prophetic prayer of his father Lamech: to comfort, simplify, and recon-
cile with the world. Noah realized his name by making the world more
“simple and convenient.” But the price that had to be paid for this sim-
plicity was the Flood.
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Perhaps the lesson for us today is that we should not complain about
life being too complicated. The desire to have an easier life can lead di-
rectly to a Flood or some other catastrophe.

7.16. THE MEANING OF THE WORD MABBUL,
“FLOOD?” (6:17)
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[17]1 “For My part, | am about to bring the Flood - waters
upon the earth - to destroy all flesh under the sky in which
there is breath of life; everything on earth shall perish.”

[171 I am about to bring the Flood-waters upon the earth ¢ After the
word “Flood” there is an addition for the sake of refinement, “water on
the earth.” This means that the mabbul, the Flood, is not the same as any
other simple inundation of water. Water is only one of the parameters,
and the Flood itself is something quite unique.

In Hebrew, mabbul is associated with the root beit-lamed, from
which are derived, for example, the words balal and bilbel - “confuse”
and “mix,” as well as the name Bavel, Babylon (“because there the Lord
confounded the speech of the whole earth” — 11:9), and the verb bala

- to decay.

What is the significance of the concept of decay? When a thing is
new, it has both coarse and fine structure. Take clothing as an exam-
ple. It has not only sleeves and pockets, but also finishing, details, and
patterns. When clothing decays, it retains a coarse structure, but loses
its subtleties and details, and becomes more “simple.” This loss of fine
structure, which results in the intermingling of everything into one
confused mass, is the general meaning of the bet-lamed root.

Thus, the mabbul, the Flood, is the destruction of the “fine struc-
ture” of the Universe. The fine structure of the earth means its suscep-
tibility to the level of human righteousness. This is what was destroyed
in the Flood. Inundation by water was only a means to realizing the
Flood itself. Only the water was predetermined. But it then turned into
death by causing drowning, because of the sins of the people.



Portion Noah. Ch. 7. The Meaning of the Flood 89

Since the Flood destroyed man’s spiritual influence on the earth,
God will have no need to destroy the world again, and He promises
that there will be never be another flood. We can now understand the
meaning of “Never again will I doom the earth because of man, since
the devisings of man’s mind are evil from his youth” (8:21). Although
man is still prone to evil even after the Flood, he no longer has such a
formidable ability to influence the world. Because the “thin structure”
of man’s interaction with the earth is no longer effective, the world
cannot be completely destroyed, and a situation requiring almost total
destruction of humanity is no longer possible.

7.17. THE RAINBOW IN THE CLOUD (9:13-17)
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[13] | have set My bow in the clouds, and it shall serve as a
sign of the covenant between Me and the earth.

[14] When | bring clouds over the earth, and the bow appears
in the clouds,

[15] | will remember My covenant between Me and you and
every living creature among all flesh, so that the waters shall
never again become a flood to destroy all flesh.

[16] When the bow is in the clouds, | will see it and remember
the everlasting covenant between God and all living crea-
tures, all flesh that is on earth.

[17] “That,” God said to Noah, “shall be the sign of the cov-
enant that | have established between Me and all flesh that
is on earth.”
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The rainbow in particular is chosen as a sign of the covenant, be-
cause its colors are the entire spectrum from red to indigo-violet. In He-
brew, adom, “red,” is associated with the word adamah, “earth,” which
represents the lower levels of being, or materiality. The indigo-violet
techelet, which is also associated with the word tachlit, “goal” (striving
toward something higher), is the color of the sky, and also the color of
the blue thread that must be woven as tassels on the corners of four-cor-
nered garments (Num. 15:37 ff.), symbolizing the goal that leads a per-
son to the Almighty (See Numbers 15:37 and commentaries there).

The rainbow extends from adom to techelet, from the low, material
level to the high and spiritual, and thus symbolizes many facets of the
new post-Flood humanity. It is as if the Almighty were saying: “I have
reconciled with man’s imperfections. I have removed his special powers;
now let him be multi-faceted. There are the evildoers and there are the
righteous. For the sake of the righteous I must not destroy the evildoers.
Humanity is now a multi-faceted, polychromatic community.”

An important question arises in this connection: Where was the
rainbow before the Flood? Were rainbows perhaps not seen then at all?
Or did they appear, but were simply not yet a symbol of God’s covenant?
Although in Jewish tradition we find both approaches, most opinions
agree that before the Flood rainbows did not exist.

The world before the Flood was, in a sense, black and white. Evil was
then so powerful that every human being was either a villain or a righ-
teous man. And Noah, who was righteous but only relatively speaking,
was nonetheless in the world of all black and white considered com-
pletely pure. But at the same time, he was truly limited.

After the Flood, the world went from monochrome to color, and ev-
erything was far less unambiguous. The rainbow is a symbol of this di-
versity.

7.18.NOAH AND HIS SONS
IN THE NEW WORLD (9:20-23)
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[20] Noah, the tiller of the soil, was the first to plant a vine-
yard.

[21] He drank of the wine and became drunk, and he uncov-
ered himself within his tent.

[22] Ham, the father of Canaan, saw his father’s nakedness
and told his two brothers outside.

[23] But Shem and Japheth took a cloth, placed it against
both their backs and, walking backward, they covered their
father’s nakedness; their faces were turned the other way, so
that they did not see their father’s nakedness.

[20] Noah, the tiller of the soil, was the first to plant a vineyard ¢
Noah began with an action that what was fully permissible — we could
even say it was a positively motivated action. He planted a vineyard,
made wine, and drank. All of that is permissible. But then he quickly met
his downfall, for his actions crossed the line into the unlawful.

The problem was that Noah could not hold his own in a multicol-
ored world, where there is a sea of intermediate shades and everything is
ambiguous. Noah could remain righteous only in the simplest possible
world, where everything is unambiguously either black or white.

[23] But Shem and Japheth took a cloth, placed it against both their
backs and, walking backward, covered their father’s nakedness;
their faces were turned the other way, so that they did not see
their father’s nakedness ¢ Shem and Japheth, unlike their father Noah,
are people of a different, new world. What’s going on here? A son hears
that his father lies naked in his tent. What should be done? It all seems
simple enough: grab a cloth and go and cover him. Shem and Japheth,
however, do not act “simply.” They give thought to the details and the
consequences, they check their own behavior, and they therefore walk
backwards, turning their faces away.

Noah’s sons understand that in a complex, ambiguous world it is
very easy to gravitate from what is right to what is wrong. Thus, they
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personify a new kind of righteousness that has staying power in this new,
more complex, multifaceted world.

7.19. THE FLOOD
AND THE LAND OF ISRAEL

According to the Midrash, although the Flood affected the entire
world, there was one place that was untouched by the ravages of the
Flood: the Land of Israel. Yes, there was an inundation of water there,
even a flood, but there was no mabbul (see 13.16) in the Holy Land that
muddled and erased the “fine structure.” To this very day, the Land of
Israel remains an “antediluvian” country.

This means that the pre-Flood ability of the earth to respond to the
spiritual state of society has been preserved in the Land of Israel (and
only there). And precisely in this does the sanctity of the Holy Land lie.
Although this property does not manifest itself as clearly as it did every-
where before the Flood, here the earth itself perceives the holiness of
society and of man, and materializes it.

If the Jewish people — to whom alone the Land of Israel truly reacts
- start to behave incorrectly, then the Earth stops producing crops, and
it proceeds to expel its inhabitants (a circumstance that is analogous
to God’s expulsion of humanity from the earth during the Flood). Only
when the Jews in exile correct their behavior does the land take them
back and restore their crops.



CHAPTER 8
DESCENDANTS OF NOAH’S SONS

8.1. THE DESCENDANTS
OF JAPHETH (10:1-5)
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[1] These are the lines of Shem, Ham, and Japheth, the sons
of Noah: sons were born to them after the Flood.

[2] The descendants of Japheth: Gomer, Magog, Madai, Javan,
Tubal, Meshech, and Tiras.

[3] The descendants of Gomer: Ashkenaz, Riphath, and Tog-
armah.

[4] The descendants of Javan: Elishah and Tarshish, the Kit-
tim and the Dodanim.

[5] From these the maritime nations branched out. [These are
the descendants of Japheth] by their lands - each with its
language - their clans and their nations.

[1] Sons were born to them after the Flood ¢ This is not mere chrono-
logical information (since we already know that before the Flood Noah’s
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sons had no children). Rather, it is an indication of the new, post-Flood
character of the new humanity.

[5] By their lands - each with its language - their clans and their
nations ¢ The dispersal of nations occurred immediately after the Flood,
even before the incident of the Tower of Babel. Already then, every na-
tion had its own land and its own language. The same is said about the
sons of Ham and Shem (10:20 and 10:32).

8.2. THE DESCENDANTS
OF HAM (10:6-20)
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[6] The descendants of Ham: Cush, Mizraim, Put, and Canaan.

[71 The descendants of Cush: Seba, Havilah, Sabtah, Raamah,
and Sabteca. The descendants of Raamah: Sheba and Dedan.

[8] Cush also begot Nimrod, who was the first man of might
on earth.
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[9]1 He was a mighty hunter by the grace of the Lord; hence
the saying, “Like Nimrod a mighty hunter by the grace of the
Lord”.

[10] The mainstays of his kingdom were Babylon, Erech, Ac-
cad, and Calneh in the land of Shinar.

[11] From that land Asshur went forth and built Nineveh, Re-
hoboth-ir, Calah,

[12] and Resen between Nineveh and Calah, that is the great
city.

[13] And Mizraim begot the Ludim, the Anamim, the Lehabim,
the Naphtuhim,

[14] the Pathrusim, the Casluhim, and the Caphtorim, whence
the Philistines came forth.

[15] Canaan begot Sidon, his first-born, and Heth;
[16] and the Jebusites, the Amorites, the Girgashites,
[17] the Hivites, the Arkites, the Sinites,

[18] the Arvadites, the Zemarites, and the Hamathites. After-
ward the clans of the Canaanites spread out.

[19] (The [original] Canaanite territory extended from Sidon
as far as Gerar, near Gaza, and as far as Sodom, Gomorrah,
Admah, and Zeboiim, near Lasha.

[20] These are the descendants of Ham, according to their
clans and languages, by their lands and nations.

[8] Cush also begot Nimrod, who was the first man of might on
earth ¢ This is the first time in the Torah that a given person is described
as being superior to others.

[9] He was a mighty hunter by the grace of the Lord ¢ Nimrod, at least
in the beginning, saw his abilities as a gift from the Almighty. From this
passage he does not appear to have “led a rebellion against God”, as the
Midrash depicts him.
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[10] The mainstays of his kingdom were Babylon... ¢ Having gained
an advantage over other people, Nimrod immediately became king, that
is, he had power over others.

In the land of Shinar ¢ A little later (11:2), we are told that the Tower of
Babel was built “in the land of Shinar”. The Midrash therefore identifies
Nimrod as the construction manager for the Tower of Babel.

[11] From that land Asshur went forth ¢ Not everyone was prepared
to obey Nimrod in Babylon, which was located in the southern part of
Mesopotamia. Assyria occupied its northern territory.

8.3. SHEM’S
DESCENDANTS (10:21-32)
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[21] Sons were also born to Shem, ancestor of all the descen-
dants of Eber and older brother of Japheth.

[22] The descendants of Shem: Elam, Asshur, Arpachshad,
Lud, and Aram.

[23] The descendants of Aram: Uz, Hul, Gether, and Mash.
[24] Arpachshad begot Shelah, and Shelah begot Eber.

[25] Two sons were born to Eber: the name of the first was
Peleg, for in his days the earth was divided; and the name of
his brother was Joktan.
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[26] Joktan begot Almodad, Sheleph, Hazarmaveth, Jerah,
[27] Hadoram, Uzal, Diklah,
[28] Obal, Abimael, Sheba,

[29]1 Ophir, Havilah, and Jobab; all these were the descen-
dants of Joktan.

[30] Their settlements extended from Mesha as far as Sephar,
the hill country to the east.

[31] These are the descendants of Shem according to their
clans and languages, by their lands, according to their na-
tions.

[32] These are the groupings of Noah’s descendants, accord-
ing to their origins, by their nations; and from these the na-
tions branched out over the earth after the Flood.

[21] Sons were also born to Shem, ancestor of all the descendants
of Eber ¢ Although Eber was only one of Shem’s great-grandchildren,
his strong connection with Shem, which will become apparent in the
history of Abraham’s family, is emphasized here.

[32] And from these the nations branched out over the earth after
the Flood ¢ The Torah once again emphasizes that immediately after
the Flood, even before the “mingling of tongues” at the Tower of Babel,
there are different nations, each with its own language, and they are
settled over the entire earth.



CHAPTER 9

THE GENERATIONS
OF THE TOWER OF BABEL

9.1. THE BUILDING OF THE TOWER
OF BABEL (11:1-4)
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[1] Everyone on earth had the same language and the same
words.

[2] And as they migrated from the east, they came upon a
valley in the land of Shinar and settled there.

[3] They said to one another, “Come, let us make bricks and
burn them hard” - Brick served them as stone, and bitumen
served them as mortar.

[4] And they said, “Come, let us build us a city, and a tower
with its top in the sky, to make a name for ourselves; else we
shall be scattered all over the world.”

[1] Everyone on earth had the same language and the same words ¢
As noted earlier (10:5, 20, 32), the nations split apart immediately
after the Flood, even before the building of the Tower. How, then, is
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that to be reconciled with the one language for all mentioned here?
The answer is that the word “language” is being used in two different
senses.

Hebrew has two different words for “language”: lashon, which also
means “tongue” (the organ inside the mouth), and safah, which also
means “lip.” The expression in chapter 10, “branched out each with its
language,” uses the word lashon, but in “Everyone on earth had the same
language” here in Chapter 11, the Hebrew word is safah.

Just as the tongue is inside the human body, while the lips are out-
side, the two forms of language represented by those same words are
likewise not at all identical. Lashon, the “language for internal use,” is
a system of concepts for describing reality that is needed to formulate
models of the surrounding world, and which forms the basis of a func-
tioning society. Each nation had such an internal language specific to
it that it used to describe its affairs in terms of its own specific culture.
But there was also a single “external communication language,” safah,
common to all the nations of the earth, which they used for intercom-
munication. In the aftermath of the incident of the Tower of Babel it was
this language of external communication that disintegrated, leaving
each nation with its own conception of the world, as the nations were
dispersed to their respective countries.

And the same words ¢ Literally, “and few words.” The existence of a
common communication language, in addition to the independent, indi-
vidual language of each nation and culture, is not per se a bad thing. The
problem is only that such a language is poor, having only “few words.”
Due to the poverty and the primitive nature of this common language, it
was impossible to build anything except a rigid “vertical of power” and
a simple command structure. It was impossible to express fine-grained
thoughts in that language, nor could it be used to describe cultural sub-
tleties or to establish genuine mutual understanding among nations; it
served only as the language of government. In other words, the people
had so perverted this means of communication that it no longer had any
right to exist.

[3] They said to one another, “Come, let us make bricks and burn
them hard.” - Brick served them as stone, and bitumen served
them as mortar ¢ This monumental technological revolution, homo-
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geneous bricks instead of a motley assortment of stones, was bound to-
gether with a new connecting element (tar is far more adhesive than
clay) and led to drastically improved construction quality and human
living conditions. These new achievements, however, were used for an
entirely different purpose.

[4] And they said, “Come, let us build us a city, and a tower with its
top in the sky, to make a name for ourselves; else we shall be scat-
tered all over the world” ¢ The goal of building the tower was not to
reach the heavens, which, although a feature of the project, was not its
actual objective. That goal, as clearly stated, was different —namely, to
prevent the break-up of mankind. After the departure of Assyria (10:11),
whose example could easily have set a precedent, Nimrod is determined
to strengthen his kingdom in order to prevent the departure of yet other
nations. To accomplish this he needs to create a unifying idea: “To make
a name for ourselves.” The construction of the great “city, and a tower
with its top in the sky” became that idea; that is, it was envisioned as a
project that would draw all nations into a shared undertaking and effect
cohesion among the nations.

A tower with its top in the sky ¢ The goal had to be a colossal, but
also unattainable one. Only such an enormous, unrealizable project
could consistently maintain the intensity needed to ensure universal
involvement in the process. Captivating a population with grandiose
designs is far easier than directing them to solve practical tasks of
much smaller scale.

9.2. THE DESTRUCTION OF THE TOWER
OF BABEL (11:5-9)
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[5]1 The Lord came down to look at the city and tower that
man had built,

[6] and the Lord said, “If, as one people with one language
for all, this is how they have begun to act, then nothing that
they may propose to do will be out of their reach.

[7] Let us, then, go down and confound their speech there, so
that they shall not understand one another’s speech.”

[8] Thus the Lord scattered them from there over the face of
the whole earth; and they stopped building the city.

[9] That is why it was called Babel, because there the Lord
confounded the speech of the whole earth; and from there
the Lord scattered them over the face of the whole earth.

[5]1 The Lord came down to look at the city and tower that man
had built ¢ This descent can be understood as Divine judgment, but also
as Divine revelation (cf., “And the Lord came down on Mouninai,” Exo-
dus 19:20). By virtue of this descent the people attained such spiritual
heights as would have been impossible through “the same language and
few words” alone. Thus, it was that Divine revelation specifically that led
to mutual miscomprehension, and consequently, to their abandonment
of the primitive common command language, and to their ceasing con-
struction of the Tower.

That approach, which understands God’s descent as mercy (rev-
elation) rather than judgment, is indicated by the use in this en-
tire passage of the Divine Name (“The Lord,” the Tetragrammaton),
which is traditionally understood as expressing the attribute of mer-
cy, as opposed to Elohim (“God”), which is associated with rigor and
judgment.

[6] And the Lord said, “If, as one people ¢ Above (10:32, and earlier,
where the Torah describes the division of nations after the Flood, which
preceded the account of the Tower of Babel), goy is the word used to
denote the concept of “nation.” Here, however, the Hebrew word is am,
which means “people” in the sense of a political state. Mankind at that
time was already a multitude of established ethnic groups, politically
united into one Babylonian kingdom. Once this political unity collapsed,
those ethnic groups diverged into their respective countries.
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With one language for all, this is how they have begun to act ¢
Having a common channel of communication, they began using it im-

properly.

Then nothing that they may propose to do will be out of their
reach ¢ The unattainable was not the building of the “tower with its
top in the sky”. (Reaching the sky is of course impossible, and the an-
cients were no more foolish than we are.) But building the tower was
only a means toward implementing the plan, whose goal was to not
“be scattered all over the world”; that is, to remain under a unified Bab-
ylonian power. That goal, with the endless building of the tower, was
completely realizable.

Such unity wholly impedes the advancement and development of
society. The task envisioned by God for humanity is in development and
diversification, surely not in homogeneity. Development requires that
different nations and cultures compete, rather than execute a common
project. God therefore confounds their languages and drives off the na-
tions in different directions.

Upon experiencing the Divine manifestation, a person can express
his new, complex feelings and impressions only through lashon. Each
nation has its own - a language that is rich, but incomprehensible to
others. A poor common language is insufficient for describing the reality
in which God is revealed. Each nation feels its own unique aspect of this
revealed Divinity, which becomes for it more valuable than the common
language and whatever importance it had previously acquired.

[7] So that they shall not understand one another’s speech ¢ In a
technical sense the common language might not have completely disap-
peared, and they continued to understand each other’s words, but none-
theless could come to no true mutual understanding. The level reached
by individual cultures so exceeded the ability of a limited common lan-
guage to express it that intercommunication became almost impossible.
The result was their complete disseverance.

[8] Thus the Lord scattered them from there over the face of the
whole earth ¢ This scattering was actually a positive circumstance, for
it laid the foundations for the further development and progress of hu-
manity.
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9.3. THE GENEALOGY OF SHEM,
THROUGH ABRAHAM (11:10-27)
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[10] This is the line of Shem. Shem was 100 years old when
he begot Arpachshad, two years after the Flood.

[11] After the birth of Arpachshad, Shem lived 500 years and
begot sons and daughters.

[12] When Arpachshad had lived 35 years, he begot Shelah.

[13] After the birth of Shelah, Arpachshad lived 403 years and
begot sons and daughters.

[14] When Shelah had lived 30 years, he begot Eber.

[15] After the birth of Eber, Shelah lived 403 years and begot
sons and daughters.

103
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[16] When Eber had lived 34 years, he begot Peleg.

[17] After the birth of Peleg, Eber lived 430 years and begot
sons and daughters.

[18] When Peleg had lived 30 years, he begot Reu.

[19] After the birth of Reu, Peleg lived 209 years and begot
sons and daughters.

[20] When Reu had lived 32 years, he begot Serug.

[21] After the birth of Serug, Reu lived 207 years and begot
sons and daughters.

[22] When Serug had lived 30 years, he begot Nahor.

[23] After the birth of Nahor, Serug lived 200 years and begot
sons and daughters.

[24] When Nahor had lived 29 years, he begot Terah.

[25] After the birth of Terah, Nahor lived 119 years and begot
sons and daughters.

[26] When Terah had lived 70 years, he begot Abram, Nahor,
and Haran.

[27]1 Now this is the line of Terah: Terah begot Abram, Nahor,
and Haran; and Haran begot Lot.

Only a partial family tree is provided, the line from Shem to the fam-
ily of Abraham, around which the story will continue to unfold.

But here we must return to Eber, about whom it was said above
(10:21): “Shem, father of all the sons of Eber.” It is from Eber that the
word ivri, “Hebrew,” is derived. We shall see later how important that
Hebrew (in this case proto-Jewish) identity has itself become. Both
Abraham and Joseph are called Hebrews (14:13, 41:12), while the en-
tire country is called the “land of the Hebrews” (40:15). The Midrash
explains that Noah, Shem, and Eber were “early monotheists” — “the first
Patriarchs,” as it were — and Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob continued to ad-
vance their legacy.

The passage “Eber had two sons, the name of one Peleg, because in
his days the land was divided” (10:25) is a reference to the story of the
Tower of Babel. To Eber, the division of the nations was an experience
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so compelling that he named his son “Peleg” (which means “division”),
as if to say, “may this division lead to multiplication.” One kind of divi-
sion occurs when everything irrevocably falls apart. But there is another
kind of division that is the result of multiplication. The name “Peleg”
expresses Eber’s hope for a division of the latter type.

Because the hopes of the “early monotheists” for the improve-
ment of mankind were based on its unity and common language, the
scattering of peoples that occurred was nothing less than a tragedy
for Eber. After their division into nations, these lonely monotheists
could have no influence, because the new reality was that it was nec-
essary to be a people in order to influence others. Although their own
attempts were fruitless, they bequeathed to us the word ivrim, “He-
brews,” which tells us that their heritage is very much alive. They were
the teachers of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob, who were the progenitors of
the “chosen people,” a people capable of improving other communities
of humankind.

9.4. THE HISTORY OF THE FAMILY
OF ABRAHAM (11:28-32)
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[28] Haran died in the lifetime of his father Terah, in his na-
tive land, Ur of the Chaldeans.

[29] Abram and Nahor took to themselves wives, the name of
Abram’s wife being Sarai and that of Nahor’s wife Milcah, the
daughter of Haran, the father of Milcah and Iscah.

[30] Now Sarai was barren, she had no child.
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[31] Terah took his son Abram, his grandson Lot the son of
Haran, and his daughter-in-law Sarai, the wife of his son
Abram, and they set out together from Ur of the Chaldeans
for the land of Canaan; but when they had come as far as
Haran, they settled there.

[32] The days of Terah came to 205 years; and Terah died in
Haran.

[28] Haran died in the lifetime of his father Terah, in his native
land, Ur of the Chaldeans ¢ From the fact that Ur of the Chaldeans
is mentioned as the place of birth of Haran, we can infer that Terah’s
older children were not born there; that is, Terah’s family arrived in
Ur of the Chaldeans somewhat earlier, and Terah himself was born in
Charan (where Nahor continued to reside), or perhaps even in Canaan,
the Land of the Hebrews (40:15). For that reason, he later wishes to
return there.

Ur of the Chaldeans ¢ In Hebrew, ur kasdim. It is a city in Lower Mes-
opotamia. But ur literally means “furnace,” so the verse can be read as,
“and Haran died ... in the Chaldean furnace.” The midrashim about Abra-
ham’s childhood (see below) are based on this point.

[29] Abram and Nahor took to themselves wives, the name of
Abram’s wife being Sarai and that of Nahor’s wife Milcah, the
daughter of Haran, the father of Milcah and Iscah ¢ This mention
of Iscah seems to have no actual relevance to the story. The Midrash
therefore identifies her with Sarah, which would mean that Nahor and
Abraham married nieces, the two daughters of Haran. Later (20:12) we
learn that Sarah was Abraham’s step (not full) sister / niece. In other
words, Terah had two wives. Abram and Nahor were born from the one,
and Haran from the other.

[30] Now Sarai was barren, she had no child ¢ The apparent redun-
dancy here of “barren, she had no children” is apparently meant to
tell us that Abraham and Sarah had made peace with being childless,
seeing their continuation therefore in their disciples, and not in their
descendants.
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[31] Terah took his son Abram, his grandson Lot the son of Haran,
and his daughter-in-law Sarai, the wife of his son Abram ¢ Nahor
is not mentioned among those whom Terah took with him (probably
because he continued to live in Charan). But Sarah is mentioned spe-
cifically, to tell us that she is an independent personality in her own
right.

And they set out together from Ur of the Chaldeans for the land
of Canaan; but when they had come as far as Haran, they settled
there ¢ Thus, Terah had intentions to “go to the land of Canaan” even
before Abraham received such instructions from God (12:1). We shall
see very soon why this point is significant.
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CHAPTER 10

CHOSENNESS, FAITH,
AND MONOTHEISM

10.1. CHOSENNESS FOR A PURPOSE (12:1-3)
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[1] The Lord said to Abram, “Go forth from your native land
and from your father’s house to the land that | will show you.

[2]1 will make of you a great nation, And | will bless you; | will
make your name great, And you shall be a blessing.

[311 will bless those who bless you, And curse him that curses
you; And all the families of the earth shall bless themselves
by you.”

The story of Abraham begins with God urging him to undertake
the creation of a people needed for the spiritual perfection of all
mankind.

The reasons that God chose only Abraham for this mission are not
explained in Scripture. The Midrash tells many stories about Abraham’s
youth, his righteousness, and his merits, but these find no expression
in the Torah text itself. This contrasts starkly with, for example, God’s
choosing Noah for being “righteous and blameless” (7:9). The reason
that God chose Abraham is concretely explained by the Torah much
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later (18:19), when God says, “For I have singled him out, that he may
instruct his children and his posterity to keep the way of the Lord by
doing what is just and right.”

Here we see several aspects of God’s choosing Abraham. Firstly,
it is based on action (“doing what is just and right”), and not merely
on “faith in God.” Secondly, God’s reason for choosing Abraham is not
Abraham’s past merits, but the promise that his future holds (or, more
precisely, that of his descendants). Abraham, like the Jewish people in
general, is chosen for the objective he is charged to accomplish - that
is, not as a reward for actions he has already performed, but for the
sake of his potential, which will be revealed only in the future.

God wants to help mankind draw nearer to Him, to realize the
“kingdom of God on earth.” For this, He needs helpers who will pass on
Divine principles to humanity. God chooses Abraham because he and
his descendants, the Jewish people, are capable of accomplishing this.

10.2. EXISTENCE DETERMINED
BY THE FUTURE

The idea of favoring the future over the past, and believing that the

cardinal events of our lives primarily occur not merely “for a reason” but

“for the sake of a goal” permeates the entire Jewish perception of the
world.

That idea can be found, for example, in the following midrash about
the exodus from Egypt. When at the splitting of the Red Sea the Egyp-
tians were close to drowning, Egypt’s guardian angel turned to God
with the following complaint: “Judge of the world! You are unfair, you
play favorites among your children. Why do you allow the Egyptians to
drown, but you rescue the Jews? Neither practiced idolatry in Egypt any
less than the other!” God answered him: “It is true that in Egypt they
behaved in many ways the same. For the Jews, however, I grant a mi-
raculous salvation outside the natural course of events, because of their
potential to soon accept the Torah on Mount Sinai (and bring that Torah
to humanity). For the Egyptians I perform no such miracle, leaving them
subject to only the natural course of events, for they have no such poten-
tial. And so they perish under the waves.”
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Indeed, in some ways the Jews behaved in Egypt no better than the
Egyptians themselves. They deserved the Exodus and the salvation at
the Red Sea not for their prior merit, but for the mission that they would
accomplish in the future.

Likewise, God has given the Jewish people today the opportunity
to build and develop the State of Israel only for the sake of the fu-
ture Jewish mission, not because of its past merits. The primary force
that drives the Jewish people today, as in antiquity, is in the future,
not in the past. It is rooted in projected purpose rather than historical
causation.

10.3. FAITH AS THE SENSE OF PURPOSE
AND MEANING IN THE CREATION

The distinction between the materialistic (atheistic) and monotheis-
tic religious views of the world is not limited to the questions of whether
God exists or what He is. (Such questions are for the most part so com-
plex and theoretically abstract that we are hard-pressed to consider any
answer satisfactory.) In concrete, practical terms the difference between
the religious and materialistic worldviews is that materialists view the
world as driven by cause and effect (they reduce the entire movement
of the universe to principles of physical causation), whereas a religious
person sees the world teleologically, believing that the universe is mov-
ing, first and foremost, toward the fulfillment of its goals (although the
presence of physical causes is of course also not denied). Because it is
the Almighty Who has established these goals for the world, our dia-
logue with God becomes the fundamental substance of our lives.

This essential difference of approaches to how one sees the world
is not just abstract theory, but is inextricably linked with our entire es-
sence, the Jewish way of life.

Let us try to further elucidate this issue.

In everyday life, we explain the processes occurring all around us in
two different ways: causally and teleologically. For example, in response
to the question “Why is the car travelling down the road?” two answers
are possible: a causal answer (the driver’s foot presses the gas pedal, fuel
enters the engine, the wheels spin and push off the ground, and the car
moves), and a teleological one (the car moves because the driver wants
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to go somewhere). That goal — the pursuit of the future - is the primary
answer to our original question of why the car moves. For it is that goal
that initiates the chain of physical causes, due to which the automobile
begins to move.

At the same time, the driver’s wish to travel in one direction and not
the other cannot be fully predicted, even if one knows all the material
factors motivating him. Because that driver is a person and (unlike the
car) he has freedom of choice, rather than being a slave to circumstances.

In ordinary life, if we want to perceive the world adequately, we use
both types of explanations. When dealing with inanimate objects we can
limit ourselves to causative explanations. But when we need to under-
stand the behavior of living beings and, especially, human beings, then
only teleological explanations will suffice (he has desires and motiva-
tions that cause him to act in a particular way).

The concept of purpose, and the concept of meaning that is insep-
arably connected with it as the highest goal, are extremely important
for understanding human behavior. Personality cannot be reduced to
causation, nor can a person live without that sense of meaning in every-
thing that happens.

But if we consider more global, socio-historical processes in society
and in the course of history generally (the entire universe as a whole),
we must ask ourselves: Are there only “causes”, or does each of these
historical processes have also a purpose and a meaning? The materialist
and the religious person will disagree on this issue.

For a materialist, only causation drives the world as a whole. But a
monotheistically religious person believes that the history of human-
kind in general, and our own lives in particular, have purpose and mean-
ing.

Of course, neither the one nor the other viewpoint can be proved or
scientifically substantiated; the choice between them is entirely our own.

On this issue note that the idolaters side with the materialists: they
see in life only causes, even if those causes are of a “supernatural” quali-
ty, such as karma or rock. The concept of “purpose and meaning,” on the
other hand, becomes relevant only when we believe that behind all phe-
nomena in the world stands a monotheistic God, the Being who created
all humans in His image and likeness, and with whom we are in constant
dialogue.
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Abraham’s belief in ethical monotheism consisted precisely in that

- his sense of goal and meaning, which to him implied also his moral

responsibility to realize his own potential and purpose. It was that faith
that Abraham wanted to teach to all of humanity.

10.4. ABRAHAM AS CHESED, AND THE SPREADING
OF MONOTHEISM

Abraham devoted his life to spread ethical monotheism among hu-
mankind. As we noted earlier, he was by no means the first to profess
this religion, for Noah, Shem, and Eber were monotheists even before
Abraham was. But Abraham was the first to actively disseminate this
idea by initiating a process that continues to this day. Throughout his
life, Abraham was active as an itinerant: “And he built there an altar to
the Lord and invoked the Lord by name” (12:8, 13:4, 13:18, 14:22, 21:33).
This thirst for proliferation is one of the aspects of chesed (acts of kind-
ness) — the desire to give, as already mentioned (above §5.4).

Chesed is the cardinal principle fundamental to any creation, from
the creation of the world to the creation of a people. Abraham, the pro-
genitor of all Jews, therefore had to possess this quality in the extreme,
as it pertains both to love of God (the spread of monotheism) and to
the love of one’s fellow humans. Abraham, however, besides spreading
the idea of performing acts of kindness, also perfected that very attri-
bute of kindness that then became the foundation for the future life
of the Jewish people. Abraham’s tests and difficulties were therefore
related precisely to that attribute of kindness, as we shall discuss in
detail below.

10.5. THE ESSENCE OF MONOTHEISM
AS DIALOGUE WITH GOD

Let us define more clearly what was the nature of Abraham’s faith,
and why it changed all of humankind.

In defining the faith of Abraham as ethical monotheism we often
fail to comprehend what the term “monotheism” really means. Why is
monotheism so important, and what real difference does it make if we
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believe in one God, or in several? Why did the adoption of monotheism
and the rejection of “polytheism” so strongly influence the world that,
practically speaking, it created Western civilization?

The misunderstanding relates firstly to the widespread misconcep-
tion that the entire essence of monotheism is “faith in one God”. Of
course, monotheism asserts that God is the one and the only. But that
is only the beginning, and not even the primary essence of monotheism,
nor is it the basis for the revolution that it created in the world.

In principle, the Supreme Power of any religious system is always
the one and only, besides being also supreme. And even if there were
several, the “all-inclusive, highest law of the universe” would have to
dominate them all to preserve world balance and the unity of the laws
of nature. The difference between monotheistic culture (represented in
ancient times by Judaism alone, but today by all of Western civilization)
and idolatrous, polytheistic culture (in ancient times all of humankind,
and today the “Eastern religions” — Hinduism, Buddhism and Confucian-
ism) is not in quantitative indicators, but in the nature of this Supreme
Power. As understood by polytheism, that supreme power is “rock,” “uni-
versal law,” the “law of Heaven,” the “law of Karma,” and so on - that is,
an impersonal power, a world law that dominates absolutely everything,
but cannot be addressed, nor can one engage with it in dialogue. This
force will not participate in dialogue; it dominates, and an individual is
personally of no importance to it.

However, in the monotheistic Abrahamic religions, the supreme
power is a personal God who created man in His own image and likeness.
He is therefore not indifferent to mankind; on the contrary, He loves
every human being, wants good for him, cares about him, and seeks to
bring him closer to Himself. All the difficulties and problems in our lives
are the tasks that God gives us so that by solving them we can advance
both ourselves and the rest of the world. This approach leads a person to
a completely different worldview, already enshrined in the linguistic ap-
paratus of Western cultures. The very concept of a Supreme Power, that
is, God, does not exist with a capital letter in the language of Eastern
religions; there are only "gods" there.

It would therefore be more correct to characterize the clash of re-
ligions in world history not as monotheism against polytheism, but as
personal-monotheistic religions against karmic religions.
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Monotheism proclaims that God, having created man in His own im-
age and likeness, endowed him with freedom of choice, diverse skills and
abilities, and a mind and feelings, and that He still today engages with
man in dialogue. God’s creating man “in his image and likeness” was
necessary for that dialogue to be feasible, for, as we know, dialogue is
possible only between like interlocutors. All our thoughts and actions
are our words in dialogue with God, while everything that happens
around us and everything that happens to us — the way the world re-
sponds to us — are God’s words addressed to us. Only such a personal
monotheism allows you to feel how disparate phenomena occurring in
the world have as their cause a single Being and are not random results
of the interactions of dissimilar forces.

Ethical monotheism thus views the entire surrounding world as a
zone of dialogue between man and God. In this dialogue God demands
from each of us ethical, responsible behavior — responsibility before
Him. (This feeling is varyingly called responsibility to conscience, to
life, to one’s national history, or to humankind. But in practice all
these are almost equivalent concepts. It is this global responsibility
that forms the basis of all ethics.) In this dialogue, a person throughout
his life attains for himself, and reveals for others, diverse manifesta-
tions of the Divine light.

The faith that Abraham preached was just such an ethical mono-
theism. He did not achieve it straightaway; rather, it took time, his own
efforts, and Divine support and revelation. By the time he was seventy
years old, however - the point where the book of Genesis begins its story
of God’s choosing Abraham (12:1) — he was already imbued with that
faith.

The spread of faith, however, is not enough to save humanity. Abra-
ham had to create the Jewish people, because only a nation can im-
prove other nations (that is, improve human existence at the social,
and not only the individual level). The Torah now proceeds to tell of
the trials that the Patriarchs experienced on their way to creating a
people.



CHAPTER 11

THE DYNAMICS OF THE PATRIARCHS
AS CORRECTIONS TO THE SEFIROT

11.1. THE LIVES OF THE PATRIARCHS
AS THE PROCESS OF FACETING THE SEFIROT

As mentioned earlier, in the course of the Torah’s narrative each of
the Patriarchs (and his sefirah with him) must undergo the dynamics
of his correction.

The term “dynamics of correction” means that the sefirah, like a
diamond in the rough, must be properly cut if it is to serve its intend-
ed purpose. This “cutting” means trimming off any excess to yield the
correct shape. For example, if chesed, as the desire to give, to share, to
show mercy and grace, goes unchecked beyond all limits, the world
will collapse. (As an example at the simplest social level, suppose that
for the realization of mercy and grace we were to offer social benefits,
sufficient to guarantee a good and easy life to all, free for the asking.
An enormous number of people would then stop working, and civi-
lization would perish.) Chesed must therefore be restricted. Abraham
learned how to accomplish that, and the process of limiting chesed is
Abraham’s personal dynamic. Abraham’s process of restricting his own
chesed, and similar processes for Isaac and Jacob, are carried out with
the help of nisayon, trials.

The tests of the Patriarchs did not consist in requiring them to ex-
hibit always positive inclinations and never negative ones. We would
consider that just a completely normal and common level of difficulty,
whereas the Patriarchs were incomparably more advanced. The trials
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of the Patriarchs are situations in which each has to serve God while
correcting himself by working against that positive attribute that was
unique to him. The result is a “cut,” a proper restricting of the given
attribute. Each of the Patriarchs initially resembles a rough diamond,
which only after cutting - the removal of excess material — becomes a
true jewel whose value and price steadily increase. For only a cut dia-
mond can serve its intended purpose. Likewise, if we need a large stone
of a desired shape and size to be incorporated into the foundation of
a building, we will first need to find an even much larger, irregularly
shaped stone, and only after its cutting will we have a large, smooth
and even stone suitable for use in construction.

Abraham limits chesed by learning to act against chesed. Abraham
is by nature the very embodiment of chesed, who longed to show favor
to all. God demands that he act against chesed, but only so that Abra-
ham would learn to restrict that attribute. Likewise, Isaac and Jacob in
the course of their respective tests learn to limit the qualities inherent
in them.

Applying the basic ideas of Kabbalah to an analysis of the lives of
the Patriarchs is widespread in Western culture today. Through Ha-
sidism especially, many of these ideas are elucidated in a multitude
of books and other publications, thus entering the consciousness of
a wide-ranging public. The teachings of Rabbi Y. L. Ashkenazi-Mani-
tou, on which our approach is based, unveil an innovative method for
tracing the “faceting” process through each actual event experienced
by the Patriarchs as described in the Torah. Indeed, this allows us to
achieve a completely new level of understanding.

11.2. THE PATRIARCHS
AND THE SEFIROT TREE

Let us consider now in greater detail the sefirot tree” as it relates
to the Patriarchs.

The sefirot tree (growing from top to bottom, from the higher worlds
to our world - see the illustration in portion 5.6) begins with keter,
the crown, corresponding to the concept of will. In Jewish thought the
highest of all Divine attributes is the will of the Almighty (and not His
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wisdom, the sefirah that is chochmah). Since every human being is built
in the image and likeness of the Almighty, willful discretion - that is,
freedom of choice - is the leading force, while wisdom manifests itself
only as its consequence.

Below keter are chochmah, binah, and da’at. Those three, which
combine to form the concept of sechel, “intellect,” are the three high-
est (“inner,” hidden) sefirot. We refer to them also by their abbreviation
ChaBaD.

Below them are the seven middot (attributes) of “quality” and

“manifestation.” These attributes are lower (“external”), corresponding
to the seven days of the Creation, and to the seven foundational per-
sonalities that shaped the image of the Jewish people.

Directly below ChaBaD are chesed, gevurah, and tiferet (abbreviated
as ChaGaT). These are the emotional competencies of the soul.

As noted above, the attribute of chesed (belonging to the right, ex-
troverted line in the structure of the sefirot) means the emotion of as-
piring outward, reflected by mercy and grace. On the first day of Cre-
ation G-d created light, which seeks to spread outward, “giving itself
to the world”; that is, it manifests the attribute of chesed at the level
of inanimate nature. Similarly, the primary aspiration of Abraham, the
first Patriarch, was to show mercy to everyone around him, both in the
material realm, by accepting travelers and helping the poor, and in the
spiritual realm, by spreading the teachings of how to approach God
and achieve holiness. Thus, Abraham represents the attribute of chesed
at the structural level of the Jewish people.

The second of the middot (belonging to the left, introverted line
in the structure of the sefirot) is gevurah — strength, power - identi-
cal with din, “judgment”. This means striving for preservation, reten-
tion, rigidity, self-restraint, law, order, judgment, and justice. Isaac,
the bearer of the attribute of gevurah within the structural framework
of the Jewish people, devoted his life to preserving and maintaining
the teachings of his father Abraham. Similarly, on the second day of
the creation of the world, God created the firmament (sky), which
holds water and demonstrates gevurah at the level of inanimate
nature.

The third of the middot (it is found on the middle, harmonizing
line) is tiferet, beauty or splendor. Tiferet is designed to maintain har-
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mony between the attributes of chesed and gevurah, to determine when
it is proper to give and to show mercy, and when to hold back, showing
only the attribute of judgment.

The tiferet attribute is also called emet, truth. The leading motiva-
tion for Jacob’s actions and aspirations was not “spreading” (like Abra-
ham’s) or “preserving” (like Isaac’s), but finding the balance of truth in
a world so full of falsehood.

The attributes of the emotional series are the product (“descent
downward”) of the corresponding attributes of the intellectual series.
Chochmah is a “directing outward” at the intellectual level, and chesed,
too, is a “directing outward,” but at the emotional level. Similarly,
binah is an intellectual directing inward, and gevurah is an emotional
directing inward.

On the middle line, da’at engenders tiferet: only through compre-
hension at the da’at level and incorporating the knowable can one un-
derstand whether to apply mercy or judgment.

11.3. THE TRIALS OF THE PATRIARCHS

Abraham, then, represents the attribute of chesed, the desire to
give, to show mercy, to be good to all; and his nisayon (test) is the need,
by Divine order, to act against his own nature, limiting the chesed with-
in himself.

In the process of being tested, Abraham had to learn to excise from
within himself “extraneous” chesed, the chesed of impurity, so that the
remaining chesed of holiness” could become the foundation for build-
ing the Divine nation, the Jewish people.

The word nisayon means not only “testing,” but also “gaining expe-
rience.” Abraham, who is the expression of chesed, gained experience
in its proper application. In addition, nisayon is lingustically related to
the word nes, which has two meanings: “banner” (a military emblem
held aloft on a pole, or other device of orientation) and “miracle” (that
which runs counter to natural forces). In the Torah, therefore, nisayon
refers to the acquisition of Divine experience, which occurs contrary to
the natural course of events (a miracle) and serves as a reference point
for the future (it “creates a banner”).
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In ordinary life, applying one’s natural, positive qualities to serv-
ing God is of course the surest path, both for ordinary people and for
the righteous. For the Patriarchs, however, the path to serving God was
the one that went contrary to their natural positive inclinations. It was
thus by virtue of the trials experienced by the Patriarchs that the Jew-
ish people were formed (nes as “miracle” - the miracle of the creation
of the Jewish people). These tests are described in the Torah so that
subsequent generations can orient themselves by following the visu-
al example set by the Patriarchs (carried as a banner for orientation).
One of the foundations of Jewish tradition is thus the Talmudic prin-
ciple that “the deeds of the ancestors serve as signals for their descen-
dants”; that is, the narratives found in the Torah serve as examples for
future generations.

Abraham is cleansed of “improper, excessive chesed (chesed de-
tum’ah, “impure,” i.e, “excess chesed”) which is inherited instead by Ish-
mael, and “proper chesed” (chesed di-kedushah, “holy chesed”) passes as
an inheritance to Isaac, and from there on to Jacob. Similarly, “proper
gevurah” (gevurah di-kedushah, “holy gevurah”) is transmitted from Isaac
to Jacob and to the Jewish people, while gevurah de-tum’ah, “impure ge-
vurah, excess gevurah” goes to Esav.



CHAPTER 12

INTRODUCTORY REMARKS
ON GOD’S CHOOSING ABRAHAM

12.1. MIDRASH: STORIES OF ABRAHAM’S CHILDHOOD

To the story of Abraham’s life as recorded in the Torah the Midrash
adds several stories about his youth in Ur of the Chaldeans. Later we
shall consider the actual meaning of these midrashim within the context
of the Torah’s narrative. Here we present only the text itself (in a style
that approximates that of the Midrash).

(a) The story of the vanquishing of the sun and moon

Abraham had been hidden in a cave since birth. At the age of three
years Abraham left the cave, and upon seeing the world for the first time,
he began to reflect on who had created the earth, the sky, and Abraham
himself. Enraptured by the sight of the sun, its light and warmth, he
offered prayers to the sun that entire day. But when the sun set, and the
moon appeared in the sky surrounded by countless stars, Abraham was
struck by its beauty and thought, “This luminous body is obviously a
deity!” All night he uttered hymns to the moon. But morning came, the
moon departed in the west, and the sun reappeared in the east.

“No,” said Abraham, “I was wrong. There is Someone who rules over
both the sun and the moon. I will direct my prayers to Him.”

(b) Abraham smashes the idols

Terah, Abraham’s father, was engaged in the manufacture of idols,
which he then sold at the market. One day he instructed Abraham to
mind the store.
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A woman came and gave Abraham a bowl of flour as a gift to the
idols. Abraham took a stick, smashed all the idols except one, the very
largest, and placed the stick in its hand. Terah was dumbfounded upon
his return.

“What is going on here? How did this happen? Who did this?”

“I'will tell you,” Abraham answered, “and will conceal nothing. It was
like this: A woman brought a bowl of flour and asked me to present it as
an offering to the idols. I was about to give them the flour, but the idols
argued among themselves about who should partake first. The largest
idol rose up and smashed all the others.”

“Surely you mock me,” Terah shouted, “how could they possibly... ?”

“But what are you saying, father?! You would do well to ponder your
own words.”

(c) The story of the fiery furnace

For having destroyed those idols, Abraham was brought to judgment
by Nimrod, king of Babylon.

Said Nimrod: “Bow to the fire as a deity, and I will spare you.”

Abraham replied: “But water is more powerful than fire, because wa-
ter extinguishes fire! Shouldn’t we bow instead to the water?”

“Very well. Then, bow to the water.”

“But clouds are more powerful than water, because clouds carry wa-
ter! Shouldn’t we bow instead to the clouds?”

“Very well. Then, bow to the clouds.”

“But would it not be better to bow to the wind that disperses the
clouds?”

“Then bow to the wind!”

“But doesn’t man overpower even the force of the wind?”

“That’s enough! I will force you to bow to the fire. ... Throw him into
the fire, and we shall see whether the God whom he worships can save
him.”

Then they threw Abraham into the furnace, but the Almighty Him-
self came down and saved Abraham, and he emerged from the furnace
unharmed.

Haran (Abraham’s brother), who was also present at these proceed-
ings, said: “If Abraham is saved, then he is right, and I am with Abraham.
But if Abraham dies, then Nimrod is right, and I am with Nimrod.”
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When he saw that Abraham had been saved, Haran said: “Then I
am with Abraham!” They threw him into the furnace, and he died (for
he was not so deserving that God would create a miracle just for him).
And this is what the Torah means when it says (11:28): “And Haran died
during the lifetime of Terah his father, in the land of his birth in Ur of the
Chaldeans” (lit., in the Chaldean furnace).

12.2. HEBREWS, ISRAEL, AND JEWS:
THE NAMES OF THE NATION AND ITS LAND

The Jewish people have three characteristic names: Hebrews, Israel,
and Jews. In other languages the meanings of these words are distinct.
(The term “Jews” usually relates to religion, “Hebrews” to the nation,
and “Israel” to a country or state.) In Hebrew, however, these words are
identical in meaning. Already in the book of Esther, written two and a
half thousand years ago, we find that the term “Jews” means, precisely,
the entire Jewish people. Similarly, the meaning of the word “Israel” in
its original sense is the people, not the country; that is, it is synonymous
with the terms “Hebrews” and “Jews.”. Derived from it are the phrases in
the possessive form: Eretz Yisrael (“The Land of Israel”), Medinat Yisrael
(“The State of Israel”), and others.

These terms, although synonymous today, developed only over time,
and originally had different meanings. The word ivrim, “Hebrews,” came
first: it originally described a community much broader than the family
of Abraham, namely, all the descendants of Eber.

(There is a widespread belief, based on the word “Hebrew” sharing
a root with the word ma’avar, “transition,” that Abraham is called a He-
brew because he relocated from one side of the river (Euphrates) to the
other. Or, alternately, that the term “Hebrew” derives from the idea that
when the entire world is on the one side, Abraham and the Jewish people
are on the other. It is important to understand, however, that this is a
midrash (homiletic interpretation), whereas the literal meaning of the
word “Hebrew” is simply a descendant of Eber).

The word “Israel” appeared later: it was the second name of Jacob,
whose descendants were called “the sons of Israel,” or simply “Israel”
(like many other nations in the Torah, whose names are those of their
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founders). And the Jews (the most recent name of the three) were orig-
inally descendants of Yehudah, i.e. one of the most prominent of the
Twelve Tribes of Israel.

The ethnonym ivri, “Hebrew,” first appears in the book of Genesis
as referring to Abraham (14:13), and then later in reference to Joseph,
when Potiphar’s wife, coming to accuse him of a grievous offense, tells
the members of her household: “He (my husband Potiphar) had to bring
us a Hebrew to dally with us!” (39:14). This shows that the meaning of
that ethnonym was clear to all the Egyptians present, even if they were
not personally familiar with the family of Abraham. Likewise, Pharaoh’s
butler says: “A Hebrew youth was there with us (in prison)” (41:12). At
the luncheon Joseph prepares for them, he seats his brothers, who do
not yet recognize him, separate from the Egyptians, which the Torah
explains as follows: “For the Egyptians could not dine with the Hebrews,
since that would be abhorrent to the Egyptians” (43:32). Joseph himself
tells the cupbearer how he came to be a slave with the following words:

“Iwas kidnapped from the land of the Hebrews” (40:15). We thus see that
the ethnonym ivrim is used in a much wider sense than the “descendants
of Abraham.” Moreover, Canaan was officially called the “Land of the
Hebrews,” otherwise Joseph could not have used that term in conversa-
tion with the butler.

All this tells us that the descendants of Eber in ancient times ruled
the Holy Land. But then, most likely, the Hebrew community was de-
stroyed, of which certain remnants, the family of Terah in particular,
made their way to Ur of the Chaldeans, the city in Babylon. The Torah’s
story of Abraham begins from the moment that his father Terah decides
to leave Ur of the Chaldeans and return to his original country, that is, to
Canaan (although he gets only as far as Charan).

12.3. ABRAHAM
AND EBER’S LEGACY

We shall see later that the descendants of Terah — the family of Na-
hor and his children - gradually assimilated among the Aramaeans and
began to be called Aramaeans, after the name of the country where they
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took root. Thenceforth, only the family of Abraham were called “He-
brews.”

Note too that according to the chronology of the Torah, Eber was
still alive during Abraham’s lifetime. Tradition states that Abraham,
Isaac, and Jacob studied with Noah, Shem, and Eber. The latter three,
however, lived apart, in a “yeshiva,” so that others could come to study
with them, but they did not themselves spread the teachings of mono-
theism.

Comparing the positions of Abraham and Eber, one can see that
they differed in two respects. First, unlike Eber, Abraham was an active
(one might even say militant) monotheist, The Midrash talks about
how Abraham smashes idols, but about Eber it says nothing of the
kind. Although a monotheist, Eber was apparently tolerant of idolatry.
The Midrash describes Abraham as an uncommonly hospitable host
who received all wayfarers, including idolaters, into his home. That
is, he was a man of chesed. And yet, although he was tolerant and ac-
cepting of all people, he was harsh and intolerant towards idolatry, to
the point of “smashing idols.” Secondly, Abraham wanted to restore
Eber’s teachings precisely in the country that was the primary center
of monotheism, the Land of the Hebrews, which is why he sought to
live in Canaan.

Later, yet a third attribute, the most important one, came to distin-
guish Abraham from Eber. Namely, Abraham was the founder of a nation,
albeit one that came into being only over time.

12.4. THE COVENANT
OF THE PATRIARCHS

The concept of covenant occupies a prominent position in the book
of Genesis, and indeed in all Jewish teachings. A covenant is an extraor-
dinary connection with God, as opposed to that which occurs in the nat-
ural course of events. In a certain sense, God manifests Himself in our
world in two opposite forms. On the one hand, all of nature and its nat-
ural laws are Divine creations and manifestations of God; in this respect
the Almighty acts as the “God of nature.” And yet, He is also the “God of
the Covenant,” which means that God establishes a special relationship
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with a person or people that transcends the natural course of events. In
other words, that person or nation develops not as do all other persons
and nations, but in an exceptional direction, while exerting a significant
influence on the surrounding world.

We first encounter this concept in the covenant that God makes with
Noah, when the Flood destroys all of humanity, but Noah and his fam-
ily are chosen by God to alone survive. When Noah leaves the Ark after
the flood, God makes a covenant with him and his descendants. “The
Covenant of Noah” creates a unique status to which any of Noah’s de-
scendants can aspire. (This is a substantial, independent topic that is
beyond the scope of this book.) Later we encounter the Covenant of the
Patriarchs that God makes with Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob, and still lat-
er, in the book of Exodus, we see the Covenant at Sinai, made with the
entire Jewish people.

The Covenant at Sinai is very different from previous covenants, for
it is expressed through God’s commandments. It begins with the proc-
lamation of the Ten Commandments, followed by the remaining laws of
the Torah formulated in its 613 Commandments. Unlike the Covenant at
Sinai, the Covenant with the Patriarchs includes no formal laws. Within
its framework, even circumcision is not a duty, but only a symbol of this
covenant. In essence, it is a covenant respecting the Jewish people and
the Land of Israel.

The Covenant of the Patriarchs is thus distinguished by two import-
ant characteristics. Firstly, there are no formalized commandments;
these are instead replaced by ideals (mercy and justice primarily), which,
while difficult to formalize, are the purpose for which the covenant is
established. Secondly, the covenant is associated with the creation of
a nation and a country for this people, as repeated several times in the
Torah, in God’s address to the Patriarchs: “I will make a nation out of
you and will give you this country as your dwelling place, and I shall be
your God”.

Thus, the people itself and its national life in the Land of Israel are
the primal substance through which God advances all of humanity. The
commandments are for this people a means by which they can properly
build their lives.



CHAPTER 13

THE BEGINNING
OF ABRAHAM’S JOURNEY

13.1. GOD CHOOSES
ABRAHAM (12:1-3)
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[1] The Lord said to Abram, “Go forth from your native land
and from your father’s house to the land that | will show you.

[2] | will make of you a great nation,
And | will bless you;

| will make your name great,

And you shall be a blessing.

[31 1 will bless those who bless you
And curse him that curses you;
And all the families of the earth
Shall bless themselves by you.”

[1]1 The Lord said to Abram ¢ Abram was en route to Canaan with his
father Terah even before this (11:31), for that was their family’s self-mo-
tivated decision. But now the Almighty chooses Abram, and he must
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make his way to that land as a part of his covenant with God, making it
a completely different kind of journey.

Go forth from your native land and from your father’s house ¢ The
text literally reads: “from your native land, from your birthplace, and
from your father’s house.” He must dissolve his old ties on three levels:
by leaving his family (his father’s house), his ideologically familiar com-
munity (his next closest of kin), and the social function that he had been
performing in Charan. Without this break — not only with his negative
past, but also with his positive past — Abram’s realization of his mission
would not have been possible.

Go forth ... to the land that I will show you ¢ Abram understood
straightaway that this meant Canaan. But the expression ar’ekka can
be understood not only as “I will show you” (i.e., to you, with “you” as
indirect object), but also as “I will show you to others” (“you” as direct
object). The whole expression can thus be translated as “To the land in
which I will show you [to the rest of the world].” Only when the Jewish
people live in the Land of Israel can they, operating as a unit, materially
influence the world. The Midrash emphasizes this point, noticing that
the expression lech lecha, whose simple meaning is “Go thee forth,” can
also be translated more literally as “Go for yourself, for your own bene-
fit,” so as to say, you cannot realize your spiritual potential while living
in any other place.

[2] I will make of you a great nation ¢ It is a nation, not merely a re-
ligious movement. Abram abandons the framework of his former world
to create a new, unprecedented reality, the chosen people. It is at this
moment that the Western “Abrahamic” monotheistic tradition is born.

I will make of you a great nation, and I will bless you; I will make
your name great, and you shall be a blessing ¢ Note here four charac-
teristics of chosenness: the nation’s preeminence, its accomplishments,
its renown, and its universal mission to all of humankind.

[31 I will bless those who bless you, and curse him that curses
you ¢ Abram, and the Jewish people likewise, can neither bless nor curse
persons of their own choosing. Contrast this with the diametrically op-
posite outlook of a similar phrase used in connection with the villain
Balaam (Numbers 22:6; see Biblical Dynamics there). Rather, the nations



Portion Lech Lecha. Ch. 13. The Beginning of Abraham’s Journey 131

and peoples of the world will themselves be blessed or cursed depending
on how they relate to the Jewish people: They who bless the Jews bring
upon themselves a blessing, and they who curse them bring upon them-
selves a curse.

And all the families of the earth shall bless themselves by you ¢
Here the term “families” is used (not “nations”), because the Jewish na-
tion is charged with uniting humanity spiritually, and the cooperation
between neighboring families is much tighter than among neighboring
nations. In Zechariah too (14:17), the nations of the world are called

“families of the earth,” a term that expresses the unity of humanity from
the messianic perspective.

13.2. GOD’S PLAN
AND ABRAHAM’S PLAN (12:4-5)
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[4]1 Abram went forth as the Lord had commanded him, and
Lot went with him. Abram was seventy-five years old when
he left Haran.

[5]1 Abram took his wife Sarai and his brother’s son Lot, and
all the wealth that they had amassed, and the persons that
they had acquired in Haran; and they set out for the land of
Canaan. When they arrived in the land of Canaan,

[4] Abram went forth ¢ Surely Abram was inwardly prepared to fulfill
the mission entrusted to him (had he not been ready, it is unlikely that
God would have charged him with that mission). That readiness, how-
ever, by no means implies that it was an order that Abraham could take
in stride. On the contrary, God’s command proved so radical that Abram
was unable to immediately assimilate and accept it.

Abram went forth as the Lord had commanded him, and Lot went
with him... [5] Abram took his wife Sarai and his brother’s son Lot
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¢ These passages are usually understood simply as Abram’s fulfillment
of God’s instructions. When we compare the two verses, however, we
see that they present a significant contradiction. In verse 12:4, “Abram
went forth as the Lord had commanded him” everything is exactly as
God ordered Abram, and Lot himself went along with him. In verse 12:5,
however, “Abram took his wife Sarai and his brother’s son Lot,” a
completely different picture is presented, prompting the question: Is it
not obvious that Abram’s wife would join him? Why must this be explic-
itly stated? Moreover, the Torah emphasizes that Abram actively took
Lot with him, which is problematic, given that he had been ordered to
leave his relatives behind. Why, then, did he take not only all his wealth,
but also “the souls they had acquired in Charan,” of whom God had made
no mention in His order?

To resolve these inconsistencies, we must consider the verses in a
broader context. As noted earlier, the migration to Canaan was not initi-
ated at all by Abram, since verse 12:5 “... and they set out for the land
of Canaan. When they arrived in the land of Canaan...” clearly cor-
responds to verse 11:31: “Terah took his son Abram, his grandson
Lot the son of Haran, and his daughter-in-law Sarai, the wife of his
son Abram, and they set out together from Ur of the Chaldeans for
the land of Canaan; but when they had come as far as Haran, they
settled there.”

Thus, in verse 12:5, Abram’s journey to Canaan is presented as his
continuation of the journey begun by his father Terah (11:31), and not
in any sense as Abram’s fulfillment of a Divine order (12:1). Terah was
unable to realize his plan, for he was stranded in Charan, but Abram
continued the journey and realized the original plan.

Verses 12:4 and 12:5, then, rather than merely contradicting each
other, present two opposing views of the same event. On the one hand,
Abram follows God’s instructions in every respect, but on the other
hand, he initially has his own plans and is not prepared to modify
them: he journeys to Canaan to complete the project begun by his fa-
ther Terah.

In other words, Abram had his own plans and, although he managed
to incorporate them into his fulfillment of God’s order, he did not follow
God’s instructions in every respect.

How and why did this come about?
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13.3. THE TRANSITION FROM COSMOPOLITANISM
TO “POLITICAL UNIVERSALISM”

The spiritual forefather of mankind was originally named Abram,
not Abraham. Only at the end of the Lech Lecha portion is the Hebrew
letter “heh” added to his name (in English this is represented by the h
in “Abraham”).

The Midrash explains the name Abram as Ab Aram - “the father of
the Aramaeans,” that is, the spiritual leader of the people of Mesopota-
mia. And the expression, “the souls they acquired in Charan” refers to
Abraham’s many disciples.

Earlier we cited the Midrash that tells how Abram came to mono-
theism while still in Ur Kasdim, smashing idols and challenging King
Nimrod. Abram is thus a dissident who from his youth opposes the of-
ficial ideology and exhorts the population to renounce idolatry. Later,
in Charan, he has a great many disciples. Seen from this perspective,
Abram’s departure from Charan represents a typical Jewish dilemma:
Should a Jew devote his life to advancing the morality and spirituality
of the nations of the world by living among them or would he do bet-
ter to tackle exclusively Jewish problems while living in the Jews’ own
country?

The Midrash considers this dilemma Abram’s first test.

A Jew will consistently strive for universality, for interaction with
all of humanity. A desire to bring a blessing upon all of humanity is
quite natural for, and typical of, the Jewish national character. There is
a temptation, however to equate universalism with cosmopolitanism —
that is, the idea that for the sake of being truly worldly it is necessary
to abandon all uniquely national interests. God’s instruction to Abram
was precisely the opposite: “You must adhere to the national, by striv-
ing to create your own people, because it is through the national, and
never through the abandonment of it, wherein the path to the univer-
sal lies.”

Upon comparing verses 12:4 and 12:5 we see that initially there
are two different plans for advancing humankind towards monothe-
ism: God’s plan and Abram’s plan. God’s plan is to create a nation out
of Abram: “I will make of you a great nation”. Abram’s plan, however,
originally presupposed creation of a religion of ethical monotheism that
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would reeducate humanity while transcending all nationality. Abram
therefore takes his disciples with him, notwithstanding that God had
not ordered him to do so.

We shall continue our coverage of this problem below, as part of our
discussion of Abraham’s subsequent life crises.

13.4. ABRAHAM’S FIRST TEST:
THE DEPARTURE FROM CHARAN

Abraham’s primary quality was thus chesed. All his life he taught
ethical monotheism to the people around him.

However, Abraham’s main contribution to the advancement of man-
kind is not merely that he cultivated enlightenment, but that he created
the Jewish people, the “faceting” of chesed. As he underwent his tests,
Abraham restricted his chesed, excising from within himself the extra-
neous components and leaving the legitimate core of chesed that would
later serve as the basis for the soul of the Jewish nation.

Instead of the raw attribute of chesed — the unrestrained desire to
give and show mercy — Abraham had to construct a more correct attri-
bute of chesed, as he learned to give only when giving leads to good,
because misplaced kindness can easily lead to evil. To this end, Abraham
had to learn to act against his own nature, against chesed, against striv-
ing for universal grace.

From the point of view of chesed it seemed natural to Abraham that
he should create a group of teachers for the sake of promoting his ideas.
Such a group would be open to teaching all people. Promoting this same
idea at the national level seems less proper, because a nation is by ne-
cessity always a restricted set: some belong to it simply by right of birth,
while most others are excluded. Restricting kindness in that way seems
inconsistent with the whole idea of chesed. God’s proposal to Abraham
to become the founder of a nation, and not merely of a group of disciples,
was therefore itself one of Abraham’s ordeals. The test here consisted
not only in separating himself from his relatives and from his familiar
environment, but also in transitioning to a national mindset, thereby
restricting the influence of his ideas by reorienting himself away from
all of humanity toward a single people.
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Abraham, the spiritual leader of the people of Aram (among the most
prominent civilizations of the time), had to abandon his country, whose
progress he was engaged in promoting, and the people who considered
him their spiritual leader. Lech lecha, addressed by God to Abraham, can
be translated as “go for yourself, go to yourself,” that is, abandon the
cosmopolitan affairs that occupy you in Babylon and work for the fur-
therance of your own nation specifically. Restricting himself in this way
was for Abraham a significant challenge.

Jewish tradition teaches an important principle: “The deeds of the
ancestors serve as indicators for their descendants.” The actions of the
Patriarchs are archetypes, models of what happens later to the Jewish
people. If we view Abraham’s tests through the lens of past millennia,
we see that his departure from Charan was a typically Jewish test. Jews
quite often want to help all of humanity at once, but they must abandon
that wish and deal instead with specifically Jewish problems.

To properly resolve such conflicts of conscience, we must realize
that the transition from a cosmopolitan position to a national one is
by no means a betrayal of universalism — on the contrary, it is a move-
ment towards it. Universalism is achieved not through cosmopolitanism,
but through properly oriented nationalism. The path to the universal
does not lie in the abandonment of the national, but, on the contrary,
through a thoroughly national orientation that is open to the world, but
autonomous all the same.

Many Jews even today will see this position as far too harsh, but for
Abraham it was yet much more difficult to accept the idea that univer-
sality is achieved not by spreading God’s teachings at once to all, but by
first creating, from the very outset, an exceptional people. Appealing to
all of humankind would become possible only much later, by following
the path already blazed and trodden by the Jewish people. Only gradual-
ly did Abraham come to fully accept God’s plan.

13.5. CHANGING THE WORLD REQUIRES A NATION, AND
NOT MERELY DISCIPLES

In God’s command to Abraham, “Go forth to the land that I will show
you, and I will make of you a great nation”, the key concept is the nation.
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As already noted, Abraham was not the first monotheist, for even before
him the idea of the One God as the basis of morality — that is, the idea
of ethical monotheism — was professed by Noah, Shem and Eber. But the
idea of creating nothing less than an entire monotheistic people had
never been conceived before. It appears in human history only from the
moment that God chose Abraham to implement that plan.

The novelty and rarity of this approach lies in the fact that it es-
tablishes the goal of achieving holiness on both the individual and
national levels. Holiness is not only for righteous individuals who
are “immersed in spirituality,” but also for ordinary people who are
involved in all aspects of material life within society. Holiness at the
individual level was well-known even before then, for there certainly
were exceptional, righteous personalities in every age who achieved
holiness. But the idea of achieving holiness at the national level was
all but unthinkable.

It should be noted that despite the progress of past millennia,
pan-national holiness is still for many Jews even today something un-
usual, unattainable, and even downright difficult to conceive, while indi-
vidual holiness, on the other hand, is a recognizable and commonplace
phenomenon. But since “only like affects like,” for the improvement and
spiritual advancement of mankind - that is, all the peoples of the world

- the required level of holiness must be achieved by an entire nation. And

truly, only then “all the families of the earth shall bless themselves by
you” (12:3). That is, only when the Jewish people attains national holi-
ness can holiness then be extended to all of humanity.

13.6. THE LECH LECHA PORTION AS ABRAHAM’S
TRANSITION TO GOD’S PLAN

When one is trying to construct a doctrine, a religion, or a school of
philosophy, what one absolutely must have are disciples; having actual
children of one’s own is not really necessary. But when one is trying to
build a nation, the situation is completely different — one needs descen-
dants.

We see that no legacy remains of the entire coterie of Abraham’s
students (who are mentioned in the Torah only in passing). Everything
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that humankind received from Abraham was transmitted through his
son Isaac, and then through Isaac’s son Yaakov and his children.

Initially, however, Abraham did not realize this. Although he had no
children, he did have pupils, and he hoped to disseminate his religious
system with their help. The absence of children did not at first seem to
Abraham a problem, because children are not indispensable for creating
religious doctrine. Only later does Abraham come to understand the im-
portance of progeny.

In fact, the entire Lech Lecha portion is about the conflict between
these two enterprises: Abraham’s plan to create a religion, and God’s
plan to create a people. By the end of that portion, Abraham finally
abandons his own plan and fully transitions to realizing God’s plan ex-
clusively.

13.7. THE FOUNDING OF THE CITY OF SHECHEM (12:6-7)
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[6] Abram passed through the land as far as the site of
Shechem, at the terebinth of Moreh. The Canaanites were
then in the land.

[7]1 The Lord appeared to Abram and said, “I will assign this
land to your heirs.” And he built an altar there to the Lord
who had appeared to him.

I will assign this land ¢ The word zot, “this,” always refers to some-
thing visible, to which you can point. In other words, from the place
where Abraham was located, the entire future Land of Israel was visible.
Mount Ebal, located at 3,085 feet (940 m) above sea level in the area of
Shechem, is just such a place: it affords a striking view of over 60 miles
(100 km) in every direction. On this very mountain almost five hundred
years after Abraham, when conquering the Holy Land, Joshua would
erect an altar as a memorial to Abraham’s altar (Joshua 8:30). Not too
many years ago Joshua’s altar was located and excavated by an Israeli
archaeological expedition.
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The Canaanites were then in the land ¢ Describing how Abraham
came to that Land, the Torah immediately informs us what kind of peo-
ple were then in possession of it. That is, the situation at the time of
the described events is contrasted with God’s promise, “I will assign this
land to your heirs.” This means that the matter of state authority at the
national level in the Holy Land is highly significant from God’s point of
view.

Abram passed through the land as far as the site of Shechem ¢ Not

“as far as Shechem,” but “as far as the site of Shechem.” When Abraham
arrived there the city of Shechem apparently did not yet exist. Rather, it
was the site of the future Shechem.

I will assign this land to your heirs ¢ Here Abraham receives yet an-
other prophecy, more precisely delineating the area of his activity. Ear-
lier, when God said to Abraham, “... I will make of you a great nation”
(12:2), Abraham might still have imagined that his disciples would be-
come the foundation of the new nation; perhaps he even considered
them his adopted children. Therefore, although Abraham goes to Ca-
naan at God’s direction, he takes with him “acquired souls,” intending to
create a people from them, and hoping to integrate his own plans with
God’s instructions. But now God speaks to him in more definite terms,
informing him that the nation will be built on the foundation of Abra-
ham’s descendants, and not his disciples. We therefore see later (12:8)
that Abraham continues the journey with only his family.

Abraham apparently left his disciples, who then most likely founded
the city of Shechem, if it did not then exist. They remained in Shechem
and further developed themselves while no longer under Abraham’s in-
fluence. The observation that Shechem was built and populated by Abra-
ham’s disciples, who had come from Babylon, is critical to our analysis of
the history that later unfolds.

13.8.BABYLON AND EGYPT

Babylon and Egypt, two fertile regions and two great civilizations
framing the Land of Israel from opposite sides, were inextricably linked
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with it throughout the ancient era. And from those two civilizations we
see, likewise, two rather different Jewish “outcomes.”

Abraham’s origins were in Babylon. He spends some time in Egypt
and then moves on. Jacob goes to his uncle Laban in Babylon, but re-
turns from there to Canaan. At the end of his life he and his family
descend to Egypt.

Some centuries later the Jewish people made history with the Ex-
odus from Egypt. Many more centuries after that the Babylonian cap-
tivity ensues, then ends abruptly seventy years later. At the next turn
of history, now already the period we know as “antiquity,” Egypt and
Babylon become the primary seats of the Jewish diaspora. Its spiritual
center moves to Babylon, where the Babylonian Talmud takes form.

All of ancient Jewish history was in some sense a pendulum swing-
ing to and fro between Egypt and Babylon.

The significance of Babylon and Egypt as the primitive centers of
human culture is noted at the very beginning of the Torah (Genesis 2). In
the story of Adam and Eve’s brief stay in the Garden of Eden, where the
matter of geography would seem completely irrelevant, the Torah says:
“A river issues from Eden to water the garden, and it then divides and be-
comes four branches. The name of the first is Pishon, the one that winds
through the whole land of Havilah, where the gold is. The gold of that
land is good; bdellium is there, and lapis lazuli. The name of the second
river is Gihon, the one that winds through the whole land of Cush. The
name of the third river is Tigris, the one that flows east of Asshur. And
the fourth river is the Euphrates” (2:10-14).

These four prominent rivers symbolize the four primary orientations
into which human culture diffused beyond the single “river issues from
Eden.” The confluence of the Tigris (Chiddekel) and the Euphrates is in
Mesopotamia, although the former is associated with Assyria, and the
latter with Babylon. Gihon is the Nile, which bypasses the land of Cush
(Ethiopia), and symbolizes Egyptian culture. And the fourth of those riv-
ers, Pishon, is also usually identified with the Nile — the White and Blue
Nile rivers.

Because the Land of Israel lies between Egypt and Babylon, through-
out the whole of ancient history the Jews found themselves caught be-
tween these two great centers of civilization, two zones of influence al-
ways in competition with one another.
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At the time of the Patriarchs the boundary of that zone of influence
passed through the Jordan Valley. Canaan, the mountainous part of the
country, was subordinate to Egypt, while the lowland - the Jordan Valley
and the vicinity of the Dead Sea, as well as the Transjordan — belonged to
Babylon’s sphere of influence.

The fundamental cultural difference between the ancient civiliza-
tions of Egypt and Babylon was as follows.

Egypt, with a solar calendar, was a solar civilization. It subsequently
became the basis for the ancient Graeco-Roman and Christian civiliza-
tions. It manifests its legacy through the West — by expansion, rational-
ity, and openness.

In contrast, Babylon, with its lunar calendar, was a lunar civilization.
It gave rise to Islamic culture, which likewise follows a lunar calendar.
Islam manifests its heritage through the East — by dreams, languor, and
magic.

As we should have expected, Jewish civilization, centered in the
Land of Israel midway between the other two, unites and integrates the
achievements of both Egypt and Babylon, and compensates for their
shortcomings. Indeed, the Jewish calendar is lunar-solar.

13.9. ABRAHAM BETWEEN THE SUN
AND THE MOON

Let us turn to a midrash which we cited above (§18.1) about the van-
quishing of the sun and the moon. Abraham’s reasoning comes across as
childish and naive. After first gazing at the sun and concluding that the
sun is a deity, he then turns his sights toward the moon and arrives at
the same conclusion about the moon. Finally, he reasons that there must
be Someone ruling over both the sun and the moon. The entire episode
seems so very primitive. The Midrash also informs us that Abraham had
emerged from a cave. What kind of cave did Abraham emerge from? And
why had he been living in a cave?

To understand this Midrash we must bear in mind that it did not
originate at the time of the Patriarchs, but only much later — in the
Talmudic era. It is thus not a record of the actual events of Abraham’s
childhood, but a unique literary form through which the sages of the
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Talmud transmit to succeeding generations their understanding of the
Torah. The cave of which the Midrash speaks here is Plato’s cave — a
metaphor that describes life in this world as a kind of cavelike exis-
tence. The cave’s inhabitants see nothing more than shadows on the
wall, which offer them only a faint impression of true life as it goes on
outside the cave.

Abraham, upon emerging from that “cave” - that is, upon realizing
the inadequacy of conventional perspectives — is searching for the true
essence of the universe. What does he see? There is the sun and there is
the moon. What is meant, of course, is not the physical sun and moon,
but the world of ideas that surrounds Abraham: the Egyptian and Bab-
ylonian civilizations (the “sun” and “moon,” respectively). Abraham is
equally fascinated by both civilizations, for he sees for himself in each
something vital. He understands that he must assimilate and incorpo-
rate something from them within himself, but at the same time tran-
scend them in order to rise to the Almighty, who rules both the “sun”
and the “moon” - that is, both of those civilizations.

Abraham therefore attempts to fashion his monotheistic abstraction
so as to be identified — to a certain extent, at least — with both Babylon
and Egypt, by incorporating the best of both, and then to eventually re-
turn to the source of that single river that flows forth from the Garden
of Eden. Near the beginning of Abraham’s sojourn in Babylon, according
to the previously mentioned aggadah, he comes in conflict with Nimrod,
king of Babylon. Precisely because Abraham considers Babylonian civi-
lization so important, he tries to influence Nimrod, encouraging him to
correct the defects of Babylonian culture. But all this ends in failure, and
the Terah family departs Babylon.

In its accounts of the monotheists who preceded Abraham - Noah,
Shem, and Eber - Jewish tradition mentions no instance of conflict with
their surrounding society. They lived their lives privately, teaching their
ideas only to those who wished to hear them. Abraham, however, was a
rebel, for he could not reconcile with the idolatry that surrounded him.
After his conflict with Nimrod, Abraham leaves Babylon, going first to
the Land of Israel, and later to Egypt, the land of “solar” ideology. An-
other conflict then ensues, this time with Pharaoh; Abraham again de-
parts, this time paving the way for his descendants’ Exodus from Egypt.
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Thus, Abraham laid the groundwork for “extracting sparks” from both
Babylon and Egypt, and integrating them into Judaism.

13.10. THE THREE JEWISH CAPITALS:
SHECHEM, HEBRON, AND JERUSALEM

The dynamics of Abraham’s relationship with Babylon and Egypt is
alsoreflected in the geography of the Holy Land. First, Abraham acquires
disciples in Charan, located in the region of Babylon, and he brings them
with him to Canaan, but leaves them in Shechem. Thus, Shechem is the

“exemplar” of Babylon in the Land of Israel. Shechem will later become
the city of Joseph, the capital of Samaria, the territory of the northern
tribes and the northern kingdom (the Kingdom of Israel).

Abraham then descends to Egypt, and leaves it with new supporters
and followers. He settles them in Hebron, the city that is the antithesis
of Shechem, and leaves them there. Hebron is the capital of Judea, the
territory of the southern tribes and the Southern (Judean) Kingdom. He-
bron is thus the “exemplar” of Egypt in the Land of Israel.

The shared capital that unites Shechem and Hebron is Jerusalem,
located on the boundary that divides the northern and southern tribes.
Judaism spreads outward from there, for “instruction shall come forth
from Zion, the word of the Lord from Jerusalem” (Isaiah 2:3). These
three cities (two “inner” capitals and one “outer” capital) have been
throughout history the most prominent cities of the Holy Land, and re-
main so to this day.

13.11. ABRAHAM PROCEEDS
TO EGYPT (12:8-10)
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[8] From there he moved on to the hill country east of Bethel
and pitched his tent, with Bethel on the west and Ai on the
east; and he built there an altar to the Lord and invoked the
Lord by name.

[9] Then Abram journeyed by stages toward the Negeb.

[10] There was a famine in the land, and Abram went down to
Egypt to sojourn there, for the famine was severe in the land.

[81 And [he] pitched his tent ¢ The use of the verb in the singular is
understood to indicate that Abraham is no longer accompanied by his
numerous students. There is no one with him now but his own family.

And invoked the Lord by name ¢ Having left his Babylonian disciples
in Shechem, and being now disengaged of them, Abraham strengthens
his connection to the land. If at Shechem he only built an altar, now he
can also “invoke the Lord by name.”

Bethel on the west and Ai on the east ¢ Coming from the north, from
Charan, Abraham arrives first at Elon Moreh, Mount Ebal, and the fu-
ture Shechem. He then moves southward and stops east of Bethel — on
the mountain of Baal-hazor, apparently the highest point in Samaria
at 3,333 feet (1016 m) above sea level. From this mountain one can see
the entire country: northward to Mount Hermon, in the south to Mitz-
peh Ramon, on the west the entire coastal plain, and on the east — the
plateau of the Transjordan. From here, unlike the view from Mount Ebal,
you can see even Jerusalem, which sits below the surrounding moun-
tains. Thus, from here a connection is possible with Jerusalem, the heart
of the country, and here, therefore, besides erecting an altar, Abraham
“invokes the Lord by name.” That is, he can now disseminate ethical
monotheism through the connection he has made with the Holy Land. It
is here that Abraham pitches his tent, occupying this district that is the
very heart of the future Land of Israel.

[9]1 Then Abram journeyed by stages toward the Negeb ¢ The Negeb
is a triangular desert region in southern Israel. But the Hebrew word
“negeb” when used generically means, simply, “south.” Abraham’s wan-
derings take him in parallel through the spiritual and physical worlds.
The future Jewish nation cannot possibly develop normally until it has
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assimilated within itself the culture of the world’s opposite pole, Egypt.
Abraham, having already absorbed from Babylon those elements of spir-
ituality needed for creating a Jewish synthesis, now sets his sights on
Egypt, and moves southward. But he has also a second objective: After
failing to convert the people of Babylon to his faith, will he perhaps meet
better success in Egypt?

[10] There was a famine in the land ¢ Because Abraham was already
progressing toward Egypt of his own accord, God likewise impels him in
that direction. A severe famine ensues, and Abraham perforce descends
to Egypt.

Abram went down to Egypt to sojourn there, for the famine was
severe in the land ¢ On the surface, God’s actions appear contradic-
tory. First God tells Abraham to make his way to the land of Canaan,
but as soon as he arrives, a famine forces Abraham to depart for Egypt.
The contradiction, however, is more apparent than real. In God’s plan,
the actual goal is neither for Abraham to live in Canaan nor to reward
or punish Abraham. The goal is to develop Abraham’s character. For in
the process of grappling with the difficulties that God places in his path,
Abraham’s character achieves greater perfection.

13.12. ABRAHAM AND SARAH
IN EGYPT (12:11-13)
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[11] As he was about to enter Egypt, he said to his wife Sarai,
“I know what a beautiful woman you are”.

[12] If the Egyptians see you, and think, ‘She is his wife,” they
will kill me and let you live.

[13] Please say that you are my sister, that it may go well
with me because of you, and that | may remain alive thanks
to you”.
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That Abraham would resort to calling Sarah his sister is very prob-
lematic. Some would attempt to rationalize that Abraham was a prophet
and thus knew in advance that Sarah was not endangered. But this ap-
proach seems to us incorrect. If Abraham is all-knowing, then he faces
no difficulty at all in arriving at any decision, nor is Abraham showing
any development as a personality. And worse yet, we will derive no les-
son whatsoever from any of his actions, since we are not all-knowing,
and can therefore learn absolutely nothing from the story. The inevita-
ble result of any such attempt to “whitewash” Abraham’s actions is that
the Torah will lose its meaning as a source of guidance. Let us therefore
avoid any such assumptions as we try to make sense of Abraham’s ac-
tions.

It should be noted that a number of Jewish commentators have crit-
icized Abraham quite harshly for his handling of the situation. Nahma-
nides, for example, condemns Abraham for claiming that Sarah was his
sister, and for even descending to Egypt in the first place. Nahmanides
would have had Abraham remain in the land of Canaan, persevering and
enduring the famine there. Overall, however, the commentaries typical-
ly have no such rigorous expectations of Abraham.

Evidently, Abraham’s appeal to Sarah to pose as his sister was based
on the Code of Hammurabi, king of Babylon, which governed every
sphere of life at that time and in that region. Although the Torah men-
tions him nowhere, we know from archeological data that Hammurabi
instituted a system of laws that was widely distributed and generally
accepted throughout the Middle East of that period. In the Torah, too,
we can see that the behavior of the Patriarchs and their relations with
their surrounding environment are likewise governed by the influence of
that Babylonian legal code.

The Code of Hammurabi specifically states that if a woman has a
brother or father, no man may marry her without asking and receiving
their permission. If Abraham is regarded as Sarah’s brother, then all
parties, believing ipso facto that she is available for marriage, will be
answerable only to Abraham for asking her hand in matrimony. And the
Egyptians likewise will seek him out and ask his permission to marry
Sarah. Whereas, should the Egyptians come to know that in fact he is
Sarah’s husband, then Abraham, seen as nothing more than an impass-
able hindrance to anyone who might wish to marry Sarah, could very
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well be killed. Thus, Abraham declares that he is Sarah’s brother in order
to secure his own safety during their stay in Egypt, and in order to retain
control over the outcome of the situation.

Apparently, however, saving himself and his family from hunger is
not Abraham’s sole challenge. For we see that Abraham asks Sarah to
pose as his sister not only in order that he be spared from death, but
also “that it may go well with me because of you.” What exactly is Abra-
ham hoping to receive? And why is he in Egypt at all? It is ostensibly
due to the famine. But even before the famine is mentioned (verse 10)
the Torah states (verse 9) that “Abraham journeyed by stages toward the
Negeb,” that is, toward the south. In other words, the “hunger” here is
twofold: an ordinary shortage of food, and Abraham’s desire to acquire
Egyptian wisdom. But at the same time, quite plausibly, he desires also
to exert influence over the Egyptians.

By passing off Sarah as his sister, Abraham deceives an unwitting
population, and quite possibly subjects Sarah to significant danger. All
of this seems highly problematic from a moral point of view. In truth,
however, there is profound meaning to be found here, all of which we
shall discuss in greater detail below.

13.13. ABRAHAM
AND PHARAOH (12:14-20)
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[14] When Abram entered Egypt, the Egyptians saw how very
beautiful the woman was.
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[15] Pharaoh’s courtiers saw her and praised her to Pharaoh,
and the woman was taken into Pharaoh’s palace.

[16] And because of her, it went well with Abram; he acquired
sheep, oxen, asses, male and female slaves, she-asses, and
camels.

[17] But the Lord afflicted Pharaoh and his household with
mighty plagues on account of Sarai, the wife of Abram.

[18] Pharaoh sent for Abram and said, “What is this you have
done to me! Why did you not tell me that she was your wife?

[19]1 Why did you say, ‘She is my sister,” so that | took her as
my wife? Now, here is your wife; take her and begone!”

[20] And Pharaoh put men in charge of him, and they sent him
off with his wife and all that he possessed.

[15] Pharaoh’s courtiers saw her and praised her to Pharaoh, and
the woman was taken into Pharaoh’s palace ¢ Sarah “was taken,”
that is, Pharaoh did not seek permission from Sarah’s””brother.” This
was a scenario that Abraham could not have foreseen.

[16] And because of her, it went well with Abram; he acquired sheep,
oxen, asses, male and female slaves, she-asses, and camels ¢ Leav-
ing behind the many disciples who had accompanied him from Baby-
lon to Shechem, Abraham and his family alone go to Bethel, and then
descend to Egypt. But Abraham now again, by the will of Providence,
acquires a great number of souls, livestock and property.

And ... it went well with Abram; he acquired sheep, oxen, asses,
male and female slaves ¢ The slaves of Abraham were not slaves in
the Greco-Roman sense (“talking instruments” having no rights); rather,
they were his courtiers and entourage — individuals worthy of becoming
his new students.

[19] Now, here is your wife; take her and begone ¢ Although Pharaoh
reproaches Abraham, they part on good terms. Abraham remains a con-
federate to Pharaoh, and this will later prove particularly significant.
The Midrash adds that among the people whom Pharaoh gave to
Abraham was Hagar, the daughter of Pharaoh. Abraham, everywhere
“invoking the name of God,” was known as an outstanding personali-
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ty. Pharaoh senses Abraham’s greatness and wants their families to in-
termarry. For just that reason, Pharaoh had first tried to marry Sarah,
Abraham’s “sister,” but when this proved impossible, he gave his daugh-
ter Hagar to Abraham in marriage.

We need not understand this Midrash literally, of course. The intent
is that Hagar became an “exemplar” of Egyptian culture within Abra-
ham’s family. Abraham’s connection with Hagar was his connection
with Egypt. We will discuss this in more detail below.



CHAPTER 14

PARTING OF THE WAYS WITH LOT
AND THE WAR WITH THE KINGS

14.1. ABRAHAM AND LOT
PART WAYS (13:1-13)
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[1] From Egypt, Abram went up into the Negeb, with his wife
and all that he possessed, together with Lot.
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[2]1 Now Abram was very rich in cattle, silver, and gold.

[3]1 And he proceeded by stages from the Negeb as far as
Bethel, to the place where his tent had been formerly, be-
tween Bethel and Ai,

[4] the site of the altar that he had built there at first; and
there Abram invoked the Lord by name.

[5]1 Lot, who went with Abram, also had flocks and herds and
tents,

[6] so that the land could not support them staying together;
for their possessions were so great that they could not re-
main together.

[71 And there was quarreling between the herdsmen of
Abram’s cattle and those of Lot’s cattle. The Canaanites and
Perizzites were then dwelling in the land.

[8] Abram said to Lot, “Let there be no strife between you and
me, between my herdsmen and yours, for we are kinsmen.

[9] Is not the whole land before you? Let us separate: if you
go north, | will go south; and if you go south, | will go north”.

[10] Lot looked about him and saw how well watered was the
whole plain of the Jordan, all of it - this was before the Lord
had destroyed Sodom and Gomorrah - all the way to Zoar,
like the garden of the Lord, like the land of Egypt.

[11] So Lot chose for himself the whole plain of the Jordan,
and Lot journeyed eastward. Thus they parted from each
other;

[12] Abram remained in the land of Canaan, while Lot settled
in the cities of the Plain, pitching his tents near Sodom.

[13] Now the inhabitants of Sodom were very wicked sinners
against the Lord.

[1] From Egypt, Abram went up into the Negeb, with his wife and
all that he possessed, together with Lot ¢ The entire Lech Lecha por-
tion, as we have already noted, is a series of tests for Abraham, in which,
instead of practicing ordinary chesed - sharing his teachings with any



Portion Lech Lecha. Ch. 14. Parting of the Ways with Lot 151

and all - he must narrow the target group through which his legacy will
pass to all of humanity. Abraham first withdrew from Babylon, the coun-
try where he began his religious activity. Then, upon arriving in the Holy
Land, he is separated from his disciples whom he brought from Babylon.
And now, after returning from Egypt, the time has come for yet another
separation — from Lot.

(1, 2) From Egypt, Abram went up ... very rich in cattle, silver, and
gold ¢ With this, Abraham laid the model for the Exodus of the Jewish
people from Egypt “with great wealth” (15:14).

(3, 4) And he proceeded by stages from the Negeb as far as Bethel,
to the place where his tent had been formerly, between Bethel and
Ai, the site of the altar that he had built there at first; and there
Abram invoked the Lord by name ¢ Upon returning from Egypt Abra-
ham settled in his former location, the region of Bethel and Baal-hazor
mountain, where he again invoked the name of the Lord by continuing
to preach. But by this time he had completely changed his entourage.
After leaving in Shechem the disciples he had brought from Babylon,
Abraham now had servant-disciples whom he had brought from Egypt,
and he himself had the status of an ally to Pharaoh.

[5] Lot, who went with Abram ¢ “Going with Abram” refers not mere-
ly to the movement of related parties in unison, but to an actual ideo-
logical connection: Lot was Abraham’s closest disciple and follower.
Abraham says of Lot: “We are kindred people” (lit., “fraternal”), and
this refers not only to lineage. Perhaps Abraham felt a particular ob-
ligation to Lot because (according to the Midrash) the death of Ha-
ran, Lot’s father, was in a certain sense due to Abraham. The moment
comes, however, when Abraham’s further development requires that
he separate from Lot.

[6] The land could not support them staying together; for their pos-
sessions were so great that they could not remain together ¢ The
earth was cramped for them not because there was little room for cattle
grazing. No matter how large or small a common property might be, that
size by itself will not interfere with joint management. No, something
else is the problem - the conflict between the attitudes of Abraham and
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Lot, as reflected in the conflict between their respective shepherd fol-
lowers.

[7] And there was quarreling between the herdsmen of Abram’s
cattle and those of Lot’s cattle: Lot, too, has his “shepherds”; that is,
the pupils of his own school.

The Canaanites and Perizzites were then dwelling in the land
¢ The Torah’s remark about the Canaanites and Perizzites seems
superfluous here, for it tells us nothing informative and relevant to the
storyline. The Midrash therefore sees in these words the actual topic
of the dispute. Said Lot’s shepherds: “Yes, the land has been promised
to Abraham. But since he is childless, and the land will ultimately go
to Lot, we consider it as already belonging to Lot, and we may do on
this land as we please. So, go graze your cattle on someone else’s fields.”
But Abraham’s shepherds would have none of that, and thus the conflict
arose between them. We see that Abraham, besides acting righteously
himself, demands righteous behavior also from his shepherds, whereas
Lot, although himself righteous, nevertheless allows his shepherds to
behave improperly.

Abraham might at first have seen Lot as a potential heir. But the be-
havior of Lot’s shepherds (and Lot’s own attitude towards them) demon-
strated the futility of that hope, and a parting of ways became the only
reasonable outcome.

[8] Abram said to Lot, “Let there be no strife between you and
me” ¢ Had Abraham undertaken to adjudicate the dispute between the
shepherds, he could easily have put Lot’s shepherds in their place. Any
irreconcilable dispute once begun requires a forceful resolution, but
Abraham, champion of the attribute of chesed, wants to avoid enforcing
the letter of the law through extreme measures. Seeking only harmony
and peace, he says: “Let there be no strife!” He therefore proposes to
reach an agreement by dividing the territory, but this later becomes the
source of yet greater difficulties. Abraham and Lot were both people of
chesed, but in that situation it was Abraham’s chesed itself that prevent-
ed him from establishing the proper working relationship with Lot and
his shepherds.

For we are kinsmen ¢ The Midrash understands this not merely as a
statement of fact (which would make it just a restatement of the obvi-
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ous), but also as a prediction for the future: Abraham and Lot must in
the future be again related. Abraham sensed in Lot a certain potential
that would require further development by the Jewish people, which was
in fact realized later in the royal Davidic dynasty.

Abram said to Lot ... [9] “... Let us separate: if you go north, I will go
south; and if you go south, I will go north” ¢ The literal translation
is, “if you go left, I will go right; and if you go right, I will go left.” The
Midrash clarifies what Abraham meant: “If you are on the left, then I will
be your support on the right” (and vice versa). Abraham did not wish to
be removed any significant distance from Lot.

[11] So Lot chose for himself the whole plain of the Jordan ... [12]
Abram remained in the land of Canaan ¢ As noted earlier, the bound-
ary between two major zones of influence ran along this line: the Jordan
Valley and the lands east of it were under the influence of Babylon, while
the central mountainous terrain at the center of the country and the
lands to the west were the zone of Egyptian influence. (A steep and of-
ten impassable ascent up the mountain from the Jordan Valley westward
was the actual border between them.) Abraham, who since the time of
his visit to Egypt was a recognized ally to Pharaoh, continued living in
the Egyptian zone of influence.

Abraham and his Egyptian student-servants later moved to Hebron
(13:17), not too far from Sodom, where Lot settled. Hebron is the city
destined to become Egypt’s “paradigm” in the Land of Israel.

[13] Now the inhabitants of Sodom were very wicked sinners
against the Lord ¢ But despite this Lot decides to settle there. We need
not fault him for this, however, for later we shall see that Lot, who holds
the position of judge in Sodom, protects travelers and challenges the
Sodomite order. Lot quite possibly was hoping that he could influence
and re-educate the people of Sodom.

The Torah here underscores the contrast between Abraham and Lot.
While Abraham, as we shall see later, is not prepared to accept “so much
as a thread or a sandal strap” from Sodom, Lot has no compunctions
even about living there. It is Sodom that highlights their striking differ-
ences.

Lot differs from Abraham in two respects, of which one is clearly
a flaw, and the second probably even a virtue: [1] his righteousness is
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shaky, and his chesed often misdirected and “irrelevant”; but [2] he is
predisposed to law and order and to promoting constructive govern-
ment, because he sees in Sodom a positive core, and wishes to advance
and improve it. Lot’s “governmental” mindset is a manifestation of the
future sefirah of malchut, “kingdom,” from which his scion David will
later descend.

14.2. LOT: SUPERFLUOUS CHESED
AND THE HOUSE OF DAVID

Lot is a righteous man, but he lacks character. He represents the
attribute of improper, excessive chesed. Lot wants to be good to every-
one, even agreeing to become a judge in Sodom, despite that city’s mon-
strous laws. In a critical situation he is prepared, for the protection of
his guests, to give the crowd free reign with his own daughters, and yet
he cannot even demand proper behavior of his shepherds. Thus, Lot is
in the main a good man, but he is incapable of correctly measuring the
value of his own actions and those of others; there are no guiding prin-
ciples on which he can properly build his chesed. Unlike Abraham, Lot’s
chesed has no clear ethical direction. For as we know, the mere desire to
give is not, per se, kindness. Chesed must be properly used; only then will
it work truly for good.

We noted earlier that Abraham takes Lot with him on his way to the
land of Canaan, even in the absence of any such instruction from God.
Together Lot and Abraham arrive in Egypt, and together they depart
from there. And when they go their separate ways, Abraham nonethe-
less considers it important that he not put too much distance between
himself and Lot, and that the two of them will remain in contact. When
subsequently Abraham undertakes a battle against the four kings, it is
only to liberate Lot. That is, for Lot’s sake Abraham is willing even to risk
his own life. Lot is obviously very important to Abraham.

Lot’s two daughters will soon conceive from their father and each
will give birth to a son, whose descendants will be the Ammonite and
Moabite nations. These two nations were Abraham’s antithesis, being
totally devoid of the attribute of chesed, kindness. So much so, in fact,
that the Jews were even prohibited from accepting Moabites and Ammo-
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nites as converts to Judaism. First among the reasons for this ban, the
Torah itself (Deut. 23:4) explains: “No Ammonite or Moabite shall be
admitted into the congregation of the Lord ... because they did not meet
you with food and water on your journey after you left Egypt.”

However, this ban on conversion to Judaism applies only to Moabite
and Ammonite men, but not their women. Thus, the Moabitess Ruth
and the Ammonitess Naamah even became part of the royal David-
ic dynasty after joining the Jewish people. Ruth married Boaz, as de-
scribed in detail in the biblical book of Ruth, and their great-grandson
was King David, whose son Solomon married Naamah. Thus, the royal
Davidic family and the mashiach (Messiah) of Israel are in part descen-
dants of Lot.

Indeed, there was something about Lot that was necessary for es-
tablishing the future royal Jewish bloodline, and the shepherds were not
completely mistaken in considering Lot as Abraham’s rightful heir. Lot
incorporated within himself an additional spark of chesed that was su-
perfluous for the nation as a whole, but was necessary for" building the
House of David. And Ruth became Jewish precisely because her chesed
surpassed that of everyone else. She extracted, as it were, that excep-
tional spark of chesed from Lot, and passed it on to the royal Davidic
dynasty.

The royal house always needs exceptional chesed as compared
with the nation as a whole, in order to compensate for its exception-
al gevurah (power, strength). Among the nations, it is most often the
kings who are particularly susceptible to this manifestation of gevurah

— power and authority — because of their need to coerce, punish, and
even execute offenders. Even in childhood the king’s children know
that they wield enormous power over their country; this often corrupts
even highly upright souls, and the royal race can thus easily undergo
moral decay. If this clan is to not degenerate, it needs an additional
measure of chesed as compared with ordinary people. The royal “spir-
itual genotype” must be infused with a desire to give to others that
is stronger than their need to take for themselves. The royal Jewish
dynasty, the House of David, received this chesed through Ruth, which
was then reinforced through Naamah.

Consequently, the House of David has demonstrated uncommon re-
sistance to corruption due to privilege and power, and that is a decisive
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factor for its special significance in Jewish history. Even in the Davidic
dynasty there were villain kings, idolaters, and the like, of course, but
overall it managed to uphold a generally honorable standard over the
full course of its five-hundred-year reign. Among other clans to whom
dominion devolves, even if their eminently righteous first representa-
tives have been granted royal authority by virtue of actual merit, the
children or grandchildren soon degrade and lose their spiritual great-
ness, with no hope of it being restored at any time thereafter.

This is what actually happened to the Hasmonean dynasty that the
Maccabean family had founded. The first generation of Hasmoneans,
who had raised a rebellion against the Greeks and occupied the royal
throne, were thoroughly admirable individuals who were supported by
the entire nation. Their descendants, however, forfeited that status due
to power’s pernicious influence. They introduced corruption and injus-
tice into the country, and waged completely unnecessary wars of con-
quest; thus the Hasmoneans’ former spiritual stature was lost. Due to
the lofty character of the kingdom of the House of David, Jewish tradi-
tion reveres it as an ideal, and in their prayers thrice daily Jews ask God
for its speedy restoration. The Hasmoneans, in contrast, are accorded no
such honor.

14.3. THE CONFIRMATION OF GOD’S COVENANT -
AFTER LOT’S DEPARTURE (13:14-16)
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[14] And the Lord said to Abram, after Lot had parted from

him, “Raise your eyes and look out from where you are, to
the north and south, to the east and west,

[15] for | give all the land that you see to you and your off-
spring forever.



Portion Lech Lecha. Ch. 14. Parting of the Ways with Lot 157

[16] I will make your offspring as the dust of the earth, so that
if one can count the dust of the earth, then your offspring too
can be counted.

[14] After Lot had parted from him ¢ God fully endorses that separa-
tion. From such weak material as Lot, who is sympathetic to Abraham’s
ideas but incapable of realizing them, it is impossible to create a chosen
people.

[15] All the land ¢ God’s promise emphasizes the indivisibility of the
land (indeed, the view from Baal-hazor, the mountain where Abraham
is located at this moment, takes in the entire Land of Israel). The terri-
torial division with Lot is only a temporary phenomenon; in the future
the whole Land of Israel must belong to the descendants of Abraham.
And yet, since Abraham did in fact divide the land, at different stages of
the historical development of the Jewish people God will likewise bring
about the Jewish people’s forfeiting ownership of certain parts the land.
Specifically, some chapters of the book of Genesis describe the cove-
nant as extending only to Canaan, and then it speaks of “the land of the
seven nations.” But sometimes we find that the covenant includes also
the lands east of the Jordan River, and then the covenant speaks of “the
land of the ten nations.”

14.4. GOD’S COVENANT WITH ABRAHAM:
ABOUT THE NATION AND THE LAND,
BUT NOT THE COMMANDMENTS

As already noted, in the course of Abraham’s life God makes several
consecutive covenants with him. The first of those occurred in Charan,
when God summoned Abraham for a journey to the Holy Land. The sec-
ond covenant was made in Shechem, and the third after Lot’s departure.
In all of those covenants God speaks of the future nation and its land,
but nowhere does He mention the Torah, in the sense of a system of
commandments.

This is typical of all the covenants God made with the Patriarchs. All
those covenants speak of the creation of a populous nation and of their
taking possession of the land. They also speak of direct communication
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with God, and the integration of the ideals of mercy and justice. But the
commandments — as specific rules of behavior — will be given only at Si-
nai through Moses; they are never mentioned in the covenants that God
makes with the Patriarchs.

Thus we see the primacy in Judaism of the nation, the land and
that nation’s dominion over the land (to be realized through a political
state), the Jewish people’s connection with God, and the ideals they are
to uphold. Whereas the commandments and laws of the Torah are only
a means to achieving them.

This new conception of daily life in the political state as being of
primary spiritual importance runs counter to the historical direction
that Judaism had followed in the Diaspora. Many religious leaders in
the nineteenthth century therefore opposed Zionism, which, in their
opinion, aimed to replace the spiritual elements in Judaism with earthly,
territorial-national values. In response, one of the leaders of Zionism
articulated his own approach as follows: “Every nation has as much sky
above its head as it has land beneath its feet.”

14.5. ABRAHAM RELOCATES
TO HEBRON (13:17-18)
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[17] Up, walk about the land, through its length and its
breadth, for I give it to you”.

[18] And Abram moved his tent, and came to dwell at the ter-
ebinths of Mamre, which are in Hebron; and he built an altar
there to the Lord.

[17]1 Up, walk about the land, through its length and its breadth, for
I give it to you ¢ Abraham was not to remain in one place, or even to
remain generally in the central region of the country. He had to himself
move about the entire country, so that his descendants could likewise
take possession of it. This is an instance of the principle, “the deeds
of the ancestors are indicators for their descendants.” What Jewish an-
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cestors do will extend also to their descendants. Thus, for Abraham’s
descendants to take possession of the land in the future, Abraham must
first travel around the Land of Israel in its entirety.

This is an indicator for modern-day Israel as well. Jews must make it
their priority not only to live in the Land of Israel, but also to travel its
length and breadth, and to see its sights. In other words, Israeli tourism
has religious significance.

[18] And Abram moved his tent, and came to dwell at the terebinths
of Mamre, which are in Hebron; and he built an altar there to the
Lord ¢ Both Hebron and Bethel are situated on the “mountain” (the
country’s central mountain ridge), but much further south, closer to So-
dom, where Lot settled. More importantly, however, Hebron is a royal
city: David was anointed there as king, and there he began his reign. Life
in Hebron will require Abraham to manifest gevurah (strength), a quality
that God wants to develop in Abraham, because building a nation (and
a state much more so) requires gevurah, the balancing and limiting of
chesed.

14.6. THE WAR
OF THE KINGS (14:1-16)
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[1] Now, when King Amraphel of Shinar, King Arioch of Ella-
sar, King Chedorlaomer of Elam, and King Tidal of Goiim

[2] made war on King Bera of Sodom, King Birsha of Gomor-
rah, King Shinab of Admah, King Shemeber of Zeboiim, and
the king of Bela, which is Zoar,

[3] all the latter joined forces at the Valley of Siddim, now
the Dead Sea.

[4] Twelve years they served Chedorlaomer, and in the thir-
teenth year they rebelled.

[5] In the fourteenth year Chedorlaomer and the kings
who were with him came and defeated the Rephaim
at Ashteroth-karnaim, the Zuzim at Ham, the Emim at
Shaveh-kiriathaim,

[6] and the Horites in their hill country of Seir as far as El-
paran, which is by the wilderness.

[7]1 On their way back they came to En-mishpat, which is
Kadesh, and subdued all the territory of the Amalekites, and
also the Amorites who dwelt in Hazazon-tamar.

[8] Then the king of Sodom, the king of Gomorrah, the king
of Admah, the king of Zeboiim, and the king of Bela, which
is Zoar, went forth and engaged them in battle in the Valley
of Siddim:
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[9] King Chedorlaomer of Elam, King Tidal of Goiim, King
Amraphel of Shinar, and King Arioch of Ellasar-four kings
against those five.

[10] Now the Valley of Siddim was dotted with bitumen pits;
and the kings of Sodom and Gomorrah, in their flight, threw
themselves into them, while the rest escaped to the hill
country.

[11] [The invaders] seized all the wealth of Sodom and Go-
morrah and all their provisions, and went their way.

[12] They also took Lot, the son of Abram’s brother, and his
possessions, and departed; for he had settled in Sodom.

[13] A fugitive brought the news to Abram the Hebrew, who
was dwelling at the terebinths of Mamre the Amorite, kins-
man of Eshkol and Aner, these being Abram’s allies.

[141 When Abram heard that his kinsman had been taken
captive, he mustered his retainers, born into his household,
numbering three hundred and eighteen, and went in pursuit
as far as Dan.

[15] At night, he and his servants deployed against them and
defeated them; and he pursued them as far as Hobah, which
is north of Damascus.

[16] He brought back all the possessions; he also brought
back his kinsman Lot and his possessions, and the women
and the rest of the people.

[1]1 Now, when King Amraphel of Shinar ¢ Immediately after Abra-
ham’s move to Hebron, the Torah tells of the “world war” waged by two
coalitions of kings, in which Abraham was also involved. Historically
and politically speaking, the cause of this war was a few kings revolt-
ing against the domination of a few others. But as concerns Abraham’s
dialogue with God, this war was a response from Above to Abraham’s
failure to establish a proper hierarchy of relations. Wishing to avoid
making difficult decisions, Abraham had given a part of the land to Lot,
who then settled in Sodom. The result was that Abraham was now in-
volved in military maneuvers.
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Abraham wished to avoid a very minor conflict, and in the end had
to face an far more difficult one. This is common in such situations.
One’s reluctance to undertake immediate, tough decisions today turns
into the need to fight on a larger scale tomorrow.

[4] Twelve years they served Chedorlaomer ¢ Without taking up a de-
tailed historical identification of all these kings, the geography of their
kingdoms, and their battle stations, we note generally that the coalition
of Chedorlaomer consisted of the kings of various regions of Babylon
and the surrounding countries. The name “Shinar” is a reference to the
story of the Tower of Babel (11:2). Nimrod was previously called the
king of Shinar (10:11), and Amraphel is therefore associated with him.

And in the thirteenth year they rebelled ¢ The kings who submitted
to the Babylonians and then rebelled are the kings of the city-states
located around the Dead Sea, the zones of Babylonian influence.

[5] In the fourteenth year Chedorlaomer and the kings who were
with him came and defeated the Rephaim at Ashteroth-karnaim,
the Zuzim... ¢ In the course of suppressing the rebellion, the Babylo-
nian kings wage their military campaign in the vicinity of the Dead Sea
and Sodom, but they do not enter the highlands of the Land of Canaan
where Abraham lives, because it is Egypt’s zone of influence.

[10] Now the Valley of Siddim was dotted with bitumen pits; and
the kings of Sodom and Gomorrah, in their flight, threw them-
selves into them, while the rest escaped to the hill country ¢ The
Siddim Valley is the southern region of the Dead Sea. It is quite shallow
and sometimes dries up, becoming an asphalt marsh. A great many tar
pits then form there; it was such pits that swallowed the kings of Sodom
and Gomorrah.

The “mountain” to which the survivors fled is the region of Hebron,
where Abraham was living at the time. (Because it was Egypt’s zone of
influence, it was possible to hide there from the Babylonian troops.)
When all had fled, the Babylonian kings seized the possessions of So-
dom and Gomorrah and all the foodstuffs, as well as Lot, Abraham’s
nephew, and began their retreat to Babylon.

We note in passing that as a result of this war, all the nations living
around the Jordan River and the Dead Sea were destroyed. These areas
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thus became sparsely populated, and the peoples of Abraham’s family
settled there — the descendants of Lot, Ishmael and Esau. This is the
reason that the Torah provides such a detailed listing of the characters
and geography of this war.

[13] A fugitive brought the news to Abram the Hebrew, who was
dwelling at the terebinths of Mamre the Amorite, kinsman of Esh-
kol and Aner, these being Abram’s allies ¢ We suddenly see Abraham
in a completely unexpected light. It turns out that he has political and
military allies prepared to fight the Babylonians, and this military alli-
ance extends to Hebron and its environs. Abraham himself also has a
fairly large number of military forces, which he uses to achieve a victory.

Brought the news to Abram the Hebrew ¢ This is the first instance
in the Torah where the ethnonym ivri, “Hebrew,” is used. The emphasis
placed here on Abraham’s ethnic origins shows that his actions are mo-
tivated by political considerations at the national level, and not only by
familial ones.

However, as we see often throughout Jewish history, the main chal-
lenge of war is not in achieving the victory itself, but in putting the re-
sults of that victory to proper use.

14.7. ABRAHAM AND THE KING
OF SODOM (14:17-24)
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[17] When he returned from defeating Chedorlaomer and the
kings with him, the king of Sodom came out to meet him in
the Valley of Shaveh, which is the Valley of the King.

[18] And King Melchizedek of Salem brought out bread and
wine; he was a priest of God Most High.

[19] He blessed him, saying,
“Blessed be Abram of God Most High,
Creator of heaven and earth.

[20] And blessed be God Most High,
Who has delivered your foes into your hand”.
And [Abram] gave him a tenth of everything.

[21] Then the king of Sodom said to Abram, “Give me the per-
sons, and take the possessions for yourself”.

[22] But Abram said to the king of Sodom, “I swear to the Lord,
God Most High, Creator of heaven and earth:

[23] | will not take so much as a thread or a sandal strap of
what is yours; you shall not say, ‘It is | who made Abram rich.’

[24] For me, nothing but what my servants have used up; as
for the share of the men who went with me-Aner, Eshkol,
and Mamre-Llet them take their share”.

This story is often understood as demonstrating Abraham’s exem-
plary generosity, that he was free of avarice and unwilling to receive
any share of Sodom’s dishonestly acquired property. There is, however,
a completely different way of looking at this, which we shall consider
below.

[171 When he returned from defeating Chedorlaomer and the kings
with him, the king of Sodom came out to meet him ¢ After the vic-
tory, Abraham, who had rescued his neighbors from the invasion, be-
came the dominant military-political figure in the region, and received
all rights of power. The neighboring kings therefore welcomed Abraham
and were prepared to recognize his supremacy and to give him a trium-
phal reception.

In the Valley of Shaveh, which is the Valley of the King ¢ This is the
Valley of Kidron in the vicinity of Jerusalem.
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[18] And King Melchizedek of Salem brought out bread and wine
¢ Salem (Hebrew, Shalem) is Jerusalem’s original, more ancient name.
As a result of the war, the territory of Abraham’s influence has expand-
ed considerably. Initially, the city of Shechem in the center of Samaria,
where his disciples settled, recognized his authority. But also under con-
trol of Abraham and his allies was Hebron, the central city of the future
province Judea. And now, after defeating the kings who had come from
Babylon, the flourishing valley of the Jordan and the regions around the
Dead Sea should likewise have come under Abraham’s command. Finally,
Melchizedek, king of Jerusalem - the area uniting Judea and Samaria — is
willing to recognize his authority. Thus, Abraham could have become
the ruler of a rather large kingdom occupying the central part of the
country.

[20] And [Abram] gave him a tenth of everything ¢ It would now
seem that Abraham is very close to the fulfillment of the Divine promise
of dominance over the land. But Abraham, who does not yet understand
that he must create a people and, therefore, build a state, refuses this
opportunity. Abraham has no desire to become a political ruler, who
controls the lives of his subjects with his edicts. He still believes that his
primary goal is to preach, to bring people closer to God and to a worthy
life based solely on their own personal choices. He therefore does not ac-
cept that power, but of its own accord it devolves upon him all the same.

The Torah emphasizes that Melchizedek is “the priest of God Most
High.” Had Abraham considered himself the progenitor of a nation, and
thus a political leader, he would have declared himself the ruler of the
land, and appointed Melchizedek as priest of the kingdom rather than
giving Melchizedek “a tenth of everything.” But Abraham does nothing
of the kind. He behaves not as a leader but as an individual, a private
citizen who gives his priest a tenth of everything acquired.

[21] Then the king of Sodom said to Abram, “Give me the persons,
and take the possessions for yourself.” ¢ The king of Sodom under-
stands the direction in which things are headed. The victor, as it turns
out, has no interest in domination! But typical of a Sodom mentality,
this arouses in him not a sense of gratitude by any means, but, on the
contrary, an attitude of arrogance. He says to Abraham, “Give me the
persons, and take the possessions for yourself,” notwithstanding that



166  Bible Dynamics. Book of Genesis

according to the laws and conventions of war, the property of Sodom
and its people should belong to Abraham, as victor. But the king of So-
dom, instead of expressing gratitude to Abraham for his salvation and
recognizing himself as Abraham’s subordinate, proposes an equal divi-
sion of the people and spoils, as if his and Abraham’s merits in the vic-
tory are equal.

[22] But Abram said to the king of Sodom ... [24] For me, nothing ¢
Abraham acts honorably of course, taking nothing of the property that
belongs to the king of Sodom. But was this unselfish gesture the proper
response? Perhaps Abraham should have done the opposite: to declare
that both the property and the persons belonged to him, and that the
king of Sodom is now obliged to obey him. And then, Abraham - as com-
mander of the entire region — could have, inter alia, replaced Sodom’s
abominable laws with more humane ones, or he could have tried at least
to minimally reeducate the people of Sodom. But Abraham makes no
such attempt, and the result is that Sodom comes to ruin, with Abraham
indirectly to blame.

Abraham wishes to teach others a moral lesson: the rejection of dis-
honest money. Such behavior on the part of an ordinary citizen would be
highly admirable, but is completely unbecoming and unacceptable for a
king, a political leader, for whom refusing to make demands on Sodom is
a sin. Abraham does not want to use political means to achieve spiritual
goals, because the policy and government of the state includes violence,
which Abraham, the man of chesed, repudiates. He wants the advance-
ment of society to be realized through the personal spiritual growth of
its members, in an atmosphere of universal love and friendship, and so
he squanders the opportunity for an historic breakthrough. Building the
Jewish nation and state will therefore be possible only through the high-
er advances in spiritual development that will be achieved by Isaac and
Jacob.



CHAPTER 15

THE “COVENANT BETWEEN
THE SEVERED MEMBERS”

15.1 “FEAR NOT ABRAHAM”: THE PROBLEM
OF KILLING ON THE BATTLEFIELD (15:1)
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[1] Some time later, the word of the Lord came to Abram in a
vision. He said, “Fear not, Abram, | am a shield to you; Your
reward shall be very great.”

After the war with the kings, the Torah moves on to the “Covenant
Between the Severed Members.” This story begins with God addressing
Abraham, which serves as a proper conclusion to the battle that Abra-
ham had just fought.

[1] Some time later, the word of the Lord came to Abram in a vision.
He said, “Fear not, Abram...” ¢ When a person is in danger and goes to
war, it is natural that he would be afraid and in need of support. But here
God addresses Abraham after those frightful events, when Abraham has
already returned from battle. What could Abraham have feared after the
victory was already won?

Perhaps Abraham feared that now he had already completely re-
ceived the reward that God had promised him. God therefore reassures
him, “Your reward shall be very great”. Abraham might also have feared
that the defeated kings could return to avenge their defeat. The Al-
mighty therefore tells him, “I am a shield to you.”
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The Midrash, however, offers a profound rationale for Abraham’s
fear in the form of a moral problem: Abraham feared that he had killed
some innocent soul in the war, for most likely there were good people
among the enemy warriors who did not deserve to die. Besides such kill-
ings being a very bad thing in and of itself, to be guilty of such killings
can cause a steep decline in one’s spiritual level.

From both a legal and a moral perspective it is of course neither pos-
sible nor necessary in military actions to determine the ethical position
of each and every enemy soldier. In war one may Kkill indiscriminate-
ly, although there is surely nothing praiseworthy in that. Moreover, re-
fraining entirely from going to war is also not an option. Those being
attacked must defend themselves. But at the same time, any war is itself
lamentable, and can inflict real spiritual damage on anyone who fights
and kills. Abraham’s fears were thus not without foundation. But it is
nevertheless important to note that the opposite behavior - refusing to
go to war in the event of an attack on oneself or one’s loved ones, and
adopting a position of submission and inappropriate pacifism in the face
of aggression — will cause a person far worse moral and spiritual damage
than waging war ever would.

Thus, Abraham feared not the revenge of his enemies, but his own
spiritual degradation due to his having been forced to kill. With the
words “Fear not,” God reassures Abram that this would not happen.

It must be emphasized that Abraham’s dread of any unjust killing
of enemies would be entirely warranted for an individual in personal
conflict with an enemy, but is absolutely unacceptable for a nation and
a state.

War is a social reality. Although eliminating war from our world is
of course a Jewish Messianic ideal, that ideal is still very far from re-
ality, and its application without regard for reality would be a classic
case of false messianism. Were a state to advance the argument that
“enemy soldiers are also human beings, each most likely an honorable
family man being forced to fight against his own conscience and princi-
ples,” then living in such a state would be impossible, for it would soon
be destroyed along with its citizens. In other words, by showing mercy
to distant strangers, that state will inflict cruelty upon its own citizens.
To yield in a quarrel of individuals is indeed noble and sublime, but at
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the national level, when the issue is one of a state protecting its people,
such capitulation would be nothing less than a crime.

Abraham understands, of course, that he was correct to go to war in
order to rescue Lot. But at the same time he is troubled when he contem-
plates the moral and spiritual costs of victory. In a certain sense, Abra-
ham dreads his own victories.

It should be noted that this is in a more general sense a very Jewish
feeling. Today’s “Abrahams” in this regard are those Israelis who win
victories, but at the same time are embarrassed by their victories. Some
Jews are so afraid of their victories — and all “Israeli” victories — that
they embrace anti-Zionism and dream of destroying Israel, or whatev-
er it takes to disassociate from “military force” that seems immoral to
them. Such a perverted mindset was of course alien to Abraham, who,
when it became necessary, did not hesitate to go to war. But he nonethe-
less entertains just such concerns and doubts.

Another reason, perhaps, for Abraham’s apprehensions was the fact
that his victory had dismantled his original plans. As discussed earlier,
Abraham was acting within the framework of two competing designs:
his own design, and God’s design for him. Abraham’s original intent was
to establish universal belief in the One God, to create a cosmopolitan
religious system embracing all of humanity. But God’s plan for Abraham
is different: to produce from him a nation that will bring monotheism
to the world.

Victory in the war with the Babylonian kings has now demolished
Abraham’s plan for the spread of a religion that would embrace all of
humanity, because Abraham was now in a sharp conflict with half of
humanity — with Babylon. He has no choice but to reconsider anew God’s
plan for creating a people. And the problem of his own childlessness
comes sharply into focus.

15.2. THE PROBLEM OF ABRAHAM’S
POSTERITY (15:2-3)
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[2] But Abram said, “O Lord God, what can You give me, see-
ing that | shall die childless, and the one in charge of my
household is Dammesek Eliezer!”

[3]1 Abram said further, “Since You have granted me no off-
spring, my steward will be my heir.”

[2] Seeing that I shall die childless, and the one in charge of my
household is Dammesek Eliezer!” ¢ God’s words “your reward is great”
highlight the chasm between His promise to create a people from Abra-
ham’s descendants and the reality of Abraham’s childlessness, such
that not even a relative will inherit him, but only his domestic steward.
(Abraham and his nephew Lot have already parted company.)

Abraham now for the first time perceives this discrepancy between
the promise and the reality as an actual crisis, and so deeply that he
himself raises the issue of the need for descendants. This dynamic evo-
lution of Abraham’s views, from his original idea of training disciples to
the idea of building a people from progeny, is a necessary step for ensur-
ing that Abraham will in fact finally have those descendants.

[2] But Abram said ... [3] And Abram said ¢ Both these verses (2 and
3) begin with questions posed by Abraham, but with no intervening re-
sponse from God. By not responding immediately to Abraham, God con-
strains him to more clearly formulate his question, with an emphasis on
the connection between offspring and heritage, in order that Abraham
will more clearly understand the problem. Only after Abraham has un-
dergone this internal advancement will his destiny change.

15.3. ABRAHAM
ABOVE THE STARS (15:4-5)
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[4] The word of the Lord came to him in reply, “That one shall

not be your heir; none but your very own issue shall be your
heir”.
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[5] He took him outside and said, “Look toward heaven and
count the stars, if you are able to count them”. And He added,
“So shall your offspring be”.

Thus, Abraham’s critical personal advancement was that he aban-
doned his own plan and accepted the Divine plan. Abraham’s disciples
and his nephew Lot are now separated from him not only physically.
Henceforth, Abraham no longer sees in them his continuation, and he
therefore asks for descendants.

[5]1 He took him outside and said, “Look toward heaven and count
the stars ¢ A simple understanding of this passage is that God took
Abraham out of his tent in order to view the stars. However, the strict
meaning of the Hebrew word habbet is to gaze down from above onto
what is below. The Midrash therefore explains that Abraham, who was
an expert in astrology — the “science” of those times - said to God: “After
carefully researching my horoscope I know beyond all doubt that ac-
cording to the stars (i.e., the natural course of events, the laws of nature)
I cannot have a child.” God, in response, raised Abraham higher than
the heavens, allowing him to look down on the stars from above. This
way, God gave Abraham a super-natural view of the laws of the natural
world. God told Abraham: “Your name will change (see 17:5), and your
horoscope will also change accordingly”.

That “scientific” understanding of his own childlessness was per-
haps one factor that drove Abraham toward his plan of creating a reli-
gion through a group of disciples. The plans that God was offering him
were incomprehensible to Abraham, as if only miraculously feasible.
God responds to Abraham by “taking him outside”, cautioning him that
one must not give absolute credence to the laws of nature. “Yes, you
have in fact calculated your horoscope accurately. But you will rise above
those stars and above the laws of nature, and from there will you bring
your son into the world. There is a force higher than the stars — Divine
Providence - that can alter the course of events.”

This sense that the Jewish people does not — indeed cannot — pos-
sibly survive by the laws of nature alone, and that Jewish existence is
the result of an ongoing miracle by which God’s people “rise above the
stars,” has consistently accompanied the Jewish people throughout its
very long history.
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15.4. “BECAUSE HE PUT HIS TRUST IN THE LORD,
HE RECKONED IT TO HIS MERIT” (15:6)
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[6]1 And because he put his trust in the Lord, He reckoned it
to his merit.

Jewish tradition considers it incorrect to understand this verse as
“salvation through faith”: Abraham believed, and God therefore saved
him - because such an understanding does not fit the context.

First, it is clear that the issue here is not faith in the conventional
sense — belief in the existence of God. Obviously, Abraham already had
such faith long before this. Abraham had spoken with God many times
and acted on His instructions. It is thus impossible to believe that only
now Abraham suddenly “believed in God.”

The Hebrew verb “he’emin (from which “amen” is also derived) does
not mean “he believed,” but, rather, “he trusted.” The idea is that Abra-
ham relied on God for the realization of His promise that was contrary to
the natural course of events. It is such trust in God (and not “faith” per
se) that is a notable religious achievement.

The second problem in understanding this verse is that the transla-
tion of the word tzedakah as “righteousness” is highly ambiguous. The
Hebrew word tzedakah has two different meanings: [1] righteousness,
and [2] a display of mercy, or a gift. Thus, the turn of phrase of this verse
can be understood as either “He considered it righteousness,” or “he
considered it an act of mercy.”

At the same time - and this is the third problem in understanding
this verse — it is not grammatically apparent from the text who was do-
ing the considering, and for whom — God for Abraham, or Abraham for
God. If the latter, the verse should be understood differently, as follows:
Abraham trusted God (i.e., that his descendants would become an innu-
merable people) and considered this to be Divine mercy. That is, Abra-
ham did not believe that he could receive such descendants strictly on
his own merits.

Thus, this verse admits two parallel interpretations, and incorpo-
rates for us two separate lessons: [1] A person who evinces trust in God,
by actively demonstrating his awareness that the Almighty will with
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time provide solutions even to those problems that today seem unsolv-
able, is credited with having performed an act of righteousness; [2] A
person who receives some benefit from God should consider it a gift
of God’s beneficence that greatly exceeds what he ought have received
based on his merits alone.

This does not mean, of course, that our merits are irrelevant or un-
important to God, for the truth is quite the opposite. One of the rea-
sons God has given us His many commandments is so that by keeping
them we will increase our merits before Him. But at the same time, we
must realize that the rewards we receive from God are not payment
fully commensurate with our actual merits, but a manifestation of Di-
vine grace.

But the idea of “salvation through faith” has no basis whatsoever in
the Hebrew Bible.

15.5. ABRAHAM’S LACK
OF TRUST (15:7-8)
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[71 Then He said to him, “I am the Lord who brought you out
from Ur of the Chaldeans to assign this land to you as a pos-
session”.

[8]1 And he said, “O Lord God, how shall | know that | am to
possess it?”

[71I am the Lord who brought you out from Ur of the Chaldeans to
assign this land to you as a possession ¢ The purpose of Abraham’s
leaving Ur of the Chaldeans is precisely to create a people from the de-
scendants of Abraham, who will then take possession of the land. The
life of the Jewish people in the Land of Israel and their possession of the
Land are the source of Divine light for mankind. Without it the world
cannot develop normally.

[8] And he said, “O Lord God, how shall I know that I am to possess
it?” Abraham suddenly shows a lack of trust and asks God for signs con-
firming the promise. But this is very strange. How is it that only a little
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earlier we were told that Abraham trusted in God that he would have
descendants, but now he lacks trust and asks for confirmation that his
descendants will possess the land and live on it?

The apparent reason for this change in Abraham’s reaction to God’s
promise is that Divine mercy is enough for providing offspring, but an
additional condition is necessary for the long-term possession of the
land, namely, the specific behavior of those descendants. And for that,
Divine mercy is simply not enough.

It is also possible that the very establishment of a state (“possess-
ing the land”) represents a significant moral problem for Abraham. The
state tends to degrade and decompose. As a rule, it would seem, living in
one’s own country and possessing the land can easily lead to crisis. Not
for naught does the Torah say later: “When you have begotten children
and children’s children and are long established in the land, should you
act wickedly and make for yourselves a sculptured image in any likeness,
causing the Lord your God displeasure and vexation” (Deut. 4:25 ).

“Act wickedly” - as the result of living on one’s own land!? A country
overflowing with vital forces is nevertheless not itself a moral being; as
soon as a person takes root in his land, it can begin to eat away at his
morality. This greatly worries Abraham. As an example of this Abraham
has, before his very eyes, the Canaanites, who degenerated into one of
the most depraved nations precisely because of their stay in the Holy
Land, with its enormous vitality. The Torah therefore emphasizes: “You
shall not copy the practices of the land of Egypt where you dwelt, or of
the land of Canaan to which I am taking you; nor shall you follow their
laws” (Lev. 18:2).

Abraham, as it were, says to God: “How wonderful that you will give
me descendants, but what shall become of them in the future? Will my
descendants be worthy of the gift that you wish to give them? What as-
surance do I have that the earth will not seize them and corrupt them? Is
Your mercy toward them so very great that we can expect them to hold
their own in this land?” Although Divine mercy is often given without
sufficient merit, a person must nevertheless uphold a certain level of
morality in order for that mercy to be granted.

The Midrash criticizes Abraham for not trusting in God’s word, and
even attributes the four-hundred-year exile of his descendants to that
flaw. Each of Abraham’s four words, ba-mah eda ki irashennah - “how
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shall T know that I am to possess it?” — corresponds to one hundred
years of Egyptian exile.

It would be wrong to assume, however, that Abraham’s descendants
were punished simply because he lacked trust in God. More likely, the
reason for that lengthy exile is that Abraham’s question demonstrates
an actual defect in those descendants themselves that they need to cor-
rect, namely, their own deficiency of bitachon, trust in the Almighty. The
Jewish people needed one hundred years of correction for each of four
degrees of deficiency represented by those four words.

God later responds to Abraham, mentioning (verse 17) “the smok-
ing oven,” a reference to God’s opening words (verse 7) to Abraham: “I
am the Lord who brought you out from Ur of the Chaldeans”; that is, it
refers to that very Chaldean furnace (see 18:1(c)) from which Abraham
emerged not only unharmed, but even hardened. God seems to say to
Abraham: “By the strict laws of nature no one emerges from a fiery
furnace unharmed. But you did, thus transcending natural law. And
likewise, the four hundred years of Egyptian exile will be like a fiery
furnace for your descendants, allowing them to develop supernatural
qualities. Your fears are therefore unfounded. The Jewish people will
successfully possess this land that I am giving you. No, the land will
not enslave them, and as a nation they will even succeed at elevating
the land.”

15.6. THE MAKING OF A COVENANT:
THE COURSE OF HISTORY AND THE LAND
OF THE TEN NATIONS (15:9-21)
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[9] He answered, “Bring Me a three-year-old heifer, a three-

year-old she-goat, a three-year-old ram, a turtledove, and a
young bird”.

[10] He brought Him all these and cut them in two, placing
each half opposite the other; but he did not cut up the bird.

[11] Birds of prey came down upon the carcasses, and Abram
drove them away.

[12] As the sun was about to set, a deep sleep fell upon Abram,
and a great dark dread descended upon him.

[13] And He said to Abram, “Know well that your offspring
shall be strangers in a land not theirs, and they shall be en-
slaved and oppressed four hundred years;

[14] but | will execute judgment on the nation they shall
serve, and in the end they shall go free with great wealth.

[15] As for you,
You shall go to your fathers in peace;
You shall be buried at a ripe old age.

[16] And they shall return here in the fourth generation, for
the iniquity of the Amorites is not yet complete”.

[17] When the sun set and it was very dark, there appeared
a smoking oven, and a flaming torch which passed between
those pieces.

[18] On that day the Lord made a covenant with Abram, say-
ing, “To your offspring | assign this land, from the river of
Egypt to the great river, the river Euphrates:

[19] the Kenites, the Kenizzites, the Kadmonites,

[20] the Hittites, the Perizzites, the Rephaim,
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[21] the Amorites, the Canaanites, the Girgashites, and the
Jebusites”.

[18] On that day the Lord made a covenant with Abram ¢ This is
the berit bein ha-betarim, the “Covenant Between the Severed Members”
that God made with Abraham.

[13] And He said to Abram, “Know well that your offspring shall
be strangers in a land not theirs, and they shall be enslaved and
oppressed four hundred years ... And they shall return here in the
fourth generation ¢ God had already told Abraham earlier about the
nation that would be created from his descendants, but gave him no
explanation as to how this nation would further develop. Now God is
inducting Abraham into the mechanism of this historical process. But
the good news for Abraham, both personal and national, that “you shall
be buried at a ripe old age ... and in the end they shall go free with great
wealth”, is integrally associated with suffering and persecution here:
“Your offspring shall be strangers in a land not theirs, and they shall be
enslaved and oppressed.”

[12] And a great dark dread descended upon him. ¢ The images of
the “Covenant Between the Severed Members” embrace many long eras
of Jewish history, illuminating them with meaning and purpose, and en-
gendering an overwhelming feeling of trepidation in any person aware
of his own smallness. Abraham, too, experiences this trepidation, and
therefore can take in the Covenant only in a sleeping state. A waking
consciousness cannot withstand the tension of a collision with the enor-
mity of history.

Each element of this vision incorporates symbolism and prophecy.
Here we will mention only a small selection of those.

[10] He brought Him all these and cut them in two, placing each
half opposite the other ¢ The first action here is the bisection, albeit
not complete, of the animals. This symbolizes that the spiritual vital-
ity of the world - the “river issuing from the Garden of Eden” (2:10) -
will be divided between different empires, first and foremost between
Babylon and Egypt, to be followed later by the collapse of these same
empires.



178 Bible Dynamics. Book of Genesis

[11] Birds of prey came down upon the carcasses, and Abram drove
them away ¢ The Jews (Abraham) remain in the middle, passing as it
were between bisected civilizations, driving off the kites from their re-
mains, and carrying out the task of uniting those civilizations, smelting
them in a single furnace.

Humanity after the Tower of Babel was fragmented; its divided parts
needed to be reassembled, and that is the Jews’ most essential mission.
In this sense, Abraham is an ivri, a Hebrew, who undertakes completion
of the work left undone by Eber. Israel’s destiny is to restore the nations
to their original unity by gathering their scattered sparks of holiness,
thus making it possible for mankind to win anew its contact with God.

[17] There appeared a smoking oven, and a flaming torch which
passed between those pieces. ¢ Later in the Torah (Deut. 4:20), Egypt
is called the kur ha-barzel, the “iron furnace” for smelting and purify-
ing gold. After passing through the Egyptian furnace, the descendants
of Abraham will be capable of understanding the Divine word, will rise
above nature, and will be worthy of inheriting the Land of Israel and
passing the Divine light to all mankind.

In addition to the “smelting of the nations,” exile has a second func-
tion, realized not only in Egypt but in subsequent exiles too, even up to
the present day. Namely, to collect the “sparks of holiness” scattered
across all nations of the world. The unification of these sparks occurs
when the Jews return to the Land of Israel, after which their light, now
united, spreads from Israel to all of humanity.

[9] He answered, “Bring Me a three-year-old heifer, a three-year-
old she-goat, a three-year-old ram, a turtledove, and a young
bird” ¢ In the four species of animals that Abraham sacrifices here, tra-
dition sees an indication of four Jewish exiles — four kingdoms that will
later rule over Israel: Babylon, Persia, Greece, and Rome. The latter is
the current, ongoing exile to the countries of the West, which is, howev-
er, now ending before our own eyes.

The Talmud says: “The Almighty gave three gifts to Israel, all of
which the Jews acquire through suffering: the Torah, the Land of Israel,
and the World to Come.” In this idea there is an apparent contradiction.
If it is a gift, then why is it necessary to suffer in order to attain it?
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The answer is that these gifts are so valuable precisely because they
are acquired through suffering. Had they come without suffering, they
would have been easily lost. Paying such a high price for those gifts is
necessary for us to establish a truly integral connection with them.

[13] And they shall be enslaved and oppressed four hundred years;
[14] but I will execute judgment on the nation they shall serve ¢
If the servitude and suffering of the descendants of Abraham was pre-
determined from Above, then why are the Egyptians to be blamed for
oppressing the Jews, given that they were only fulfilling the Divine will,
as it were? The Torah therefore states clearly that the oppressors will be
judged. God grants each of us the freedom to choose. If evil comes into
the world through someone, then that person will be held accountable
for that.

[16] And they shall return here in the fourth generation, for the
iniquity of the Amorites is not yet complete ¢ That is, the Canaanite
nations were not at that time sufficiently guilty of their crimes to de-
serve expulsion quite yet.

This means that when later the expulsion of the Canaanites did oc-
cur, it was not because the Jews had become worthy of receiving the land,
but because the moment had come when these peoples were so guilty
that they truly deserved to be expelled.

The right of the Jewish people to possess the Land of Israel is con-
stant, regardless of the behavior of other nations. However, our right
(which is sometimes rather a duty) to expel these peoples from our land
depends solely on the behavior of these peoples themselves; that is, on
whether they are righteous or sinful.

[18] From the river of Egypt to the great river, the river Euphrates
¢ That is, from the borders of Egypt to the borders of Babylon. This is
the territory from the easternmost branch of the “Egyptian River” (Wadi
El-Arish on the Sinai Peninsula) to the closest point on the Euphrates, in
the vicinity of Damascus. The Land of Israel must reach unto the borders
of Egypt and Babylon without penetrating or being perceived as invad-
ing those countries.

Thus, the concept of “from the Nile to the Euphrates” embodies not
only a territorial meaning, but a spiritual one as well: the unification
of the Egyptian and Babylonian civilizations. And yet, the spiritual and
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the material meanings are inseparable. Only when the Jewish state oc-
cupies the territory that the Almighty has apportioned to it can it fulfill
its world mission.

In past epochs the realms of King David and King Solomon corre-
sponded to those boundaries exactly. Those periods left an indelible im-
pression on humanity’s collective memory, as evidenced in particular by
the Psalms written in that era, and the Song of Songs and Ecclesiastes.
In later times, however, the entire “land of the ten nations” was never
under Jewish dominion, but only the “territory of the seven peoples” as
later indicated (Deut. 7:1).

Thus, the essence of the covenant that God made with Abraham is
the promise that he would have descendants, and a land through which
all the tribes of the earth would be blessed. Abraham assumes the role
of being both the foundation and the model for the creation of that
nation.



CHAPTER 16
SARAH AND HAGAR

16.1. THE DISCREPANCY BETWEEN GOD’S PROMISE
AND THE REALITY (15:18 - 16:1)
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(15:18) On that day the Lord made a covenant with Abram,
saying, “To your offspring | assign this land ...”
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(16:1) Sarai, Abram’s wife, had borne him no children.

In the Torah text these two verses appear in close succession, in or-
der to emphasize the discrepancy between God’s promise and Abraham’s
reality. We have here an instance of the often painful gap between the
ideal, “true” state of affairs — in this case, God’s promise to give the land
of Israel to Abraham’s descendants — and the reality — Sarah’s failure to
conceive and bear children. Such discrepancies are commonly encoun-
tered in life: Something is genuinely “true” because it has already been
determined in “upper” realms, but in this lower world that we inhabit it
has not yet been realized.

When we feel justified in our expectations, but they have not come
to fruition, disappointment and crisis often ensue. This type of discon-
tinuity between the expected and the actual can be a source of extreme
psychological distress, often leading the persons experiencing it to com-
mit tragically serious mistakes.
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In relation to time there are generally two types of sin: the sin
of being too late, and the sin of being too early. The sin of the spies
(Numbers 13) is an example of the former: they tried to persuade the
Jewish people not to enter the land, although the time had come to do
exactly that. But more often the sin is of the other type - being pre-
maturely zealous, when the ideal state is already striving to come true,
but the reality is not yet ready for it. An example of this type of sin is
the sin of Adam and Eve, who prematurely tasted the fruit of the Tree
of Knowledge of Good and Evil.

Another example of sinning by “being too early” is the Jews’ sin of
the golden calf. While Moses was at the top of Mount Sinai, but had not
yet received the tablets, the people of Israel waited patiently enough
for his return. But once the tablets had already been given in Heav-
en (i.e., on Mount Sinai) and the time had come for Moses to present
those tablets to the Jewish people, they simply could wait no longer,
and demanded of Aaron: “Come, make us a god who shall go before us”
(Exod. 32:1). In an ideal world Moses would have come down by then,
because the tablets had already been received, and he had no more
business on that mountain. But he was still in descent, as it takes some
time to make that trek, and that delay led the Jews to commit the sin
of the golden calf.

Note that the sin of “being too early,” although more common, is
less severe than the sin of “being too late”. The sin of the golden calf was
forgiven, but the sin of the spies was not; that entire generation died
in the wilderness. To “not love” is a more grievous sin than to “love too
much.” As the book of Proverbs says (10:12), “Love covers up all sins.”

Returning to our Torah portion, Sarah’s mistake is a sin of “being
too early.”

The most serious problem of our lives is our lack of bitachon, our
failing to trust in the Almighty. Fearing that a situation has no chance of
improving without our impetuous intervention, we undertake improper
actions, for which we ultimately pay a very steep price.

16.2. HAGAR, SARAH’S MAIDSERVANT (16:1)
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[1] Sarai, Abram’s wife, had borne him no children. She had an
Egyptian maidservant whose name was Hagar.

[1] An Egyptian maidservant ¢ We have already noted that the Torah’s
concept of slave does not coincide with the Greek or Roman concepts
of slave as “talking instrument” (by Aristotle’s definition). Rather, the

“slave” of the Torah is a “patriarchal” slave who should sooner be called a
servant — a junior member of the family, as it were. Jewish law required
that a slave be given living conditions that were on par with those of his
master, who was also prohibited from subjecting the slave to corporal
punishment of any kind, overworking him, or endangering his life or
limb. The slave was obliged to rest on Shabbat, and to sit at the Passover
table with all other members of the family.

In the Torah, Eliezer, who was Abraham’s own servant, manages his
household and chooses a wife for Abraham’s son Isaac. In other words,
plain and simple, a slave is a disciple. Therefore, the fact that Hagar is
called a slave does not put her in the position of a mute creature, but
only means that she is subordinate to Sarah.

Whose name was Hagar: The Midrash tells us that Hagar was the
daughter of Pharaoh. After seeing the miracles that God had performed
for Abraham, Pharaoh gave him his own daughter as a slave girl. We
need not understand this Midrash literally, of course, but it is important
to consider that Hagar has noble, even regal origins, and in the house
of Abraham she is a “representative” of Egypt (even of the elite of Egypt,
and of all that is spiritual in that civilization).

16.3. SARAH GIVES HAGAR TO ABRAHAM (16:2-3)
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[2] And Sarai said to Abram, “Look, the Lord has kept me from

bearing. Consort with my maid; perhaps | shall have a son
through her”. And Abram heeded Sarai’s request.
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[3] So Sarai, Abram’s wife, took her maid, Hagar the Egyptian-
after Abram had dwelt in the land of Canaan ten years-and
gave her to her husband Abram as concubine.

It has now been ten years since Abraham received the Divine prom-
ise that he will have descendants. After such a long interval has passed
and the Divine promise is still not realized, a crisis arises.

Now desperate, Sarah resorts to extreme measures. Her confusion
and lack of trust in God led to the birth of Ishmael, which becomes a
serious complication for Isaac. To resolve this newer crisis, Sarah must
again take steps that, although necessary, will lead to an even more dan-
gerous global conflict in the future.

Sarah’s words, “perhaps I shall have a son through her,” demon-
strate that she did not consider herself hopelessly barren, but only as-
sumed that Abraham must first have children, and that once there were
children in the family she too would give birth.

Or, possibly, Sarah hopes that as her reward for giving her maidser-
vant to Abraham and adopting Hagar’s newborn child, she too will be
blessed with children. (Infertility sometimes ceases after the adoption
of children. The presence of children in a family can exert a positive psy-
chological influence on a woman, and can in that way effect biological
changes in her as well.) But after Sarah gives Hagar to Abraham, events
take an entirely different turn from what Sarah was expecting.

16.4. ABRAHAM AND SARAH’S
CHILDLESSNESS

God promised offspring to Abraham, but Sarah does not give birth.
Which of them is to blame for this?

Later in the Torah we will see an indication that it is Abraham who
is the cause of the infertility, because it is in him that the process of
spiritual growth necessary for the birth of Isaac is not yet complete. This
difference in the levels of Abraham and Sarah finds expression in the
different manner in which their names change. From the wording “Your
name shall be Abraham...” (17:5) we see that Abraham is given a genu-
inely new name, but about Sarah the wording is different: “...you shall
not call her Sarai, but her name shall be Sarah...” (17:5). That is, her true
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name, which had not been apparent previously, is now being merely re-
vealed. Abraham has changed along with his name change, and is now
no longer deficient, whereas Sarah needs only what was hidden within
her to be revealed; she herself does not need to change.

However, in the course of these events involving Hagar, Abraham
and Sarah themselves have no awareness of all that, and Sarah, feeling
inclined to blame herself rather than her husband, says: “Look, the
Lord has kept me from bearing” (16:2). Believing that she herself is
to blame, Sarah wishes to improve the situation so that Abraham will
have at least some descendants. At that moment she lacks the attribute
of bitachon, trust in God, and she does what she can: She gives Hagar
to Abraham.

The reason for their childlessness was not Sarah’s infertility, but
Abraham’s being still unready for the birth of a successor, being at that
time still “Abram,” and not yet “Abraham.” The changes that are required
for the birth of Isaac need to occur in his person. But Abraham, mean-
while, does not see this, notwithstanding that God has made His prom-
ise specifically to him. Therefore, not only does he consent to Sarah’s
plan, but, as we shall soon see, he deems it even preferable that creating
the future nation should happen through Hagar.

Other Jewish matriarchs were also childless at first, not only Sarah.
Their delayed child-bearing was a part of the Divine plan — one of many
indications that the people of Israel come into being not by the natural,
uninterrupted flow of the birth cycle, but in the broken sequence of that
reality, as something that stands above nature, having its own unique
destiny.

16.5. THE LEGAL STATUS OF A CHILD
BORN OF A MAIDSERVANT

We have already noted that the legal environment in which the Pa-
triarchs lived, and in which the entire Middle East lived in antiquity, is
that of the Code of Hammurabi, a Babylonian king of the 18th century
BCE. Although the Code of Hammurabi is not explicitly mentioned in
the Torah, it often serves as the backdrop for reported events. Without
the knowledge of these laws it is sometimes difficult to correctly under-
stand the text of the Torah.
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According to the Code of Hammurabi, when a child is born to a man
by his maidservant because of his wife’s childlessness, there are two pos-
sible variations of that child’s status. If the mistress remains childless,
the maidservant’s child becomes the rightful heir. But if the mistress lat-
er gives birth to a child of her own, the man’s child from the maidservant
loses all rights of inheritance.

In other words, the birth of Isaac will deprive Ishmael of Abraham’s
entire inheritance; he will remain the simple son of a slave. It is precise-
ly this that distinguishes the conflict between Ishmael and Isaac from
that between Jacob and Esau, who were clearly both rightful heirs, the
dispute being only as to who holds the right of the firstborn.

Therefore, Ishmael after the birth of Isaac tries to ignore him com-
pletely, as if he does not exist.

16.6. HAMMURABI’S CODE: MORALITY
MUST PRECEDE SANCTITY

Associated with Hammurabi’s code is yet another important issue,
around which there is a great deal of speculation. When archaeologists
discovered the texts of the Code of Hammurabi in 1901, they found in it
many parallels to the laws of the Torah. On that basis certain scholars
wished to argue that the Torah is simply a restatement of the Code of
Hammurabi. In response, certain Jewish “defenders of the Torah” took
an emphatically opposite position, averring that there was no connec-
tion whatsoever between the Torah and Hammurabi’s code.

The fact is, however, that from the Jewish point of view it is only nor-
mal and natural — and even necessary! — that the foundations of ethics
and proper legislation would have appeared in human society before the
giving of the Torah.

It is an essential principle of Judaism that derech eretz - lit., “the way
of the land,” or the basic humanly ethical principles — must precede the
Torah. Or what amounts to the same thing: morality precedes holiness.
Unless a level of universally moral and decent human behavior has been
first achieved, no conditions can exist for advancing toward holiness.

This principle is usually understood at the individual level. If a per-
son is morally depraved or dishonest, if he is a villain by ordinary human
standards, no Torah study will avail to improve him.
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One must first be a decent person, and then we can talk about ad-
vancing him towards holiness.

But this principle also has a historical aspect: in the history of the
development of mankind, moral norms had to appear first, before any
conception of holiness. Indeed, until derech eretz - a rudimentary but
sufficient moral and legal standard - is achieved, any understanding of
the Torah is in principle impossible. From this point of view it is natu-
ral that morality and justice would have appeared on a tangible human
scale even before the arrival of the Patriarchs. And this was realized in
the adoption, specifically, of Hammurabi’s Code, which raised society to
a standard of law based on a sense of justice (and not, as before, merely
on force). From that time onward it was already possible for the world to
receive the Torah.

Drawing these parallels between the Torah and the laws of Ham-
murabi is not only natural, but even essential, to a person who intu-
itively understands fundamental ethical laws, derech eretz. Universal
moral and legal norms are based not on God’s decrees but on the fact
that it is one’s conscience that allows him to distinguish right from
wrong.

It is not the Torah’s intent to reform villains, nor can it do so. The
Torah is designed to help a person who wishes to travel the road of good
to find that road and to understand its rules. Thus, morality is a prereg-
uisite to holiness — both individually and historically.

16.7. JUDAISM AND POLYGAMY

The Torah, in principle, allows the practice of polygamy. Abraham
and Jacob had several wives; the book of Samuel begins with the story of
Elkanah (father of the prophet Samuel), who had two wives, Hannah and
Peninah. And, of course, who can forget the great many wives that King
David and King Solomon had.

In all these cases, however (with the exception of the kings), polyg-
amy was a matter of necessity, not planning; the reason for it was, as a
rule, the inability of a first wife to bear children. Thus, the guiding prin-
ciple of the Torah regarding this matter is that polygamy is not encour-
aged, but it is permitted. The ideal marriage according to the Torah is
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monogamous, as symbolized by the marriage of Adam and Eve. However,
if a woman did not have children, then it was proper for her husband to
take a second wife, in order to fulfill God’s commandment (Gen. 1:28) of
procreation.

(The situation of the kings was entirely different: for them it was
important ex officio to have many wives. But this was driven by political
exigencies that do not apply to an ordinary citizen.)

In Jewish literature of the Talmudic era we find only isolated instanc-
es of polygamy. In the tenth century CE Rabbi Gershom of Mainz banned
polygamy for Ashkenazi Jews, and that ruling then gradually spread to,
and was adopted by, almost all Jewish communities everywhere.

16.8. HAGAR AS ABRAHAM’S PREFERRED ALTERNATIVE

Feeling hopeless, Sarah gives Abraham her maidservant as a “sav-
ing grace.” But it seems that Abraham sees the situation differently. Al-
though the Torah says (16:2), “Abram heeded Sarai’s request,” meaning
that Abram was not leading here, by all indications this flow of events
was thoroughly consistent with his own sympathetic attitude toward
Egypt.

Recall that originally there were two plans through which monothe-
ism, the religion of Abraham, could reach mankind: Abraham’s original
plan to establish a universal, cosmopolitan religion, and God’s plan to
create a monotheistic people. Although he had always inclined toward
the universal approach, Abraham ultimately accepted God’s plan.

Abraham might have perceived a marriage of necessity to Hagar as a
shift of plans favoring the universal direction: let my nation be a conduit
for the ideas of monotheism, but one that is kindred to the Egyptians,
the primary civilization of mankind, all of whom together would then
be a “universal world people.” But if the future nation will descend from
Abraham and Sarah, who are both ivrim (Hebrews), that nation will rep-
resent too narrow a national framework. Will such a people be able to
influence all of humanity? If, however, this exceptional nation will be
born of Jewish roots, but on Egyptian soil, and if Egyptian culture could
be fertilized by Abraham’s ideas, then that nation would have greater
chances of worldly success. Or so it seemed to Abraham.
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Abraham will therefore feel an especial love for Ishmael, and, as we
shall soon see, he will regard the birth of Isaac as a crisis situation.

16.9. THE CONFLICT BETWEEN SARAH AND HAGAR,
AND ABRAHAM’S ROLE (16:3-6)
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[3] So Sarai, Abram’s wife, took her maid, Hagar the Egyptian-
after Abram had dwelt in the land of Canaan ten years-and
gave her to her husband Abram as concubine.

[4] He cohabited with Hagar and she conceived; and when
she saw that she had conceived, her mistress was lowered in
her esteem.

[5]1 And Sarai said to Abram, “The wrong done me is your
fault! | myself put my maid in your bosom; now that she sees
that she is pregnant, | am lowered in her esteem. The Lord
decide between you and me!”

[6] Abram said to Sarai, “Your maid is in your hands. Deal with
her as you think right.” Then Sarai treated her harshly, and
she ran away from her.

[3]1 So Sarai, Abram’s wife, took ¢ Sarah ever remains Abraham’s wife.

And gave her to her husband Abram as concubine ¢ The Hebrew
word here is ishah, which means, simply, “wife.” Thus Hagar’s status in-
creases dramatically. Sarah gives her to Abram not as a concubine, but as
a wife. The difference between the relative standings of Sarah and Hagar
now becomes less pronounced, and Hagar entertains the illusion that
that difference has dissipated altogether.
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[5] Now that she sees that she is pregnant, I am lowered in her
esteem ¢ Having now conceived, Hagar concludes that her own merits
outweigh Sarah’s merits — and she begins to behave inappropriately.

The Lord decide between you and me!” ¢ In such a situation as Sarah
finds herself she petitions Abraham using legal terminology. Sarah in
general manifests the attribute of judgment, gevurah within Abraham’s
chesed. This quality of hers — to be an “internal attribute of judgment” —
will make itself known much more clearly later, since without Abraham
she cannot bear Isaac, who is “righteous in the attribute of the court.”

[6] Abram said to Sarai, “Your maid is in your hands. Deal with her
as you think right.” ¢ Abraham again avoids making harsh legal deci-
sions. Being the embodiment of chesed, he is not inclined to implement
the attribute of the court. He therefore defers to Sarah, for whom the
attribute of the court is natural.

But in fact this was a test that Abraham could not pass. He neglect-
ed his obligation, now that Hagar was his wife, to establish of his own
accord Hagar’s subordinate status vis-a-vis Sarah. Abraham’s failure to
apply the attribute of the court has led to an imbalance between the
court and mercy, and has exacerbated the conflict.

Then Sarai treated her harshly ¢ The Hebrew va-te‘anneha sarai means,
literally, “Sarai oppressed her.” The Midrash explains that Sarah bur-
dened Hagar with a usual work regimen, disregarding her special needs
as occasioned by her pregnancy (itself the source of Hagar’s supercilious
attitude). That is, Sarah realized too harshly the attribute of the court.
The Torah regards this behavior as “oppression” and condemns Sarah
for acting so.

16.10. GOD’S QUESTION TO HAGAR (16:7-8)

,,,,,

e =T e R B e P G R A e
INMN3 RIK N33 "I Hen N

[6] ... and she ran away from her.
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[7] An angel of the Lord found her by a spring of water in the
wilderness, the spring on the road to Shur,

[8] and said, “Hagar, slave of Sarai, where have you come
from, and where are you going?” And she said, “l am running
away from my mistress Sarai.”

[6] ... and she ran away from her. [7] An angel of the Lord found
her ¢ Superficially Hagar seems to flee simply to escape Sarah’s oppres-
sion. But actually she is seeking greater clarity in ascertaining her own
status, and for that she is now deserving of Divine assistance.

[8] And said, “Hagar, slave of Sarai ... ¢ When Hagar can no longer
bear the uncertainty of her position, God sends her a clarification. Sim-
ply through his manner of addressing Hagar, the angel restores her un-
derstanding of her subordinate status in relation to Sarah.

... Where have you come from, and where are you going?” ¢ The
angel’s question to Hagar — which is actually the Almighty’s question —
is reminiscent of God’s question to Adam: “Where are you?” (3:9) and
to Cain: “Where is Abel, your brother?” (4:9). Throughout history God
has continuously posed to humankind this essential question, whose
purpose is to induce each of us to understand our place in the world.

God wants to help us to find the right path on our own. Rather than
exerting pressure, He acts through allusions.

I am running away from my mistress Sarai ¢ Hagar takes the hint
and acknowledges her slave status. By correcting her earlier mistakes
she becomes worthy of the Divine blessing.

16.11. THE PROBLEM OF “WILDERNESS RELIGION”
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[71 An angel of the Lord found her by a spring of water in the
wilderness, the spring: God appears to Hagar not at home, but in the
wilderness. In the future, likewise, the place of revelation for the descen-
dants of Hagar and Ishmael is the desert.
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The type of theology that develops in the desert completely subor-
dinates man to the Divine; it is the theology of submission, or in Arabic,
“Islam.” The desert is by no means a place of freedom; on the contrary, it
is a place where one is keenly aware of his insignificance, a place where
one feels abandoned and forgotten by all. Living in the wilderness, one
is aware of the smallness of man and the greatness of God. Accordingly,
Islam, the religion of the desert, emphasizes the predominance of Divine
predestination, where there is practically no room for any freedom of
choice.

This kind of experience - repression by God — occurred in Judaism
when the Torah was given in the wilderness at Mount Sinai. The Midrash
says that God lifted up the mountain and suspended it over the Jewish
people, threatening to drop it on them unless they would agree to accept
the Torah. However, according to Jewish tradition the event at Sinai was
only the “preliminary” giving of the Torah, in no way affording ideal con-
ditions for a complete connection with God. So long as we have accepted
the burden of the commandments under duress, we will never stop feel-
ing a sense of having suffered an injustice at the hands of Heaven. And
therefore, after receiving the Torah a lengthy “treatment” is required for
us to be cured of the “side effects.”

At Sinai the Jews accepted the Torah through compulsion. We there-
fore had to “re-receive” the Torah in repeated renewals of our Covenant
with God that have taken place throughout the full length of Jewish his-
tory, beginning with the covenant in the city of Shechem after the Jews
crossed the Jordan River with Joshua into the Land of Israel, and continu-
ing with the story of Purim, and even unto the present day.

As Islam continues to evolve, it might likewise have to pass through
similar stages of development.

16.12. HAGAR AND ISHMAEL’S STATUS,
AND THEIR ROLES (16:9-16)
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[9] And the angel of the Lord said to her, “Go back to your
mistress, and submit to her harsh treatment.”

[10] And the angel of the Lord said to her,
“I will greatly increase your offspring,
And they shall be too many to count.”

[11] The angel of the Lord said to her further,
“Behold, you are with child

And shall bear a son;

You shall call him Ishmael,

For the Lord has paid heed to your suffering.

[12] He shall be a wild ass of a man;

His hand against everyone,

And everyone’s hand against him;

He shall dwell alongside of all his kinsmen.”

[13] And she called the Lord who spoke to her, “You Are El-
roi”, by which she meant, “Have | not gone on seeing after
He saw me!”

[14] Therefore the well was called Beer-lahai-roi; it is be-
tween Kadesh and Bered.

[15] Hagar bore a son to Abram, and Abram gave the son that
Hagar bore him the name Ishmael.

[16] Abram was eighty-six years old when Hagar bore Ishmael
to Abram.

[9] Go back to your mistress: Recognition of Sarah’s superiority is a
requisite for Hagar herself. So long as her self-determination is false, no
blessing can be hers.
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[11] Behold, you are with child and shall bear a son ¢ But when Hagar
acknowledges her status as maidservant and corrects her behavior, she
is blessed.

You shall call him Ishmael, for the Lord has paid heed to your suf-
fering ¢ The role of Ishmael and his descendants, the Arabs, in world
history is highly significant, and is also a feature of Abraham’s legacy. In
relation to Sarah and the Jewish people, Hagar and Ishmael’s position is
ambivalent. On the one hand, they have subordinate status, but on the
other hand, they must not be oppressed. The very name Ishmael means
“God hears,” that is, He hears the sufferings of Hagar and her descen-
dants. Maintaining a balance between these two aspects is not easy, and
in daily life we often see that some Jews emphasize much more the need
for Ishmael’s subordination, while others put greater emphasis on the
commandment to not oppress him. In truth, however, only by learning
to integrate both of these principles can we expect to normalize our re-
lations with the descendants of Hagar.

It should be noted that Jewish tradition generally sees Hagar in a
positive light despite her conflict with Sarah, as a person of rather high
spiritual attainments. At the end of portion Chayei Sarah the Torah re-
lates how after the death of Sarah, Abraham took a wife named Keturah.
The Talmud maintains that Keturah is Hagar; Hagar, who was expelled
by Abraham (as we will read below), did not marry, but waited until
Abraham called her back. Which indeed he did, after which Hagar bore
yet more children to Abraham. At the same time, the change of name
from Hagar to Keturah shows a change in her identity, and her ability to
overcome her former complexes.

Hagar’s problem is that her spiritual potential allows her to rise to
the level of one of the “spiritual leaders of the nations of the world,”
but not to become a spiritual leader of the Jewish people. Among her
descendants are people who can become the Righteous of the Nations,
and fulfill an important spiritual function in the world, but they are not
included among the chosen people.

[12] He shall be a wild ass of a man; he shall dwell alongside of all
his kinsmen ¢ Although here it means “savage,” the strict meaning of
the Hebrew word pere is “a wild ass that refuses to accept the yoke.” A
yoke does in fact limit freedom, but mostly it represents the opportunity
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to work productively. Ishmael wants to be free, but he has a problem
with doing constructive work.

His hand against everyone, and everyone’s hand against him ¢ The
Hebrew literally translated is, “His hand in everyone, and everyone’s
hand in him.” He needs all, and all need him. He will have no indepen-
dent existence, but while he remains dependent, he too will have some-
thing that everyone needs.

Over the course of history this blessing apparently found fulfillment
in the fact that, although the creative role of Islamic countries them-
selves in the development of civilization has been fairly minor, their
“transmissional contribution” - in culture, commerce, and the like — has
been nonetheless quite high. The constant danger that Islam poses to
the West fulfills its historically mandated role of “threatening savage.”

[13]1 And she called the Lord who spoke to her, “You Are El-roi”, by
which she meant, “Have I not gone on seeing after He saw me!” ¢
God says to Hagar: “I am listening” (16:11), as in “Come to me, I am
ready for dialogue.” But Hagar says of God that He sees — he oversees
everything and controls everything, no one can hide from Him. Here we
have the essential conflict within Islam. The inability to engage in di-
alogue with God gives rise to the inability to engage in dialogue with
people. And the yearning to obey God by blindly executing Divine orders,
but not deliberating with Him, creates a mindset of issuing orders and
dictating to other people, rather than entering into dialogue with them.

[16] Abram was eighty-six years old when Hagar bore Ishmael to
Abram ¢ Abraham left Haran and came to the land of Canaan when he
was seventy-five years old. After ten years, when Abraham is eighty-five,
Sarah gives him Hagar, who one year later, when Abraham is eighty-six
years of age, bears him a son, Ishmael. The news of the future birth of
Isaac comes when Abraham is ninety-nine years old. Ishmael, who is
thirteen years old, has now come of age. This is an essential point con-
cerning Ishmael’s stage of development at that time, as we shall see.



CHAPTER 17
THE COVENANT OF CIRCUMCISION

17.1. “WALK IN MY WAYS” (17:1-2)
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[1] When Abram was ninety-nine years old, the Lord appeared
to Abram and said to him, “I am EL Shaddai. Walk in My ways
and be blameless.

[2] | will establish My covenant between Me and you, and |
will make you exceedingly numerous”.

[11 When Abram was ninety-nine years old ¢ Ishmael had now reached
his thirteenth birthday, and Abraham must have realized that Ishmael
was not capable of continuing his work.

[2] I will establish My covenant between Me and you ¢ This reorien-
tation from Ishmael to Isaac is associated with the renewal of the cove-
nant between God and Abraham.

Previously the covenant was simply a promise that Abraham would
have offspring who would inherit the land. “On that day the Lord made
a covenant with Abram, saying, ‘To your offspring I assign this land ...”
(15:18). But that covenant now finds its completion in circumcision, a

»
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change of name, and Abraham’s spiritual advancement. The Torah
therefore says “I will establish My covenant” using the future tense.

Walk in My ways and be blameless ¢ Here we hear echoes of the
Torah’s description of Noah (Gen. 6:9), who “was blameless in his age
and walked with God.” And yet, the formulation here is somewhat
different. Jewish tradition compares and contrasts Abraham and Noah
in the two kinds of righteousness they represent. Noah’s integrity is,
temporally speaking, only local — “in his age” — while the integrity of
Abraham is global - for all ages and all times.

The words hithalech lefanai (“walk in My ways”) translate literally as
“walk before Me.” Noah walks “with God,” never departing from Him, and
executing all His orders, namely, to build the ark and thus to survive the
flood, while the rest of humankind perishes. Abraham, however, walks
“before God,” that is to say, ahead of Him, sometimes even objecting and
disagreeing with Him — as we will see, for example, when Abraham chal-
lenges God to spare the wicked city of Sodom for the sake of even just a
few righteous individuals who might be living there.

Thus, Noah was “saved” while Abraham is himself a savior. While
Noabh is the forefather of humanity, Abraham is the teacher of nations.
Noah is the “righteous man in a fur coat,” who counteracts the cold by
donning a fur coat for his own warmth, but does nothing to help others
who share the same predicament. By contrast, Abraham, forefather of
the Jewish nation, kindles a fire to warm all of humanity.

17.2.“BUT YOUR NAME
SHALL BE ABRAHAM” (17:3-8)
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[3]1 Abram threw himself on his face; and God spoke to him
further,

[4] “As for Me, this is My covenant with you: You shall be the
father of a multitude of nations.

[51 And you shall no longer be called Abram, but your name
shall be Abraham, for | make you the father of a multitude
of nations.

[6] | will make you exceedingly fertile, and make nations of
you; and kings shall come forth from you.

[7]1 I will maintain My covenant between Me and you, and
your offspring to come, as an everlasting covenant through-
out the ages, to be God to you and to your offspring to come.

[8]1 | assign the land you sojourn in to you and your offspring
to come, all the land of Canaan, as an everlasting holding. |
will be their God”.

[3]1 Abram threw himself on his face ¢ Until Abraham is circumcised
and receives his new name, he cannot remain standing when the Lord
reveals Himself through the ineffable Divine four-letter name, the
“Tetragrammaton,” which is always pronounced by Jews as “the Lord”
and translated likewise. (It is the name used in 17:1.) God therefore con-
ducts further dialogue with Abraham (see 17:3) at the level of Elohim,
“God,” a term of a somewhat lower Divine status (as indicated by its addi-
tional carrying of profane meanings, e.g., false gods and human judges).

[5] And you shall no longer be called Abram, but your name shall
be Abraham ¢ Although the meaning of the name Abraham is clearly
explained in these verses as av hamon goyim, “father of a multitude of
nations,” the etymology of the name itself is not obvious. The Hebrew
letter he that God added to the name “Abram” to make it “Abraham” is
derived in the Midrash from the word hamon, “multitude.”

But the expression av hamon goyim contains no letter resh that
would correspond to that letter in the name Avraham (the “r” of the En-
glish transliteration “Abraham”). One explanation for the unexpected
letter resh in “Abraham” is that it was carried over from the former name,

“Abram,” ab aram, “father of Aram.” (Another suggested translation is
“father of the sublime.”)
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Others point out that there is an older Semitic root preserved in the
ancient Arabic language, where the word for “multitude” is raham, not-
withstanding that that root with its additional resh has not been pre-
served in Hebrew. “Abraham” could then mean, quite precisely, “father
of the multitude.”

I make you the father of a multitude of nations ¢ Earlier in this book
(Chapter 10) the Torah enumerated those “nations” in the ethnic sense
of the word, as those who descended from each of the sons of Noah:
Shem, Ham and Japheth. But the nations that will descend from Abra-
ham will be “nations” in the religious sense, 'members of the Abrahamic
religions".

Those religions gradually spread to all mankind. Abraham is there-
fore the “father of a multitude of nations” not only in the sense that
several ethnic groups will come from him, but also that his ideas and
ideals will gradually spread to all of humanity.

[7] I will maintain My covenant between Me and you, and your
offspring to come ... to be God to you and to your offspring to
come. [8] I assign the land you sojourn in ¢ As in all the covenants
that God made with the Patriarchs, three aspects stand out here: cre-
ating a nation from Abraham’s descendants, giving them the Land of
Israel, and the promise that they will be God’s people. Here God reveals
His intention to create a nation as a political reality, as a national-state
entity in its land, through which God will be revealed to the world. There
is no mention here of the commandments or the laws of the Torah. We
will hear much about them later, at the revelation at Sinai as described
in the book of Exodus.

Thus, the nationalist element is not fundamentally alien to Judaism,
as some would have it; on the contrary, it is the commandments of the
Torah that should be understood as a supplemental aspect of the pro-
cess of forming a nation, rather than an integral part of it. For this very
reason, Rashi, in his commentary on this passage, explains that “living
outside the Land of Israel is equivalent to having no God.” And con-
versely, one who lives in Israel, even if there is nothing very “religious”
about him, has an encounter with God on a daily basis.

The commandments are of course essential to normative Jewish
life. We must bear in mind, however, that the primary content of the
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covenant — the part that will change all of humanity - is not the Torah
commandments per se, but the national-political existence of the Jew-
ish people.

17.3. CIRCUMCISION AS A SIGN
OF THE COVENANT (17:9-14)
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[9] God further said to Abraham, “As for you, you and your

offspring to come throughout the ages shall keep My cove-
nant.

[10] Such shall be the covenant between Me and you and your
offspring to follow which you shall keep: every male among
you shall be circumcised.

[11] You shall circumcise the flesh of your foreskin, and that
shall be the sign of the covenant between Me and you.

[12] And throughout the generations, every male among
you shall be circumcised at the age of eight days. As for the
homeborn slave and the one bought from an outsider who is
not of your offspring,

[13] they must be circumcised, homeborn, and purchased
alike. Thus shall My covenant be marked in your flesh as an
everlasting pact.

[14] And if any male who is uncircumcised fails to circumcise
the flesh of his foreskin, that person shall be cut off from his
kin; he has broken My covenant”.
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[9] You and your offspring to come throughout the ages shall keep
My covenant ¢ The Torah stresses here that although the descendants
of Abraham will become “a multitude of nations,” the covenant will be
made exclusively through the Jewish people.

[10] Such shall be the covenant ... which you shall keep: every male
among you shall be circumcised ¢ God’s covenant with Abraham con-
siders circumcision not just one of many commandments, but a sign of
the covenant - its visible expression.

The main idea that circumcision signifies is that “natural man” as he
is born is by no means perfect. In this lies the critical difference between
the Jewish and Greek worldviews. The Greeks considered “natural man”
the embodiment of harmony and the measure of all things, and they
therefore despised circumcision (as did the Romans), because they saw
it as an assault on nature. When the Hellenistic Seleucid empire began
to persecute the Jews (events that led up to the story of Hanukkah), the
prohibition of circumcision was one of the main demands of the Greeks.
Judaism, on the other hand, rejects the idea of “perfection by nature,”
arguing that a person is perfect only in his potential, and that he has a
long road of development to travel before he can hope to even approach
such perfection.

The Greeks saw the natural world as perfectly complete. Judaism, in
contrast, believes that when one becomes aware of nature’s lack of per-
fection, this is the point at which man’s union with the Divine, which
transcends nature, can begin.

This is especially important in the context of human procreation,
development, and advancement. And that is why circumcision is done
on the organ of reproduction.

17.4.“FOR SARAH IS HER NAME” (17:15-16)
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[15]1 And God said to Abraham, “As for your wife Sarai, you
shall not call her Sarai, but her name shall be Sarah.
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[16] | will bless her; indeed, | will give you a son by her. I will
bless her so that she shall give rise to nations; rulers of peo-
ples shall issue from her”.

[15] You shall not call her Sarai, but her name shall be Sarah ¢ Orig-
inally her name was Sarai, “my ruler,” but now she is simply “ruler,” that
is, a world leader. Earlier the Torah says of Abraham (17:5), “And you
shall no longer be called Abram, but your name shall be Abraham.” That
is, his name has been changed. For Sarah, however, we read in this verse
as it would be literally translated: “But, rather, Sarah is her name.” That
is, her name had always been Sarah, but only now is that name revealed.
In other words, Sarah all along had been at a level suitable for bearing
Isaac, but Abraham still needed to reach that level. When Abraham re-
ceived from God the commandment of circumcision, it was an indicator
that he had attained the required level.

[16] I will bless her; indeed, I will give you a son by her. I will bless
her so that she shall give rise to nations; rulers of peoples shall
issue from her.” ¢ There are two parts to this blessing. The first is that a
son will be born, and the second is that nations and kings will come from
him. Thus, Sarah’s son, besides being Abraham’s physical descendant,
will also continue his father’s work.

I will bless her; indeed, I will give you a son by her ¢ Sarah will be
blessed in that Abraham’s successor will come from her. Both of his par-
ents must be ivrim, Hebrews, in order to facilitate God’s plan to create
the chosen people on a profoundly “national” basis. This people must
stand apart from other nations, since it is this separation that creates
the prerequisites for the realization of a universal Jewish destiny.

17.5. PROPER NATIONALISM
AS THE FOUNDATION OF UNIVERSALISM

The European humanist tradition maintains that nationalism is an-
tithetical to universalism, because that tradition believes that any pres-
ervation of a distinct national identity isolates a nation from the rest
of humanity. But the Torah’s position is quite the opposite: to become
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truly universal, you must first realize your uniquely national potential,
only then can you offer something to the rest of the world. Thus, when
Abraham undergoes circumcision, and focuses on his Jewish identity,
God gives Abram and Sarai new names that emphasize their universal
purpose.

Abraham’s ideas could not find their way to the rest of humanity
until a unique people was created to transmit them.

Thus, the foundation of universalism is a proper nationalism, the
realization of one’s own national specificity, rather than a cosmopoli-
tanism that is the rejection of any national orientation.

17.6. DIVISION OF THE INHERITANCE
BETWEEN ISAAC AND ISHMAEL (17:17-22)
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[17] Abraham threw himself on his face and laughed, as he

said to himself, “Can a child be born to a man a hundred years
old, or can Sarah bear a child at ninety?”

[18] And Abraham said to God, “O that Ishmael might live by
Your favor!”

[19] God said, “Nevertheless, Sarah your wife shall bear you
a son, and you shall name him Isaac; and | will maintain My
covenant with him as an everlasting covenant for his off-
spring to come.

[20] As for Ishmael, | have heeded you. | hereby bless him. |
will make him fertile and exceedingly numerous. He shall be
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the father of twelve chieftains, and | will make of him a great
nation.

[21] But My covenant | will maintain with Isaac, whom Sarah
shall bear to you at this season next year”.

[22] And when He was done speaking with him, God was gone
from Abraham.

[17] And laughed ¢ Abraham’s laughter and his words that follow demon-
strate that although he perceives God’s words as a gift and a miracle,
the prospect of having a son born to Sarah is very problematic for him.
As mentioned earlier, Ishmael, the son of Hagar, representing the great
civilization of Egypt, is in Abraham’s eyes more preferred for becoming
the progenitor of the chosen people than is Sarah’s son, who is ethni-
cally only a Hebrew. Abraham believed that through his connection with
Egypt it would be easier to influence the larger world. Perhaps he even
saw Divine Providence in the fact that Sarah had no children, and that
his son was born of Hagar.

[18] “O that Ishmael might live by Your favor!” ¢ Hearing from God
that Sarah will give birth to a son, Abraham becomes confused. Does
God really wish to return him to that narrowly ethnic plan, from which
Abraham, thanks to Ishmael’s birth, thought he had been liberated?
Abraham is still hoping that God will backtrack from His peculiar deci-
sion and settle instead on Ishmael.

Abraham prefers Ishmael to Isaac for two reasons. Firstly, by mar-
rying Hagar, Abraham had sought to forge a connection with Egypt, the
leading world civilization of the time, and that desire has remained with
him ever since. Secondly, Ishmael’s character is chesed, and even if it is
an improper chesed, it is still closer and more comprehensible to Abra-
ham than Isaac’s character, gevurah.

[19] God said, “Nevertheless, Sarah your wife shall bear you a son,
and you shall name him Isaac; and I will maintain My covenant
with him as an everlasting covenant for his offspring to come ¢ God
is emphatic, as if to say: “No, it is Sarah — despite all of your objections.”

[20] As for Ishmael, I have heeded you ... I will make him fertile
and exceedingly numerous ... [21] But My covenant I will maintain
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with Isaac ¢ Abraham’s preference for Ishmael led to a bifurcation of his
legacy. The promise of “I will multiply your offspring” (16:10) is to be
fulfilled in Ishmael, but the covenant and the promise of the land is to be
fulfilled in Isaac. Although later both Isaac and Jacob will receive from
God the promise of numerically abundant offspring, the quantitative ra-
tio between the descendants of Isaac and the descendants of Ishmael as
fundamentally given here favors Ishmael.

I will make of him a great nation ¢ When it comes to faith, the Arab
people are “a great nation,” occupying a central place among the peo-
ples of the world. Islam in the first centuries of its existence developed
its philosophy of Abrahamic monotheism with a clarity and inner con-
sistency that Jewish religious philosophers were able to develop only
in subsequent centuries. The problem with Islam, however, is that its
adherents’ faith does not sufficiently reflect on their interpersonal re-
lationships. The fact remains that mere acceptance of the principle of
the unity of God and submission to Him is not by itself enough. Real life
must have as its foundations the unity of ideals and a system of com-
mandments.

To achieve that, it is not enough to be a child of Abraham. One must
be also the child of Sarah. The nation that Abraham created was cho-
sen not only to disseminate the theological and philosophical ideas of
the One God, but also to show mankind the path to God through “doing
what is just and right” (18:19). Therefore, Ishmael himself is not able to
create a civilization. He can only “camp alongside his kinsmen” (16:12),
that is, serve as a counterweight and a regulating force that compen-
sates for the defects of other Abrahamic religions.

[22] And when He was done speaking with him, God was gone from
Abraham ¢ God interrupts the conversation and departs from Abraham,
even putting some distance between them. It would seem that the Al-
mighty is even angry with Abraham and says to him, as it were: “What I
originally wished to give to your offspring from Sara will now be divided
into two parts. Because you pleaded on Ishmael’s behalf, the blessing of
becoming a numerous people will be his. But, needless to say, my cov-
enant remains only with Isaac.” Later on, this division will make it very
difficult for Isaac’s descendants to fulfill their mission.



206  Bible Dynamics. Book of Genesis

17.7. THE CIRCUMCISION OF ABRAHAM’S
HOUSEHOLD (17:23-27)
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[23] Then Abraham took his son Ishmael, and all his home-
born slaves and all those he had bought, every male in Abra-
ham’s household, and he circumcised the flesh of their fore-
skins on that very day, as God had spoken to him.

[24] Abraham was ninety-nine years old when he circumcised
the flesh of his foreskin,

[25] and his son Ishmael was thirteen years old when he was
circumcised in the flesh of his foreskin.

[26] Thus Abraham and his son Ishmael were circumcised on
that very day;

[27] and all his household, his homeborn slaves and those
that had been bought from outsiders, were circumcised with
him.

[24] Abraham was ninety-nine years old ... [25] and his son Ishmael
was thirteen years old when he was circumcised in the flesh of his
foreskin ¢ The enumeration of their ages is superfluous here, given that
they have already been reported above (17:1). Note, too, that the laws
of circumcision require that that commandment be performed on the
eighth day from birth (17:12). Thus, the Torah is emphasizing here that
since neither Abraham nor Ishmael met this requirement; only Isaac is
the first “authentic Jew from birth.”
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CHAPTER 18

THE VISIT OF THE THREE ANGELS
AND ABRAHAM CHALLENGING GOD
ABOUT SODOM

18.1. THE RELATIONSHIP OF THE WEEKLY PORTIONS
LECH LECHA AND VAYERA

As already noted, the weekly portions in the Book of Genesis are a
series of pairs. Just as the Torah relates the opening history of mankind
in two weekly portions, Bereshit and Noah, so the story of Abraham is
told to us in two weekly portions: Lech Lecha and Vayera.

The Lech Lecha (“Go thee forth”) portion tells of Abraham’s “depar-
ture.” In addition to leaving not only his father’s house and his former
life, Abraham also experiences a gradual shift from his original plan of
creating a universal religion to accepting God’s plan of creating a unique,
monotheistic nation as a strict prerequisite to spreading that universal
idea to all of humanity.

In the course of his travels through the Land of Israel, Abraham
gradually comes to realize that the continuation of his teachings can
be accomplished not through Eliezer, Lot, or Ishmael, but only through
his son born to him from Sarah. Eliezer, Lot, and Ishmael were all close
associates of Abraham and followers of his teachings, but that was not
sufficient for any of them to become his successors.

To continue Abraham’s teachings, it was necessary not only to know
and understand what he taught, but also to have enormous creative po-
tential. With Abraham, the creation of the nation and of Judaism has
only just begun; thus, his successor must not merely duplicate Abra-
ham’s accomplishments, but must continue to also blaze his own trail.
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Only a son born of both Abraham and Sarah could be a personality strong
and bright enough to further Abraham’s work.

In the Lech Lecha portion Abraham undergoes the transition from
his level of individual understanding to the level of national under-
standing; that is, from Abram to Abraham.

From this turning point, a new weekly portion of the Torah begins,
the Vayera portion (“The Lord appeared to him”). In this portion, the Al-
mighty reveals himself to Abraham as none other than the founder of a
nation. The main event here is the birth of Isaac. Abraham, the epitome
of righteousness — the attribute of chesed — has begun to realize (as diffi-
cult as this is for him) that his successor would be a person of completely
different attitudes than himself, a righteous person of a different type —
the attribute of gevurah. Abraham should have understood and accepted
that chesed, rather than operating in isolation, requires integration with
other attributes, primarily with gevurah.

The Lech Lecha portion tells of Abraham’s beginnings. Portion Vay-
era covers Abraham’s relationship with Isaac, because it is vital not only
to have one’s own achievements, but also to find a successor to con-
tinue those accomplishments. This story begins with the prediction of
the birth of Isaac, and ends with the akedat yitzchak, “the sacrificing of
Isaac,” as the pinnacle of mutual understanding between Abraham and
Isaac.

Isaac could be born only after Ishmael had grown up, because in the
process of Ishmael’s birth and upbringing, a certain kelippah (“shell” or
“husk”) was lifted from Abraham that had been hindering his develop-
ment. (This is Ishmael’s “unclean chesed,” to be discussed below.) Abra-
ham’s formation as ancestor of the Jewish people now begins. Only after
his circumcision and the change of his name could Abraham become the

progenitor of a nation.

18.2. REVELATION IN THE AFTERNOON: FIRST STEPS
TOWARD THE ATTRIBUTE OF GEVURAH (18:1)
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[1] The Lord appeared to him by the terebinths of Mamre; he
was sitting at the entrance of the tent as the day grew hot.
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[1] The Lord appeared to him ¢ God had already appeared to Abraham
not long before (17:1), but Abraham during this time has changed much
by circumcising himself and his family. Abraham therefore no longer

“falls on his face” when meeting with the Almighty, but conducts direct
dialogue with Him.

By the terebinths of Mamre ¢ This is the city of Hebron (13:18), where
Abraham has lived since the time of the war with the kings (14:13). The
sefirah — Kabbalistic attribute — of Hebron within the Land of Israel is
malchut, “kingdom.” This is the attribute of realization, the attribute of
David who will reign in Hebron. But the attribute of Abraham is chesed,
and the quality of malchut is therefore alien to him. Abraham has not yet
built a nation, but has only just begun the enormous task of creating it.

The structure of the Jewish nation, according to the sefirot tree, tends
toward malchut, to David, and to the Messiah, the descendant of David.
In Abraham are only the beginnings of its growth. Abraham settles in
Hebron, the royal city (see 20:5), because internally he wants to move
towards malchut; he wants to start learning this attribute. However, as
becomes apparent below, Abraham cannot find his place in Hebron, so
he goes to Gerar, and then on to Beersheba. Only Isaac and Jacob, his son
and grandson, will later return to Hebron.

As the day grew hot ¢ Afternoon is the time of the gevurah attribute, —
reckoning and judgment — while dawn, the early morning, is the time of
grace, chesed, the attribute of Abraham. Afternoon, gevurah, is the time
of Isaac. (Night, as we shall see later, is tiferet — “adornment” or “splen-
dor” — the time of Jacob.)

When light reappears in the morning, we perceive it as a Divine gift
to the world after the darkness of the night. God restores every man’s
soul to him after sleep, so that we can renew our lives each day. In
shacharit, the daily morning prayer, a Jew rejoices that he is awake, hav-
ing received anew the gift of life. All this is the attribute of chesed.

By the time afternoon arrives the sun is shining hot, and being ex-
posed to it is difficult; this is the attribute of law and judgment. Ac-
cordingly, in minchah, the afternoon prayer, a person gives an account
to God for the work he has accomplished so far that day. Thus he justi-
fies his existence by accounting for his accomplishments in relation to
the opportunities that he has been given. Such is the character of Isaac.
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Abraham’s vision, which begins here in the afternoon, in the heat of
the day, and not early in the morning, is itself an indicator of the coming
birth of Isaac, the righteous exemplar of the attribute of judgment.

He was sitting at the entrance of the tent as the day grew hot ¢ At
this time of day one would normally seek refuge inside his tent from the
sweltering heat. Sitting at the tent’s entrance in such heat is unnatural.
The Midrash explains that Abraham did so as an expression of his eager-
ness to invite travelers into his home.

18.3. THE THREE “MEN” AS THE UNIFICATION
OF ABRAHAM, ISAAC, AND JACOB (18:2-5)
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[2] Looking up, he saw three men standing near him. and,
bowing to the ground,

[3] he said, “My lords, if it please you, do not go on past your
servant As soon as he saw them, he ran from the entrance of
the tent to greet them.

[4] Let a little water be brought; bathe your feet and recline
under the tree.

[5]1 And let me fetch a morsel of bread that you may refresh
yourselves; then go on-seeing that you have come your ser-
vant’s way”. They replied, “Do as you have said”.

[2] Three men standing near him ¢ Who were these three “men” whom
Abraham meets here? The story begins with the fact that “the Lord ap-
peared to him” (verse 1), but we do not find that God actually speaks to
Abraham here; the text cuts over immediately to the three “men.” Later,
the Torah says of Abraham’s visitors: “The men ... looked down toward
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Sodom ... and the two angels arrived in Sodom” (18:16, 19:1). So, with
what kind of “men” was Abraham actually communicating?

Tradition provides several different ways of understanding this pas-
sage. They might have been three ordinary travelers, sent by God on a
mission to Abraham. Or perhaps they were angels. Or perhaps it was the
Almighty Himself, revealed to Abraham in a vision. In different periods,
Jewish commentators emphasized those aspects of their understanding
of this story that they felt were important for their generation.

For our generation today, the most significant interpretation is that
of the Zohar, which says that the three men whom Abraham saw were
images of the three Patriarchs. In other words, it is Abraham himself in
the company of his son and grandson Isaac and Jacob. This means that
Abraham recognized himself not only as a distinct personality repre-
senting the attribute of chesed independently of the other sefirot, but
also as a link in the chain of generations, as part of the overall picture of
the development of the nation in both the physical and spiritual senses.
Abraham was coming to understand that the attribute of chesed cannot
work in isolation; that it is impossible to improve humanity and the uni-
verse by love, kindness, and grace alone. Abraham now understood that
he was himself only the first link in the chain of Patriarchs who would
continue the work he had started. Understanding that his own sefirah
must be complemented by those of Isaac and Jacob is a major advance
for Abraham.

As soon as he saw them, he ran from the entrance of the tent to
greet them ¢ Abraham saw his connection to the attributes of Isaac and
Jacob, and willingly accepted that connection. The Hebrew word ratz
(“he ran”) is related in Hebrew to the word ratzon, “desire,” which caus-
es one to run after what is desired. Thus, Abraham is open to the idea of
unification, for he now realizes that the founder of the nation must be
not just a single Patriarch, but all three of them as a unit. Or, the same
idea differently stated: All the attributes together and not only chesed
must form the foundation of the Jewish people. This is Abraham’s “dy-
namic” — his enormous spiritual advancement.

Having achieved this understanding, Abraham is now prepared for
the birth of Isaac. Being now circumcised, Abraham understands his
“specialness,” but he has now advanced even further, realizing that he
is only the first in a chain of multiple stages of development. Therefore,
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he can now father his son Isaac, a righteous man of a direction different
from his own. Until he had passed through this stage of development
Abraham could not give birth to Isaac; he could be the father of only
Ishmael, who in a sense is merely a “weak copy” of early Abraham.

18.4. OVERCOMING FANATICISM

A person will normally consider his own ideas and views the most
significant and valid. This is natural and necessary, for otherwise we
would not be able to defend our ideas and views, and that would make
it impossible for us to realize our mission in the world. On the other
hand, however, it is dangerous for a person to become such a fanatical
supporter of a certain idea that he believes it to be the sole panacea for
all the world’s problems. And this is true even when the idea itself is not
per se unwholesome. Take, for example, love, beauty and social justice.
These values are vital for human existence. But if one begins to absolu-
tize them, declaring that “only love will save the world,” or “only beauty
will save the world,” or “only social justice will save the world,” this is
evil, for it is only a destructive fanaticism.

A higher level of human awareness for that person would be to con-
tinue actively supporting that concept or idea, but at the same time to
be capable of seeing it as only one component of the overall picture. It is
essential to admit that your favorite idea must also have its spiritual an-
tithesis, and that in the end this spiritual antithesis will only benefit it.

It would be wrong, of course, for me to renounce my own views;
rather, I should argue and defend them. For who will do so for me if I
will not? As Hillel said (Mishnah, Avot 1:14): “If I am not for myself, who
will be for me?” It is vital, however, that I not consider my own particular
direction the only valid one.

Fanaticism is thus not a characteristic of a person’s views, be they
left or right, extreme or moderate. Fanaticism is a characteristic of one’s
attitude toward other people when he neither sees, nor wants to see,
anything except his own ideas. One who does not see the world around
him cannot develop properly.

Any positive thing or idea can be legitimate, provided it remains in
its proper place. If it attempts to overstep its boundaries without limit,
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then by definition it is out of place, and cannot possibly function prop-
erly. The Kabbalah calls such a myopic view an olam hanekudim, a “world
of points”, where each sefirah (an attribute that is good and proper in
itself) wants to absorb all the surrounding Divine light. Bursting from
an excess of internal pressure, it explodes and shatters.

That is what the Kabbalah calls shevirat kelim, shattering of ves-
sels. Any system that tries to suppress the opposing viewpoint will ipso
facto lose its balance and inevitably collapse. The tikkun (correction)
consists in finding the necessary balance. The effect of Abraham’s tran-
sition from total preoccupation with chesed to an understanding of the
importance of harmonizing the attributes of all three “men” who ap-
peared to him is to prevent any potential fanaticism, the most import-
ant step towards improving the world.

18.5. THE “UNCLEAN” CHESED OF ISHMAEL

When we say that Ishmael is “a weak copy of early Abraham,” we
mean that Ishmael, like Abraham, is also a person of chesed, but he in-
correctly orients that chesed, which in Kabbalistic terminology is there-
fore called chesed de-tum’ah (“unclean chesed”). However, since Ishmael
too is the embodiment of chesed, he in this sense resembles Abraham,
who understands Ishmael even with all his faults. But Isaac, who is ge-
vurah, neither resembles Abraham nor is comprehensible to him. This
is one of the reasons that Abraham loves Ishmael more than he loves
Isaac. Getting his inner self in touch with Isaac will be a difficult job for
Abraham.

The way Jewish tradition sees this manifestation of Ishmael’s impure
chesed can be discerned in the words of the Torah, “His hand against ev-
eryone, and everyone’s hand against him” (16:12), which indicates a lack
of any sense of boundaries; it is this attitude towards one’s neighbor
that turns that chesed into something “unclean.” Similarly, the Hebrew
word metzachek that the Torah uses to describe Ishmael’s “mocking”
Isaac (21:9) is understood by the Midrash as indicating a propensity for
sexual aspirations without a sense of boundaries. The word metzachek,
to mock or dally amorously, has clear sexual connotations in the Torah
(see 26:9).
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“Unclean chesed” inclines Ishmael to apply that chesed inwardly to
himself: he tends to be all-permissive, which explains why the flip side
of Middle Eastern hospitality is the mass murder of infidels. That is why
the descendants of Ishmael, for the sake of balance, choose Islam, which
typifies the opposite attribute, gevurah, with its minimalist monotheism
and a very harshly restrictive system of religion.

As we shall have occasion to observe later, the descendants of Esau,
whose attribute is gevurah, likewise feel the need to counter their natu-
ral inclinations, and they have therefore embraced Christianity, the reli-
gion of chesed and love.)

As previously noted, we can learn a great deal about a civilization
from how it envisions paradise, because those images reflect the deep-
est aspirations of the people’s “collective soul.” Or, to paraphrase an
oft-quoted maxim about the friends we choose: “Tell me what your par-
adise looks like, and I will tell you who you are”.

It is by no mere happenstance that in the minds of Ishmael’s de-
scendants, paradise is the place where “every man will be attended by
seventy-two virgins.” Such ideas demonstrate the inclination of the
Arab soul and its inner desire for lewdness. Aware of this inclination,
Islam introduces extremely tough “anti-debauchery” measures into
everyday life as a means of self-preservation. Its women are thus re-
quired to cover themselves from head to toe, so that no man will pos-
sibly be seduced by them.

Abraham had to be cleansed of all this “unclean chesed” precisely
in order that the Jewish people could then inherit chesed only in its
purified form.

18.6. THE NATURE AND ROLES OF ANGELS

If we perceive Abraham’s three guests as angels, especially in light of
what the Torah says later, “The two angels arrived in Sodom,” we must ask
why there would be three or two angels, and not just one. The Midrash
explains that every angel has its own particular role to fulfill, and no an-
gel can fulfill two or more roles. One of the angels who came to Abraham
was the “angel of good tidings” (Michael), who came to inform Sarah of
the birth of Isaac. The second was the “angel of healing” (Raphael), who
healed Abraham from the after-effects of his circumcision. (He later also
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brought Lot out of Sodom before its destruction, since healing and rescue
are considered one and the same role.) And the third was the “angel of
judgment” (Gabriel), charged with destroying Sodom.

Here we see an expression of the Jewish understanding of an angel
as the will of the Almighty that has assumed a certain bounded and fi-
nite form, in some sense separated from Him and descended into lower
worlds. An angel according to this understanding is the materialized or

“concentrated” will of God sent to the lower world for the fulfillment of
a specific mission.

Such a manifestation of the will of the Almighty can be a one-time,
ad hoc occurrence, or it can be an ongoing and permanent assignment,
as when it takes the form of some law of nature.

From this point of view, it should be noted, all forces of evil are like-
wise angels. In particular, Satan, in the Jewish view, is one of the an-
gels performing the functions entrusted to him by God; he is not by any
means an autonomous “force that opposes God.” Satan’s job is to act as
prosecutor, to accuse and challenge human beings with difficulties and
trials. But these are all tasks assigned to him by God; Satan himself is
not an “adversary of God” in any sense.

18.7. ABRAHAM’S HOSPITALITY
AS A RELIGIOUS VALUE (18:6-8)
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[6] Abraham hastened into the tent to Sarah, and said, “Quick,
three seahs of choice flour! Knead and make cakes!”

[71 Then Abraham ran to the herd, took a calf, tender and
choice, and gave it to a servant-boy, who hastened to prepare it.

[8] He took curds and milk and the calf that had been pre-
pared and set these before them; and he waited on them un-
der the tree as they ate.
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[6] Abraham hastened into the tent to Sarah, and said, “Quick...”
¢ Hospitality is nothing unusual for us today. But at that time the sit-
uation was different, and such conduct was not generally accepted at
all. For Abraham, however, hospitality was a routine expression of his
religiosity, and he sought to make it as widespread a practice as possible.

The essence of monotheism, as preached by Abraham, is love of God,
expressed through love of one’s fellow man as the image of God on earth.
The essential feature of monotheism is not that God is One, but that
man is created in His image and likeness. Abraham, by receiving travel-
ers and showing them love, actualizes his religious values.

As a relative and disciple of Abraham, Lot too is hospitable, but
Sodom, as Abraham’s opposite, is the very antithesis of hospitality, and
it therefore has no right to exist. Because of Sodom’s failure to be hos-
pitable toward other people, God is “inhospitable” toward them.

[8] He took curds and milk and the calf that had been prepared
and set these before them ¢ The righteous do much more than they
promise, as the Talmud points out, citing Abraham here as an example.
He promised only water and a piece of bread (18:5), but he gives meat
and milk as well.

Curds and milk and the calf ¢ In the Patriarchal era the command-
ments of the Torah did not yet exist. Thus, there were no laws of kashrut
(kosher and non-kosher food), such as the prohibition of eating an ad-
mixture of meat and dairy, or consuming both of those at the same
meal.

18.8. THE CAVE OF MACHPELAH:
JEWISH TRADITION BEGINS WITH ADAM

The Midrash connects the story of the angels’ visit with Abraham’s
discovery of the cave of Machpelah. In the verse 18:7, “Then Abraham
ran to the herd ...,” the preposition el (“in the direction of”) is used, a
rather atypical usage which means not “(run) to” but rather “(run) af-
ter.” Thus, the passage should be translated as “Then Abraham ran after
the herd..”. The Midrash, based on the above grammatical observation,
tells us that the calf he planned to have slaughtered ran away from
Abraham, and into the cave of Machpelah (recall that Abraham at that
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time was living in Hebron). Chasing the calf, Abraham saw the light of
the Garden of Eden emanating from the cave, and realized that it was
the tomb of Adam and Eve. He later decided to purchase that cave and
make it his family tomb.

The lesson of this Midrash is not only the idea that hospitality
will be rewarded, but also the fact that Adam is buried in the cave of
Machpelah, the tomb of the Patriarchs, which means that the Jewish
traditions of that cave hark back not only as far as Abraham, but even
unto Adam,; that is, to the very dawn of mankind. The Torah wishes to
emphasize that Jewish traditions are universally relevant. The purpose
of Jewish tradition is to bring the Divine light to all of humanity, and
not only to the Jewish people.

18.9.ISHMAEL’S ADULTHOOD
AND HIS TEST (18:7)
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[71 Then Abraham ran to the herd, took a calf, tender and
choice, and gave it to a servant-boy, who hastened to prepare it.

[71 And gave it to a servant-boy ¢ Since the boy is not named, tradition
seeks to identify him with one of the aforementioned characters, and
claims that he was Ishmael. As we know, Ishmael was thirteen years old
at that time, standing on the very threshold of adulthood, the age of re-
sponsible decision making. Abraham must wait until Ishmael becomes
an adult for Isaac’s birth to happen, because accepting and acknowledg-
ing Isaac was to be a test for Ishmael.

The test that God places before Ishmael is to recognize his subsid-
iary position in the family hierarchy, and to acknowledge that Isaac is
Abraham’s full heir in every sense, while he, Ishmael, is only a junior
member of the family. Only by passing this test, by acknowledging the
truth of that hierarchy, will Ishmael receive his portion of the inheri-
tance, just as Hagar received her rightful reward only after recognizing
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Sarah’s primacy and her own slave status. Prior to that she was driven
off, on account of her overinflated pretensions.

It is therefore vital that Ishmael learn all these lessons as early as
possible, and all the better if he will do so while Isaac is still only “in the
pipeline,” in order to condition himself in advance to what lies ahead. To
undergo that kind of restructuring Ishmael must have reached the age of
adulthood - thirteen years old. And then, being already capable of mak-
ing responsible decisions, he can choose whether to agree or disagree
with his new position in the family.

In the end, Ishmael could not pass this test and was driven away. But
God did give him the opportunity initially to make that choice.

On the other hand, Abraham himself also needed to feel convinced
that Ishmael was not a suitable heir to his legacy. In order for Ishmael to
show his true self and for Abraham to understand this, Ishmael had to be
an adult. Only then could his behavior convince Abraham that his other
son Isaac was the son worthy of continuing his work.

18.10. SARAH’S LAUGHTER: NOT LACK OF FAITH,
BUT OVERCOMING GEVURAH (18:9-15)
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[9] They said to him, “Where is your wife Sarah?” And he re-
plied, “There, in the tent”.

[10] Then one said, “I will return to you next year, and your
wife Sarah shall have a son!” Sarah was listening at the en-
trance of the tent, which was behind him.
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[11] Now Abraham and Sarah were old, advanced in years;
Sarah had stopped having the periods of women.

[12] And Sarah laughed to herself, saying, “Now that | am
withered, am | to have enjoyment-with my husband so old?”

[13] Then the Lord said to Abraham, “Why did Sarah laugh,
saying, ‘Shall I in truth bear a child, old as | am?’

[14] Is anything too wondrous for the Lord? I will return to
you at the time next year, and Sarah shall have a son”.

[15] Sarah lied, saying, “I did not laugh”, for she was fright-
ened. But He replied, “You did laugh”.

At a superficial glance, here is what we see. Sarah demonstrates a
lack of faith, not believing in any possibility of a miracle. God faults her
for this, but she is unwilling to admit that her faith is deficient.

We should infer from this the importance of believing in the possi-
bility of receiving miracles from the Almighty. Even if Sarah did not con-
sider those guests to be angels, she nonetheless should have felt a desire
to see their promises fulfilled, rather than deeming them impossible.

However, as we delve deeper into our analysis of this dialogue, we
will see that it must be understood in an entirely different way.

[121 Am I to have enjoyment, with my husband so old? As ordinarily
understood, Sarah’s words here refer to Abraham. Sarah is saying that
bearing a child is not possible, because she and Abraham are both too
old. When repeating Sarah’s words to Abraham, God paraphrases them
“in order to keep the peace” (between husband and wife) - that is, so that
Abraham will not feel offended on Sarah’s account. However, there are a
number of problems with this interpretation.

First, if Sarah is too old to bear children, one good reason is suffi-
cient, and adding words about Abraham’s old age makes no sense.

Secondly, forty years later, after Sarah dies, Abraham will marry
Keturah, who will bear him many children (see 25:1). It is evident, then,
that Abraham’s ability to have children is unimpaired.

But something else, too, is unclear. If the words “Sarah laughed to
herself” mean that she laughed quietly, and not out loud, then why does
God ask Abraham, “Why did Sarah laugh?” If Abraham had not even
heard Sarah laughing, how would he be able to explain that laughter?
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But still more troublesome is God’s criticizing of Sarah to Abraham.
Could anything constructive have been achieved by that?

Thus, the usual understanding of this passage is firstly inconsistent
with the text and secondly depicts Abraham and Sarah’s dialogue with
God as monstrously primitive, as only a series of petty reproaches and
quibbles. This is in no way consistent with the true image of these per-
sonalities in the Torah.

Evidently, we must completely revise our understanding of Sarah’s
words and God’s response, by suggesting that Sarah’s actual words were
“and my Lord is old,” referring to God, and not “and my lord is old,” refer-

ring to Abraham. (There are no uppercase letters in Hebrew.)

In referring to God’s “old age,” Sarah means that He no longer inter-
feres with the natural flow of events. “Old age” here means the cessation
of variability, the loss of dynamism. And this understanding that Sarah
has corresponds perfectly to God’s answer: Instead of addressing Abra-
ham’s purported old age, God says: “Is anything too wondrous for the
Lord?”

Moreover, if we understand Sarah to be speaking of God’s “old age,”
her phrasing now becomes much more logical, as if to say: “I have myself
already grown old, and God, too, no longer intervenes in the world. Ev-
erything that happens now follows the immutable laws of nature. There-
fore I cannot give birth.”

With that understanding we can grasp the deeper essence of the
problem. Sarah’s attribute in relation to Abraham is gevurah. And since
the desire to observe laws, including the laws of nature, is the most im-
portant quality of gevurah, Sarah’s words very clearly express the es-
sence of these attributes.

Recall that chesed is not just kindness, but the desire to change the
status quo. And gevurah, likewise, is not just justice and law, but the de-
sire to preserve and protect social order. Abraham is chesed, and Sarah,
as a member of Abraham’s family, is “the gevurah that is within chesed.”
When they act as a family, Sarah and Abraham together perform chesed,
influencing others to have faith in the One God, to receive and care for
travelers, and so on. But in her relationship with Abraham, Sarah’s attri-
bute is gevurah within the family.

That is why the laws of nature seem inviolable to Sarah, and why it
is difficult for her to accept that God would alter them according to His
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will. But the Almighty challenges her, saying that even His altering of
the laws of nature is entirely within the realm of possibility.

[14] Is anything too wondrous for the Lord? ¢ Based on the above
interpretation, the answer of God becomes clear. His objective is not to
cavil and reproach, but to help Sarah in her spiritual advancement: He
seeks to teach Sarah to entertain the possibility of miraculous changes
in the world and in life.

Even so, while God addresses both Sarah and Abraham as one, He
highlights His appeal to Abraham as an appeal to the attribute of chesed.

In response to Sarah’s position that “after God created the world and
initiated its processes, he will never again alter its natural course,” the
Almighty expresses his willingness to override the laws of even an al-
ready functioning world. With these words he challenges the concept of
the universe to which Sarah has grown accustomed. It is this change in
Sarah’s consciousness — that is to say, the dynamic development and re-
finement of the attribute of gevurah — that is God’s objective in speaking
these words, and not merely to make Abraham aware of Sarah’s laughter.
Sarah’s laughter here plays a very essential role.

18.11. THE ROLE OF LAUGHTER
WITHIN A RELIGIOUS WORLDVIEW

What is the meaning of laughter in general? And what is its role
within a religious worldview in particular?

We laugh when events or narratives develop unexpectedly, illogically,
or unpredictably, but when at the same time we are given the opportu-
nity to see more complex connections between events and phenomena
than we had originally supposed. Thus, the essence of laughter is the joy
we experience when, by transcending logic and being elevated above it,
we manage to perceive a higher level of world harmony. This liberation
from the shackles of logic can be found in the surprise punchline of a
joke, in a logical paradox, or in the sudden unraveling of a problem that
previously had seemed all but intractable.

When we manage to surmount the barriers created by our past lim-
itations and our excessively primitive, logical understanding of how the
world works, this is for us a source of great pleasure, and we express our
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joy with laughter. None of us really loves prescription and logical inevi-
tability. We want to be free, to be liberated from the confines of predes-
tination. Freedom, not compulsion, is a Divine quality, and laughter is a
feeling of approaching God, who laughs too, of course. Of God’s laughter
we read in the Psalms (2:4, 37:13, 104:26), and also quite often in the
Talmud and Midrashim.

In other words, laughter is the joy we experience when we overpower
gevurah. Laughter, then, is Sarah’s sefirah correction. And as for Isaac,
who embodies gevurah, even his very name speaks of laughter. (“Isaac”
means “he will laugh.”)

Gevurah, in its essence, always accepts life as it is. It is the belief that
God has arranged everything in the best possible way, and that praying
for change is therefore completely unnecessary and pointless. Therefore,
Sarah cannot believe that God will intervene to change her life. Sarah’s
main problem - her disbelief in miracles — arises not from a failure to
believe in God’s omnipotence, but because she does not believe in the
need for miracles. Thus, Sarah and Isaac, who both represent gevurah
- rigidity, law, “correctness” — are tested in situations where the world
develops illogically, unpredictably, and unexpectedly. As a person it is
good to be “correct,” but being too correct is ridiculous, because the
world itself is not entirely correct, which is what makes it so remarkable.

The subconscious joy of transcending logic — this is Sarah’s laughter,
but it is at first only “internal.” That is, Sarah herself is not aware of it
yet. In Sarah, the state of transcending nature is still in progress, and
God, speaking clearly to her about her laughter (by calling on Sarah to
acknowledge Him) helps her in this advancement. (Note that Abraham,
who is chesed, does not have this problem; he laughs immediately and
openly [Gen 17:17].)

Thus, Sarah’s laughter in this situation in no way indicates a disre-
gard for the prophecy she has heard, but her sensing within herself the
possibility of a breakthrough. At a conscious level, however, she does
not yet believe it, because she knows that physiologically she cannot
give birth. Therefore, she is herself unaware of her own subconscious
joy — her laughter.

And that is why in all sincerity she denies it: “Sarah lied, saying, ‘I
did not laugh,” for she was frightened” (18:15). It would be too primitive,
of course, to suggest that Sarah simply feared punishment or reprimand
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for laughing at the words of angels. No, there is something else at work
here. Sarah is afraid to admit to herself that she had laughed, that she
believes in any possibility of an illogical, abnormal procession of events.
No less than anyone else, Sarah fears the total collapse of her perceived
world order. And so she is afraid to acknowledge her own laugh.

(For a further discussion of Isaac’s laughter, see 36.11.)

18.12. GOD SUPPORTS SARAH
IN HER LAUGHTER

As soon as the angel promises Sarah the birth of a son, the soul of
Isaac begins to descend into the world. Sarah already feels Isaac being
born inside her, but she still feels this only subconsciously, in her deep-
est essence. A new reality is already entering the world, even if it is not
yet a physical one. Sarah already feels this reality, for her subconscious
now acknowledges and accepts the unlikely eventuality of motherhood.

Sarah’s laughter expresses hope — the first step in accepting the pos-
sibility of the unexpected. Therefore, when Sarah is pessimistic about
her old age and about the old age of her “master,” she laughs at this, but
only subconsciously and in her own mind. God does not reproach Sarah
for this, however; on the contrary, He explains to her that she needlessly
fears her own laughter, because nothing is beyond the Lord’s capabili-
ties, including that she can indeed give birth to a son.

God supports Sarah in her laughter and wants her to believe in a new
opportunity, to not be afraid to laugh, and to recognize that all of this
is nothing out of the ordinary. By virtue of all of that, she will achieve a
new level of personal advancement. And that is why God ends the dia-
logue by telling Sarah, “No, you did laugh!”

In fact, the dialogue continues, but only later, when Sarah calls her
son Yitzchak (“he will laugh”), saying that “everyone who hears will
laugh with me” (21:6).

By calling her son “Isaac,” Sarah responds positively to God’s words.
Besides coming to realize that her laughter was necessary, and that ge-
vurah must be restricted, Sarah also invites others to join with her in her
laughter. Only by accepting Sarah’s laughter as a positive response can
we understand the meaning of the name Yitzchak. For if God had consid-
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ered her laughter inappropriate and blamed her for it, surely she would
not have named her son Yitzchak, “he will laugh.”

Just as Abraham’s development consists of limiting his own chesed,
Sarah’s development consists of limiting her own gevurah. We will con-
tinue our discussion of this topic later, in the chapters dealing with Isaac
himself.

18.13. ABRAHAM ESCORTS
THE ANGELS (18:16)
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[16] The men set out from there and looked down toward
Sodom, Abraham walking with them to see them off.

[16] The men ... looked down ¢ Lehashkif means “to look judgmentally”
- in this case, with the intention of judging Sodom. This is an expression
of the attribute of gevurah, judgment. The destruction of Sodom is tight-
ly integrated with the news of Isaac’s birth. Precisely because a righ-
teous individual who personifies the attribute of judgment will soon be
born, that very attribute is now increasing, congealing — and this means
that the time has come for Sodom to stand in judgment.

Abraham walking with them to see them off ¢ He accompanies ge-
vurah, because he already feels a desire to follow the events unfolding
in order to understand the attribute of judgment — how it is imple-
mented, and how to deal with it properly. Abraham is not quite ready
to fully accept the attribute of judgment, but he is already moving in
that direction.

18.14. GOD INVITES ABRAHAM TO THE TRIAL
OF SODOM (18:17-19)
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[17]1 Now the Lord had said, “Shall | hide from Abraham what
| am about to do,

[18] since Abraham is to become a great and populous nation
and all the nations of the earth are to bless themselves by
him?

[19] For | have singled him out, that he may instruct his chil-
dren and his posterity to keep the way of the Lord by doing
what is just and right, in order that the Lord may bring about
for Abraham what He has promised him.”

Why does God say that He cannot “hide” His plans from Abraham?
In what way do the Divine plans regarding Sodom concern Abraham,
and what is it that Abraham needs to know about God’s plan?

God could have destroyed Sodom without Abraham’s knowledge or
participation, of course. But God is involving Abraham in the judgment
of Sodom as a necessary part of Abraham’s education, in order to ac-
quaint him with the attribute of gevurah.

18.15. CHOSENNESS FOR A PURPOSE: THE COVENANT
WITH ABRAHAM AS “THE WAY OF THE LORD”

.....
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[19] For I have singled him out, that he may instruct his children

and his posterity to keep the way of the Lord by doing what is just

and right ¢ In this verse, the Almighty explains His reason for choos-
ing Abraham. Let us highlight several of its aspects.

We note first that God chose Abraham not as recompense for some-
thing he had already done in the past, but to achieve something new in
the future. In other words, Abraham was chosen for mission, not merit.
There are many worthy people in this world deserving of a reward, but
Abraham’s chosenness is not a reward — it is the burden and the mission
of the Jewish people in relation to the rest of humanity.
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Secondly, Abraham is chosen “that he may instruct his children and
his posterity.” As great as Abraham is, his household and descendants
are even more important, because of the nation that they will become,
and the direction in which that nation will develop.

Finally, “to keep the way of the Lord” is an incomparably broader
concept than mere observance of the commandments. We have already
explored the two stages of God’s covenant with the Jewish people:

(1) The covenant with Abraham and the other Patriarchs, and
(2) The covenant with Moses and the Jewish nation at Sinai.

Although Jewish tradition views these covenants as a single unit,
they are nonetheless very different. God’s covenant with Abraham is
“the way of the Lord” - the first stage in the development of Judaism,
which determines its foundation and establishes its ideals and its gener-
al direction. But there are still no formalized commandments. It is only
the second stage, the covenant through Moses at Sinai, that includes
concrete commandments and instructions.

At the Patriarchs’ stage of development a system of command-
ments does not yet exist. It appears only much later, soon after the
Exodus from Egypt. It is therefore essential for us to understand that
the initial, fundamental stage of Judaism is all about ideals; the com-
mandments are only second in importance to those. If we forget that
Judaism is, before anything else, a religion of ideals, and if we perceive
it instead as only a system of commandments, we will reduce Judaism
to primitivism, rendering it repugnant to both the Jewish people and
all of humanity.

18.16. THE JEWISH IDEAL: INTEGRATION
OF MERCY AND JUSTICE

[19] To keep the way of the Lord by doing what is just and right ¢
The “way of the Lord” is a combination of tzedakah and mishpat, mercy
and justice. These correspond to the attributes of chesed and gevurah,
benevolence and law.

The conflict between these ideals must be resolved not by choos-
ing one to the detriment of the other, but by integrating the two. Ef-
fecting such a union is extremely difficult, but in Judaism it is the ideal.
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Moreover, there are no exact instructions for the realization of such a
synthesis, nor can there be. Every person, in the multitude of different
situations that constantly arise in life, must apply his own moral and
religious intuition in order to achieve it.

It is important to note, that unlike the system of commandments,
which cannot entertain contradictions (and, if they do occur, they must
be resolved through legislative action), a system of ideals not only can,
but inevitably will, entail contradictions and inconsistencies. We will
give this issue more detailed coverage in its own portion.

18.17.SODOM’S PERVERTED JUSTICE

The Midrash describes Sodom as a city-state where the rule of law
is acknowledged supreme. But it is a law that perverts justice and flouts
mercy. Everyone gets exactly what he deserves. If one is rich, it means
that he is worthy, and has every right to oppress anyone less fortunate.
The latter’s poverty shows that he is not deserving of wealth, and that he
has only himself to blame for that.

Consider this example. The people of Sodom organized a “herd co-
operative,” to relieve each individual cattle owner of the trouble of con-
stantly feeding his own animals. But at the same time, any owner of just
one cow was considered “insufficiently invested” in the cooperative, and
was therefore required to contribute two days of work for every day of
work required of an owner of two cows.

The people of Sodom also passed a law that prohibited giving alms
to the poor who came to the city; the intent was to prevent the poor
from coming to Sodom and disquieting its inhabitants. For Sodom was a
wealthy city, and had no use for beggars from the countryside.

However, in order to create the appearance of being charitable,
and to avoid being disparaged in the eyes of neighboring cities, the
Sodomites enacted that every citizen would receive a bogus coin in-
scribed with his own name. Only these coins and no others could be
given to the poor. Thus, when a scrounger begged for help in the So-
dom town square, coins were hurled at him from every direction -
but these coins were worthless for purchasing anything at all. The
poor man would die of starvation even while surrounded by all of that
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“money,” after which the Sodomites would just take back their coins
and get on with their lives.

If one person struck another in Sodom, the victim was ordered to
pay the offender “the going rate of a bloodletting.” Eliezer, Abraham’s
servant, was walking one day in Sodom and was attacked by a local res-
ident. When Eliezer apprehended the culprit and dragged him to court,
the judge ordered Eliezer to pay the offender “for his professional blood-
letting services.” Eliezer then beat the judge and told him, “Now you can
just pay him the money that you owe me.”

And yet another story: A traveler passing through Sodom rented a
room for the night. Fearing thieves as he had no security protection of
his own, the man entrusted to the innkeeper for safekeeping an expen-
sive carpet from among his belongings before turning in for the night.
When he came to claim his carpet in the morning, the innkeeper in-
formed him that he knew nothing about a carpet, nor had he received
anything for safekeeping. Said the traveler, “Well, of course there was
a carpet! It is multicolored, with tassels.” And the innkeeper answered,

“Heave-ho with your multicolors, and with your tassels I wish you only
the best. Is it not enough for you that I have interpreted your dream?
Begone!” The traveler dragged the owner to the judge, who ruled, “This
man is a respected citizen of Sodom, and you are nobody. Pay your host
for deciphering your dream, and be on your way!”

Any visitor to Sodom seeking overnight lodging would be given the
“standard-issue, one-size-fits-all” Sodom bed. If he was too tall for the
bed, they would amputate his legs; if too short, they would stretch him
on the rack. But come now — how could any traveler dare to be anything
but an exact fit for those magnificent, even “ideal” Sodom beds! Such
arrogance on the part of a traveler required that he be subjected to the
proper Sodom “correction.”

Thus, the Midrash presents Sodom as a place of law and order, but
where those “laws” are so horrific that they are nothing less than actu-
al crimes. But much worse than merely breaking the law is committing
crimes in the name of the “law.” For as long as people have normal laws
and a positive moral attitude, even if they violate those laws, they can
still mend their ways when their conscience awakens and gets the better
of them. But once they have enshrined their crimes as law in a grotesque
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legislative system, and they now accept that as normal behavior, they
are already beyond all hope of ever repenting.

Sodom, by its very existence, is destroying the world. The Almighty
therefore decides to obliterate Sodom.

18.18. THE TRIALS OF SODOM, LOT,
AND ABRAHAM (18:20-22)
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[20] Then the Lord said, “The outrage of Sodom and Gomor-
rah is so great, and their sin so grave!

[21] | will go down to see whether they have acted altogether
according to the outcry that has reached Me; if not, | will
take note.”

[22] The men went on from there to Sodom, while Abraham
remained standing before the Lord.

[20] Then the Lord said, “The outrage of Sodom and Gomorrah is
so great, and their sin so grave! ¢ These are God’s words to Abraham,
informing him of the necessity of bringing Sodom to judgment.

[211 I will go down to see ¢ God “goes down” to Sodom. Specifically, He
sends angels to perform a final check, to ascertain whether the time has
come to destroy the city or perhaps not yet. God invites Abraham to “go
down to see” with Him, for the purpose of bringing Sodom to judgment.
In other words, the entire situation is meant to serve as a lesson and a
test not only for Sodom and for Lot, but for Abraham as well.

[22] The men went on from there to Sodom, while Abraham re-
mained standing before the Lord ¢ Abraham accepts the challenge.
But while the angels are already on their way to Sodom, Abraham is
still “standing before the Lord.” Rather than departing, he is preparing
to argue. God provokes Abraham to argue with Him, to object and to be
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combative, because each of us, in order to advance in our understanding,
must learn to think independently, to formulate our thoughts and to
defend our point of view. Disputing with God, struggling with God, is the
most important feature of the Jewish spiritual paradigm.

[21] Whether they have acted altogether according to the outcry
that has reached Me ¢ An alternate translation is, “If they have acted
according to the outcry that has reached Me, then this is their end.”
In order to teach Abraham this lesson, and to move him toward ac-
cepting the integration of mercy and justice, the Almighty puts him
in a situation where he must raise an immediate objection. To that
end, God tells Abraham that the final decision on Sodom must be made
forthwith.

If not, I will take note ¢ Sodom’s main test is Lot, who, as the Midrash
informs us, had been appointed a municipal judge there.

Not by mere chance had Sodom become a prosperous and affluent
city. There are also positive elements in its culture: its inhabitants want
to be a legitimate society and live in a city with a well-organized and
highly developed infrastructure. Yet, Sodom is so morally corrupt that
even positive ideas are thoroughly perverted there. And yet, the people
of Sodom are not completely hopeless. Having appointed a person of
Lot’s caliber as their judge, the Sodomites now have the opportunity to
effect positive change. Lot’s appointment as judge in Sodom is the city’s
final chance to change and be saved.

This situation is of course a test also for Lot himself. Which path will
he choose — Sodom’s “justice” or Abraham’s mercy?

Thus, all are being tested here — Abraham, Lot, and the people of So-
dom. These tests provide an opportunity for advancement and improve-
ment, but they might just as easily bring death in their wake. Ultimately
Sodom will completely fail its tests and be destroyed. Lot passes his tests
relatively speaking, albeit not completely. But Abraham, thanks to his
tests, has now achieved significant spiritual advancement.
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18.19. THE DESTRUCTION OF SODOM
AND PURIFICATION OF THE GEVURAH ATTRIBUTE

We have already noted the connection between the destruction of
Sodom and the birth of Isaac. Outwardly, this connection is expressed in
the fact that as Isaac prepares to descend into the world, the attribute of
gevurah is increasing in the universe. As a result, the Almighty destroys
Sodom, summoning Abraham to the trial of that perverted city, so that
Abraham can learn to integrate mercy and judgment. But there is yet
another connection. Before Isaac could be born, a certain purification
of the quality of gevurah had to occur, and that happened when Sodom
was destroyed.

As noted earlier, the main sin of Sodom was not sexual perversion,
for that was only one of its external manifestations. Sodom’s primary
characteristic was the law “going wild” — gevurah “busting out.” The
people of Sodom approached human existence with all the severity of
a strict legal code. Every person must earn his living; anyone who is
poor — and all the more so, who goes begging — is a parasite who doesn’t
deserve to live. In Sodom’s estimation, God did not create people to go
begging, for that is unworthy human behavior. “We live in this fertile
valley,” the Sodomites used to say, “having earned the good life by the
toil of our own hands. Now some needy bastards show up, and we are
expected to corrupt the world by supporting them?!”

For those same reasons the Sodomites outlawed all hospitality and
mercy. Really now, if God has made a person poor, or sick and unable to
afford treatment, then evidently this is the will of God; what right do we
have to help such a person and interfere with the Divine will? Let every
person earn his own living, support himself, heal himself, and take care
of himself.

Note that although there is some element of truth in these argu-
ments, they are on the whole quite appalling. We cannot know what God
really wants for the poor — that they should remain poor, or that we
should help them. Nor do we know whether God wants the sick to re-
main so, or rather to be cured, and He has just for that reason given the
doctor the expertise and opportunity to heal.

If by his own choice a person does not wish to earn a living and to
take care of himself, then, of course, outside help is of no benefit to him,
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and will only corrupt him. But on the other hand, a great many people
find themselves in serious predicaments due only to external circum-
stances. Our help can allow them to get back on their feet.

Indeed, unbounded chesed corrupts and can even destroy the world.
But unmitigated gevurah is even worse. If no one receives sustenance
beyond what he himself earns, then the world - and any such soci-
ety in particular — has no right to exist. For even our ability to earn
our keep and feed ourselves is Divine chesed, and if we will not show
mercy to our neighbor, then we ourselves deserve no mercy from God.
No one can survive in a world that operates solely on the attribute of
judgment.

Isaac, who is gevurah, exists only because he is the son of Abraham,
who is chesed. Yes, a person must of course earn his own bread, but we
must also help him in that undertaking. Better than giving him money
outright, we should help him build for himself a means to a livelihood,
so that our initial jumpstart will enable him eventually to provide for
himself.

Gevurah - as the realization that a person must earn a living on his
own - is a necessary quality. But it is needed precisely to emphasize
God’s kindness and mercy, which are so great that God not only feeds
us, but also gives us the opportunity to support ourselves and to thereby
feel the dignity of being the sources of our own livelihood. This is the
path of the unity of chesed and gevurah.

Gevurah is positive as an adjunct to chesed, but in isolation it only
leads to death. Likewise, chesed that overruns its boundaries turns into
debauchery; this is what led to the Flood. An overabundance of gevurah
makes the very existence of human society impossible.

Thus, the imminent birth of Isaac as a carrier of proper gevurah re-
quires that Sodom’s perverted gevurah be eliminated from the world.

18.20. ABRAHAM ARGUES WITH GOD (18:23-25)
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[23] Abraham came forward and said, “Will You sweep away
the innocent along with the guilty?

[24] What if there should be fifty innocent within the city; will
You then wipe out the place and not forgive it for the sake of
the innocent fifty who are in it?

[25] Far be it from You to do such a thing, to bring death upon
the innocent as well as the guilty, so that innocent and guilty
fare alike. Far be it from You! Shall not the Judge of all the
earth deal justly?”

[23] Abraham came forward and said ¢ When entering into a dispute

with God, Abraham moves in closer to God, rather than distancing him-
self from Him. Discussion of the justice or injustice of the Almighty’s ac-
tions will be constructive if a person asks questions in order to strength-
en his connection with God, and not as an excuse for breaking that
connection. The latter is what happens when a person says: “How could

God allow such a thing? I reject any notion of faith.”

Will You sweep away the innocent along with the guilty? ¢ Sodom is
the very embodiment of disdain for all people, of being inhospitable and
inconsiderate of one’s fellow man. The Sodomites are thus Abraham’s
antithesis in every sense. Abraham’s coming to their defense is there-
fore quite unexpected.

[25] Far be it from You to do such a thing ... Far be it from You! ¢ The
word chalilah is used twice here. It means “unacceptable” or “unworthy,”
and is a very harsh term (as seen, for example, in the expression chillul
ha-shem, desecration of God’s name). Such powerful words cannot be
called a mere “plea for mercy”; Abraham is making a serious accusation
here. And so we must understand: What makes Abraham so sure of him-
self, to believe that his own position is correct and good? How does he
even dare speak out against what God has said and has decided to do? Is
such behavior at all acceptable?

For many religious people any “disputation with God” is completely
unimaginable, and the idea of challenging a Divine decision is nothing
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less than monstrous. It seems to them that since man’s relationship
with God is built entirely on divine grace, and everything received from
God is only a gift and an expression of His mercy, for no person on his
own merits is deserving of anything at all — so given that, no argumen-
tation is ever possible, because we know that we must “never look a gift
horse in the mouth.”

The Jewish concept is rather different, however. Judaism maintains
that it is not only possible, but even necessary, to argue with God. Abra-
ham and Moses argued with the Almighty; Jacob even received his sec-
ond name, “Israel,” for just such a dispute. That name, which is also the
name of the entire Jewish people, means, literally, “the one who does
battle with God.” Such disputation with the Almighty is perceived as
the normal process of establishing a dialogue with God and approaching
Him; in no way is it seen as rebellion against God.

The Jewish approach recognizes, of course, that “whatever God
does is always for the best,” but it also legitimizes disagreeing with
God and engaging in disputation with Him. Moreover, Judaism believes
that the Almighty Himself encourages us to have just this type of re-
lationship with Him. The Talmudic account of one such “dispute with
God” ends with God remarking with a satisfied smile, “My children have
defeated Me.”

Note that our relationship with our children and with other people
will usually very closely parallel our approach to our relationship with
God. For example, if we believe that all God does is give orders to people
that they cannot possibly understand and are forbidden to debate, and
that our only business is to be submissive and obedient, then we, too,
will be inclined to give orders to others and dictate our will to them.
And likewise, if we go on the premise that “God is love” and that God’s
attitude toward mankind is exclusively one of unearned mercy, then the
main thing that is expected from us as God’s children will be love and
obedience, and submission will be the central value.

The Jewish approach, however, sees the world differently. Of course,
God wants from us both love and compliance, and sometimes also sub-
mission. But above all and most importantly, He wants us to grow up.
From God’s point of view, the objective of His engaging in dialogue
with humans is not that we will agree with God and abandon our own
position, but, rather, that we will become capable of engaging in dia-
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logue and skilled at being opponents. In order to be able to argue and
have the courage to disagree, an opponent must be independent and
self-sufficient.

In the same way, in order to rise to the level of dialogue with the Al-
mighty, and to the level of collaboration in running the world, we must
not merely love and agree with Him. Rather, we must argue and defend
our point of view sometimes, which requires that we be able to think
critically. It is not by chance that the Jews, who since ancient times ar-
gued with the Almighty, became accustomed to thinking critically also
about themselves and everyone else with whom they came in contact.
The desire to debate and to disagree thus became characteristically na-
tional Jewish traits.

18.21. THE DIVINITY WITHIN US
AS JUSTIFICATION FOR ARGUING WITH GOD

But how does Abraham justify arguing with God and telling him, “It
is unacceptable for You to do such and such”? That is, what is the reli-
gious and moral foundation for the arguments he wishes to advance?
Is God not the ultimate source of morality, kindness, and justice? How
then does Abraham undertake to determine for himself what is right
and proper and what is not, what is good and what is evil? If this is
merely Abraham’s personal opinion, how can it possibly compete with
God’s word?

Abraham’s justification for arguing with God, it would seem, is
yet another form of Divinity — that Divinity that is within himself. To
argue with Divinity, one must juxtapose it with yet another Divinity.
And since man is created “in the image and likeness of God,” God is to
us not just an “external” reality; He is also “within us.” In this sense,
Adam, Abraham, and each of us possesses “godly” in us.

It is the Divine spark within us that allows us to disagree with God.
In other words, it is a dispute between two kinds of Divinity: “transcen-
dental Divinity,” the manifestation of God that addresses us from out-
side (for Abraham these are the words of God as revealed to him in a
vision, but for us today it is the Divine tradition that has come down to
us from Sinai), and immanent Divinity, the manifestation of the Divine
spark in the ethical sensibility that is within each of us. The conflict
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between these two manifestations of Divinity: moral and ethical aware-
ness, that is, immanent Divinity, and halachic teachings and traditions,
which is transcendental Divinity, has been the most significant impetus
for the development of Judaism in all ages of its existence.

8.22. ABRAHAM’S CHESED AND THE SALVATION
OF THE WICKED

Abraham’s fundamental position in his dispute with God is that
strictly applying the attribute of judgment is impossible, because any
such attempt will lead to injustice. And how can the Judge of all the land,
Who Himself is that very attribute of justice, fail to do justice? That is,
how can God allow innocent people to be punished?

Abraham does not ask God to pardon the people of Sodom; rather, he
formulates his arguments in terms of justice. But in essence he does not
speak of justice. What do we mean by that?

Justice would require that the righteous be rewarded and the wicked
punished. In this case, that could be accomplished by removing the righ-
teous from the city, and then destroying the wicked. But Abraham com-
pletely ignores this option for saving the righteous. Instead he insists
that for those fifty (or forty-five, forty, thirty, twenty, or ten) righteous
individuals the entire city should be spared. In other words, Abraham’s
goal is not merely to save the righteous and achieve justice. His goal is to
save everyone, including the wicked. He wants chesed — universal grace,
mercy - and he uses the presence of the righteous as an argument to
save the wicked!

Nor does Abraham ask God to wait and see whether the wicked
might repent. Had he wanted to wait for the repentance of the wick-
ed, he would have said: “Do not destroy the city now, give them some
time ...” But Abraham takes a different position.

The Midrash puts into Abraham’s mouth the following words: “If it
is Judgment that You want, then the world cannot exist (i.e., the world
will be destroyed). If you want the world to continue to exist, then do not
apply the attribute of judgment.” Seen this way, there is no place for the
attribute of judgment in the world at all. For no matter how carefully the
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destruction of evil is carried out, something good will also perish in the
process. Consequently, evil cannot not be destroyed.

Abraham represents here a position that is in fact quite far from the
ethics of Judaism. He says to God as follows: “Because it is Your essence
always to give, and You Yourself created people with the freedom to
choose to be wicked, You must bear responsibility for what You have
created, and You must not destroy them.”

Abraham is still absolutely unprepared for the idea of integrating
mercy and justice. He still feels that the two are too different to allow
their unification. Moreover, the establishment of justice would be an un-
worthy affair, because the righteous would perish with the sinners.

In our own time, people with such views oppose having any real
battles with terrorist organizations, because of the possibility that in-
nocent people will suffer. A balanced Jewish view (that of Abraham,
Isaac, and Jacob) understands that any such approach is incorrect, and
will lead to the destruction of the world. But Abraham, who is pure
chesed, represents the Jewish path only in its incipient stages. In the
future, that path will need to be supplemented and counterbalanced
by Isaac and Jacob.

18.23. SODOM AS ABRAHAM’S SPIRITUAL FAILURE

There is another important motivation behind Abraham’s defense of
Sodom that is not quite obvious from reading the text.

Sodom is Abraham’s exact opposite — his antipode. If Abraham re-
ceives guests and is benevolent to all, then Sodom, on the contrary, re-
fuses to receive guests and is unfriendly to all. Abraham strives for kind-
ness; Sodom forbids any show of kindness.

But even so, Abraham has a very long history of relationships with
Sodom: Lot’s settlement there, and the war of the kings, which included
the king of Sodom and from which Abraham emerged victorious. Later,
Ruth and Naamah, descendants of Moab and Ammon who are born to
Lot by his daughters, will join this long-standing relationship through
their role in establishing the royal house of David, from which the Mes-
siah himself will later descend. And that means that he, too, must be
born with the sparks of Sodom incorporated within him.
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There is another reason that Abraham intercedes on Sodom’s behalf:
he feels that he is himself to blame for Sodom’s impending destruction.
We noted after Abraham’s victory in the the war of the kings that he
could have leveraged that victory to become the ruler of Sodom, and
to rebuild the life of that city. But Abraham had no interest in wielding
such authority; he wanted to bring people to God and to a just life only
by their free choice. And this is now the result.

At the conclusion of the war of the kings, the king of Sodom pro-
posed to Abraham (14:21): “Give me the persons, and take the posses-
sions for yourself.” That means that in the given situation, deciding
the Sodomites’ fate was entirely Abraham’s prerogative. He could have
forced the king of Sodom to obey, and thus he could have established
just laws in the city. But Abraham did nothing of the kind, because he
was loathe to use power, gevurah.

And now Sodom is condemned to annihilation, the cause of which
was, inter alia, Abraham’s inaction. Sodom’s punishment is a reproach to
Abraham. Therefore now, when God is about to destroy Sodom, He sum-
mons Abraham, as it were, to the sentencing, as if to say, “Look what you
have done; observe the consequences of your actions.” When Abraham,
in turn, argues and negotiates with God over the number of righteous
people in the city, he is motivated not only by chesed, but also by his own
personal involvement in the impending catastrophe.

The downfall of Sodom is in many ways a personal tragedy for Abra-
ham.

18.24. THE RESPONSIBILITY OF THE RIGHTEOUS
FOR THE MISFORTUNES OF THEIR GENERATION

A righteous person is called to account not only for himself, but also
for the people of his immediate circle.

There is a big difference between being “righteous” and being mere-
ly “not wicked.” A non-wicked person is simply someone who does not
commit crimes. But being righteous is a completely different category.
The job of the righteous is to improve and rehabilitate others. If others
behave in an unworthy manner, it means that the righteous man is fall-
ing short of his own obligations.
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However, teaching is only one aspect of the responsibility that a
righteous person bears for his generation. Another aspect of the guilt of
the righteous in the misfortunes of their generation is that the attribute
of gevurah intensifies because of them, even if they have no actual intent
that this should happen.

Rabbi Pinchas of Korets in his book Midrash Pinchas writes: “Why
must the righteous in every generation pray for the entire genera-
tion? Because they are complicit in the calamities that befall other
people.”

The mere existence of a righteous person in the world is a condem-
nation of the wicked. No one before Noah was described as being righ-
teous. But as soon as Noah appeared, a flood engulfed the earth. When
the righteous Abraham arrives on the scene, disaster strikes Sodom and
Gomorrah. The mere appearance of the righteous, the fact that he has
managed to achieve a level that others could not, is a condemnation
of those around him. A righteous person must therefore exercise great
care to assure that his righteousness does not bring judgment on others,
because he will then be held accountable in part for their punishment.
Righteousness should be uplifting. One must strive to bring people to
repentance, but this should not be done in a manner that highlights
their sins or shortcomings.

18.25. ARIGHTEOUS INDIVIDUAL
WITHIN THE CITY (18:26)
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[26] And the Lord answered, “If | find within the city of Sodom
fifty innocent ones, | will forgive the whole place for their
sake.”

[26] I will forgive the whole place for their sake ¢ God unexpect-
edly acknowledges that Abraham is right, and says that He is willing to
change His decision, but only subject to certain conditions.

Abraham asks God to save the entire city for the sake of any righ-
teous persons who live there. It is not enough that the righteous will
themselves be saved; their presence must save the whole city. The Al-
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mighty, responding to Abraham, generally agrees with this principle, but
significantly refines it, emphasizing two important points as follows.

Fifty innocent ones ¢ First, the city cannot be saved by a single righ-
teous person, but only by a community, a group. Indeed, if there are fifty

righteous people in a city of villains, this means that the citizens on the

whole are not all that wicked; for if they were truly wicked, they would

have killed off the righteous. And this means that there is still hope that

the city can be reformed. Moreover, even while the Almighty makes con-
cessions to Abraham, in order for the city to be saved He requires the

presence of at least ten righteous individuals, since this is the minimum

number necessary to form a community.

If I find within the city of Sodom ¢ Secondly, that community of righ-
teous individuals must be “within the city,” that is, they must be official-
ly recognized by the city’s other inhabitants. The righteous who simply
exist in their own little corner, doing no harm to others, but also going
unnoticed by anyone else, cannot save the city. Rather, those righteous
must form a kind of social stratum, however minimal, but noticeable
within the city, and the other residents must allow them to exist openly
and unharmed.

After all, the idea that the righteous can save not only themselves,
but the entire city, is predicated on the hope that the righteous will re-
form the wicked. And that is possible only if the righteous have been
given the opportunity to influence the city. If there is no social stratum
of righteous people, or if the inhabitants suppress or expel their righ-
teous neighbors, then in a crisis situation there is no one who can save
that city.

18.26. REDUCING THE REQUIRED MINIMUM
OF RIGHTEOUS (18:27-33)
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[27] Abraham spoke up, saying, “Here | venture to speak to
my Lord, | who am but dust and ashes:

[28] What if the fifty innocent should lack five? Will You de-
stroy the whole city for want of the five?” And He answered,
“I will not destroy if | find forty-five there.”

[29] But he spoke to Him again, and said, “What if forty should
be found there?” And He answered, “I will not do it, for the
sake of the forty.”

[30] And he said, “Let not my Lord be angry if | go on: What if
thirty should be found there?” And He answered, “I will not
do it if | find thirty there.”

[31] And he said, “l venture again to speak to my Lord: What if
twenty should be found there?” And He answered, “I will not
destroy, for the sake of the twenty.”

[32] And he said, “Let not my Lord be angry if | speak but
this last time: What if ten should be found there?” And He
answered, “I will not destroy, for the sake of the ten.”

[33] When the Lord had finished speaking to Abraham, He
departed; and Abraham returned to his place.

[27] Here I venture to speak to my Lord, I who am but dust and ash-
es ... [30] Let not my Lord be angry ¢ Abraham maintains distance and
reverence, but remains adamant.

[28] What if the fifty innocent should lack five?: Rather than asking
God, “Why would you not have mercy on forty-five?”, Abraham formu-
lates the question more pointedly: “Would you really destroy the whole
city for the lack of a mere five righteous individuals?”
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And He answered, “I will not destroy if I find forty-five there” ¢
Despite Abraham’s increasing demands, God continues to engage with
him in dialogue, reinforcing his resolve to argue with God.

[331 When the Lord had finished speaking to Abraham, He depart-
ed ¢ It is not Abraham who stops talking, but God Who interrupts the
conversation with Abraham and withdraws from him. Like the conver-
sation as a whole, this withdrawal should be understood as a means
employed by the Almighty to educate Abraham. To destroy Sodom, God
obviously did not require Abraham’s sanction. He only wanted Abraham
to understand that there are limits, beyond which the wicked must be
judged and destroyed.

And Abraham returned to his place ¢ He now returned to the same
place where he had been earlier. Abraham did not agree with God’s posi-
tion, for he was not willing to recognize that there is a place in the world
for the attribute of strict judgment. Only later, by virtue of his dialogue
with Isaac, did Abraham grasp the meaning of the attribute of gevurah.
Thus, by inviting Abraham to debate the fate of Sodom, the Almighty is
preparing Abraham for the birth of Isaac and for further advancement
toward gevurah.

As a result of this lengthy process, although Abraham remains, as
ever, a champion of chesed, he does gradually desist from his “chesed
fanaticism” — an important stage in correcting the attribute of chesed in
the soul of the Jewish people. In our own lives too, it is important that
we support love and peace, but being fanatical about either of those is
destructive.



CHAPTER 19

THE DESTRUCTION OF SODOM AND
THE INCIDENT OF LOT’S DAUGHTERS

19.1.LOT AS JUDGE
OF SODOM (19:1)

NI DTOTWYR 3 0T 3793 PRTE DAR7RD 1Y T
IIYIN DN AW DORPY DR b1

[1] The two angels arrived in Sodom in the evening, as Lot
was sitting in the gate of Sodom. When Lot saw them, he rose
to greet them and, bowing low with his face to the ground,

The fact that Sodom is ripe for destruction means that the spark
contained within Sodom is ripe for release. It is time to conduct the trial,
to separate the positive spark from the collective evil of Sodom. For we
know that the very concept of “judgment”, gevurah, is associated with
distinguishing and separating.

[1] The two angels arrived in Sodom in the evening ¢ One of the
functions of an angel is to perform verification, but at the same time to
serve as an ordeal — a person’s “training ground.” An encounter with an
angel is a challenge sent to test one’s internal constitution. In the pro-
cess of conversing with the angels, Abraham and Sarah were raised to a
higher level. Lot, too, in meeting with the angels passes his test, albeit
with difficulty. But as for Sodom - it will be their utter downfall.
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He rose to greet them and, bowing low with his face to the ground
¢ Unlike Abraham, who ran towards the angels, Lot merely rises and bows
to them. Abraham actively strives toward union and synthesis, for he is
in a state of constant development. But Lot is spiritually static; he does
not thirst for inner development, but reacts only when under pressure
from the outside (by the angels, his daughters, and so on). He therefore
pays a steep price for his advancement.

Lot was sitting in the gate of Sodom ¢ In biblical texts, “sitting at the
gate” usually means “judging” - serving in the capacity of a judge. Here,
the word yoshev, “sitting,” is written without the letter vav, which the
Midrash therefore understands as yashav, the perfect past tense of that
verb. That is, only very recently had Lot “sat down at the gates of Sodom”
as judge.

It seems that after Abraham’s war with the kings, Lot became a man
of note - “internationally renowned.” The Sodomites, wanting to create
a positive image for themselves, formally appointed Lot to one of the
city’s prominent judicial posts. Lot was hoping that he could revamp the
legal system and rehabilitate Sodom. Even when besieged by the city’s
inhabitants, Lot probably believed that since he now enjoyed such an
exalted status, he would be obeyed, but the people of Sodom, of course,
had in mind no such thing, and only mocked him, saying, “The fellow
came here as an alien, and already he is acting like a judge” (19:9).

The trial of Sodom takes place in Lot’s house, who was not only a
judge as an honorary title, but a real judge of Sodom in all respects. In
Sodom, Lot is a righteous man (against his background the sin of Sod-
om is much more apparent), and at the same time its judge. Sodom is
therefore condemned to destruction as a result of Lot’s presence there.
The Sodomites considered Lot’s appointment as judge a mere formality.
But from the Almighty’s point of view, Lot had been “appointed” a true
judge in Sodom. Thus, it was the events involving Lot that finally sealed
the fate of the city.

In a certain sense, every Sodom has its Lot, who determines its fate.
Of course, every Sodom is also in conflict with its Lot, but so long as the
residents cooperate with him and at least minimally obey him, Sodom
lives on. But when Sodom revolts against Lot, this becomes the deciding
factor in their imminent destruction.
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19.2. CONSCIENCE
AND LEGISLATION (19:2-3)
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[2] He said, “Please, my lords, turn aside to your servant’s
house to spend the night, and bathe your feet; then you may
be on your way early”. But they said, “No, we will spend the
night in the square”.

[3] But he urged them strongly, so they turned his way and
entered his house. He prepared a feast for them and baked
unleavened bread, and they ate.

[2] Turn aside to your servant’s house to spend the night ...
[3] But he urged them strongly ¢ Lot, in violation of the laws of So-
dom, urges travelers to not spend the night on the street. At the same
time, the Midrash notes that the meaning of the phrase “turn aside to
your servant’s house” is not, simply “enter” but “go in a roundabout
way.” Lot, as it were, is saying to his guests, “I will only tell you where
my house is. And you see to it that somehow, through the back alley-
ways, you will get to me.”

When Lot sees that the travelers have nowhere to go, he invites
them to stay with him, for hospitality is one of the central religious val-
ues of Abraham’s family. God is testing Lot, as a judge in Sodom, for his
readiness to put morality above state law. His moral choice becomes his
decisive spiritual achievement, although Lot takes precautions while ex-
ercising that choice.

We mentioned earlier that Lot contains within himself the attri-
bute of malchut, “kingdom.” Everything that pertains to the function-
ing of the state and, in particular, strict compliance with the law, is
critical to this attribute. We have also noted that the tests of the Patri-
archs are associated with the “limiting and faceting” of their inherent
attributes. The tests of Abraham, who is chesed, teach him that chesed
must sometimes be withheld. Isaac is gevurah, and his tests consist in
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limiting gevurah. And likewise Lot, as a representative of the malchut
attribute, which incorporates duty, order, and execution of the law of
the state, must come to understand that those laws are not to be im-
plemented at all costs, that principles of morality must be held above
state law.

19.3.LOT - RIGHTEOUS
BY SODOM STANDARDS

Lot, though in many ways duplicating the actions of Abraham, car-
ries them out at a lower level. Abraham runs to meet the guests; Lot
only rises and bows. Abraham gives the guests “curds and milk and the
calf he had prepared”; Lot only bakes unleavened bread for them. Lot
has to “urge the travelers strongly” to enter his house; Abraham, who
radiates hospitality, does not need to importune them to enter. It is true
that Abraham has complete freedom to receive travelers, while Lot risks
many an unpleasantness by doing so. But those are conditions that Lot
has chosen for himself, by deciding to settle in Sodom.

Lot is righteous by Sodomite standards. He does not wish to live near
Abraham, because that would create demands on him that he would be
unable to meet. In Sodom he feels more comfortable.

Lot has moral principles, but he is not steadfast in them. He is righ-
teous, but “spineless.” He wants to be good, but he lacks the resolve to
achieve it. Once inside the world of Sodom, Lot falls under its influence,
as evidenced in particular by his proposal to share his daughters with
the Sodomites.

Lot’s position is ambiguous. On the one hand, he personally wants
to do good. But on the other hand, he is a “conductor” of evil, because
once he becomes a judge in Sodom, he is an instrument for implement-
ing their laws.

Lot, as it were, is an exemplar of “semi-Jewishness”, a prototype of
those many Jews who by fate depart from the Jewish people, having de-
cided to integrate into the surrounding non-Jewish space. Lot is talent-
ed, and finding himself in Sodom, he occupies a high position there. But
in the end, his Jewish character leads to conflict with Sodom and to the
disintegration of his original hopes.
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19.4. THE INHABITANTS OF SODOM
AGAINST LOT (19:4-11)
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[4] They had not yet lain down, when the townspeople, the

men of Sodom, young and old-all the people to the last
man-gathered about the house.

[5]1 And they shouted to Lot and said to him, “Where are the
men who came to you tonight? Bring them out to us, that we
may be intimate with them”.

[6] So Lot went out to them to the entrance, shut the door
behind him,

[7]1 and said, “I beg you, my friends, do not commit such a
wrong.

[8] Look, | have two daughters who have not known a man.

Let me bring them out to you, and you may do to them as you
please; but do not do anything to these men, since they have
come under the shelter of my roof”.

[9] But they said, “Stand back! The fellow”, they said, “came
here as an alien, and already he acts the ruler! Now we will
deal worse with you than with them”. And they pressed hard
against the person of Lot, and moved forward to break the
door.

249



250 Bible Dynamics. Book of Genesis

[10] But the men stretched out their hands and pulled Lot
into the house with them, and shut the door.

[11] And the people who were at the entrance of the house,
young and old, they struck with blinding light, so that they
were helpless to find the entrance.

[4] They had not yet lain down ¢ The Midrash tells us that Lot’s wife
was very well assimilated into Sodomite life. She might have even herself
come from Sodom. (Over twenty years had passed from the moment Lot
had gone to Sodom and achieved a position of prominence there, and
his children had grown up there.) Lot’s wife went begging to the neigh-
bors for salt, saying, “my insufferable husband has invited guests to our
home, who must be fed, but we are all out of salt.” The neighbors spread
the news around the city, and rose up against Lot. This is why Lot’s wife
was subsequently punished by becoming a pillar of salt (19:26).

The townspeople, the men of Sodom, young and old - all the peo-
ple to the last man - gathered about the house ¢ Sodom, for all its
repugnance, projects the image of a highly organized society.

[7] My friends, do not commit such a wrong ¢ The word that Lot uses
is achai, literally, “my brothers.” Lot calls the Sodomites “brothers” be-
cause he still firmly believes that he can influence them. But very soon
thereafter he seems to have lost his mind, offering those people his two
unmarried daughters.

[8] Look, I have two daughters who have not known a man. Let
me bring them out to you, and you may do to them as you please
¢ There are two possible explanations for Lot’s behavior. Either he was
hoping that his two daughters would escape unharmed, because they
too were Sodomites after all, or alternatively he had already so lost his
moral bearings that he no longer had any sense of proper boundaries.

It should be noted that by declaring its society ideal, Sodom has a
major influence on others. We will see later that even the angels, once in
Sodom, become confused and unable to assess the true situation. Lot is
of course a relative and disciple of Abraham himself, but because he has
lived so long in Sodom, his morality has become perverted. Unable to
develop independently and find correct solutions to new problems, Lot
reduces righteousness to the simple list of items he has inherited from
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his youth. Because he knows so well that travelers must be invited in, he
selflessly does so. But when he has to confront a rambunctious crowd,
Lot is completely lost.

Having lived so long in Sodom, Lot has lost the spontaneous, intui-
tive understanding of righteousness. The principles and attitudes of the
city and state where we live exert a powerful influence on us. A person
should not - especially alone with only his family - settle in a wicked
place in the hope of reforming it. Rather, one should settle only where
the righteous live, in order to improve himself and his family, for that is
the surest way to become a positive influence on the world.

19.5. THE ORIGINS OF MASHIACH
IN THE DEPTHS OF SODOM

We noted above that Sodom, for all its repugnance, gives the ap-
pearance of a highly ordered society. And that such an “independent so-
cial organization” in that era, 20th century BCE, was a significant state
achievement.

In fact, the Midrash depicts Sodom as a form of false messianism.
Sodom and Gomorrah were among the most prosperous cities in the
world (“Lot looked about him and saw how well watered was the whole
plain of the Jordan, all of it — this was before the Lord had destroyed So-
dom and Gomorrah - all the way to Zoar, like the garden of the Lord, like
the land of Egypt” [13:10]). Sodom, reminiscent of the Garden of Eden,
was a place of such abundance that its inhabitants reached the pinnacle
of material affluence. But this prosperity also had a downside.

The people of Sodom proclaimed material prosperity the goal of life,
which only led to their complete spiritual downfall. However, from a re-
ligious and spiritual point of view, material abundance is in no way a
bad thing. In fact, it is even a distinctive feature of the Messianic era.
The problem of Sodom was that it absolutized that criterion (“economic
messianism”), and believed that the size of an ideal society is properly
determined by the limits of one’s own city.

It is a truism that the essence of any false messianic doctrine is, pre-
cisely, the absolutization of one solitary feature of messianism, to the
exclusion of all other features. Sodom’s perversion of messianic ideas in
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just this way made it, in a certain sense, the first false messianic society
that the world had known.

The Sodomites claimed that their society represented the pinnacle
of human development — which is just another way of telling us that
their objective was to improve the world. But that is absurd and offen-
sive. Hence the Sodomite ban on giving alms: any need for charity can
only mean that the world is not doing well, and this is an insult to Sod-
omite sensibilities. The prophet Ezekiel (16:49) describes Sodom as fol-
lows: “Only this was the sin of your sister Sodom: arrogance! She and her
daughters had plenty of bread and untroubled tranquility; [precisely for
that reason] she did not support the poor and the needy.”

Who could be begging for alms in a society of such abundance? Only
aliens, strangers. Selfishness in Sodom was thus realized at the social
level. The people of this city hated strangers, and behaved in such a way
that no one would want to ask for hospitality there.

Sodom became the center of evil, but the Messiah must come from
Sodom in order that he will himself be affected. The purpose of the Mes-
siah is to fix everything that is broken in the world, which includes re-
forming the wicked. But you cannot fix anything unless you, too, have
some connection with it; otherwise, what understanding could you have
of it in the first place? Therefore, to be capable of reforming Sodom a
person must himself have a spark of Sodom within his soul; he must
contain something of this place within himself, and be in some sense
implicated in their wrongdoings. King David is such a man, as is his
descendant, the Messiah, because David (through Ruth and Moab) de-
scends from Sodom.

That the reality of our world includes the element of Sodom cannot
be denied. Therefore, the Messiah, whose job it is to heal all the world’s
ills, must also carry that spark within himself.

Acting through chesed alone, it is impossible to reform Sodom. Da-
vid, however, represents the attribute of malchut, “kingdom,” and he is
therefore qualified to reform Sodom. The people of Sodom, who strive to
create a socialized structure, cannot be rehabilitated without clear laws
and strict enforcement measures. Therefore, it is not by chance that the
attribute of malchut itself — David - is born through the agency of Sodom.

Alittle later the angel addresses Lot: “Take your two daughters who
are here” (19:15). The Midrash connects these words with the verse
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in the Psalms (89:21): “I have found David, My servant; anointed him
with My sacred oil.” Says the Midrash: Where did God find David? He
found him in Sodom. Lot’s two daughters were that “find” that made
David and the Messiah possible.
The path of the Messiah is always — ab initio and by its very nature
- “on the edge”, through events that are, from a moral point of view, “bor-
derline”. (E.g., Lot’s daughters who bore children from their own father,
the story of Judah and Tamar, the story of Ruth, and the relationship of
David and Bathsheba.) The Messiah must himself experience all these
dilemmas in order to feel them from the inside, learning thereby to cor-
rect them.
The Mashiach ascends from below — morally and geographically. So-
dom is not by mere chance the lowest place on earth.

19.6. THE ANGELS LEAD LOT
OUT OF SODOM (19:12-16)
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[12] Then the men said to Lot, “Whom else have you here?

Sons-in-law, your sons and daughters, or anyone else that
you have in the city-bring them out of the place.

[13] For we are about to destroy this place; because the out-
cry against them before the Lord has become so great that
the Lord has sent us to destroy it.”

[14] So Lot went out and spoke to his sons-in-law, who had
married his daughters, and said, “Up, get out of this place, for
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the Lord is about to destroy the city.” But he seemed to his
sons-in-law as one who jests.

[15]1 As dawn broke, the angels urged Lot on, saying, “Up,
take your wife and your two remaining daughters, lest you
be swept away because of the iniquity of the city.”

[16] Still he delayed. So the men seized his hand, and the
hands of his wife and his two daughters-in the Lord's mercy
on him-and brought him out and left him outside the city.

We have here three processes occurring in parallel. On the one hand,
the city is destroyed. On the other hand, all righteous people (even if
only potentially righteous) are saved, namely, Lot’s entire family. But
there is yet a third, hidden process: preparation for the future birth of
the Mashiach. Except that in order for that to happen, it is necessary
not only to remove Lot from Sodom, but also to “remove Sodom from
Lot.” Lot’s spark must be purified over a very long period before it can
be united with the Jewish people.

[12] Then the men said to Lot, “Whom else have you here?” ¢ The
angels invite Lot to think for himself: Is there anything else of value left
in Sodom? What could you possibly be looking for in a city where the be-
havior of its inhabitants is so heinous? Any connection of some inhabi-
tant of Sodom with Lot would mean that that person is not hopeless, that
there is hope for his salvation — and the angels emphasize this point. But
Lot’s connection with Sodom, on the contrary, is becoming his downfall,
and Lot must break this connection within himself. And yet, he could not
influence even his own household. Lot’s wife had become so attached to
Sodom that she could not restrain herself from looking behind her, and
she paid the price with her life.

[14] So Lot went out and spoke to his sons-in-law, who had married
his daughters ¢ Besides the two unmarried daughters who lived with
him, Lot also had two married daughters. Lot went to persuade their
husbands to flee with him. These two remained at home and of course
did not join in the assault on Lot’s house, but neither did they try to stop
any of the townspeople from doing so. As concerns everything that is
tied to Sodom, if it cannot find the strength within itself to break that
connection, it loses its chance for salvation.
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But he seemed to his sons-in-law as one who jests ¢ They thought he

was joking, and they laughed at his words. It’s amusing to them, because

it never enters their mind to imagine how anything untoward could hap-
pen in such a magnificent place. But the Torah mention this laughter not

just tangentially, for it is actually an echo of a different laughter - God’s

laughing over Sodom. (We shall discuss the important concept of God’s

“laughter” in more detail below.) The laughter of Lot’s Sodomite sons-in-
law was therefore not an absolute blunder on their part; they were sens-
ing a reflection of the metaphysical, supremely Divine laughter, which

is why they, too, felt a desire to laugh. Except that they were unable to

correctly interpret it.

Laughter is an integral part of the geulah, the Messianic redemption,
because the Messianic process never proceeds as originally expected.
This laughter intensifies, becoming one with the Divine laughter, as
described in the Talmud (Avodah Zarah 3b): “There is no complete
laughter before the Holy One Blessed be He, except on the Day of the
Redemption.” When Lot leaves Sodom, a breakthrough toward the geu-
lah begins: King David’s soul begins its descent into the world. That
the Messiah would have his origins in the depths of Sodom’s evil con-
travenes conventional logic, and is therefore quite “funny.” Laughter
represents the triumph over the laws of logic that is associated with
the irradiance of a new light.

[15] As dawn broke ¢ Night is the time of preparation for Exodus. But
the actual exit from Sodom itself occurs only at the crack of dawn, for it
reflects the beginning of the geulah.

Lest you be swept away because of the iniquity of the city ¢ If you do
not separate yourself from Sodom, you will go down with it, even if you
are not personally guilty.

The angels urged Lot on ... [16] Still he delayed ¢ Lot is not able to
recognize his own role in the Messianic process. He hesitates to leave,
because it is not in his nature to move forward on his own; he must be
“taken by the hand” and brought out by force.

[16] So the men seized his hand, and the hands of his wife and his
two daughters-in the Lord‘s mercy on him - and brought him out
¢ While the night drags on, Lot can still linger in Sodom. But once dawn
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has broken (that is, the geulah has begun), anyone who delays in partic-
ipating in the Exodus is in serious danger of perishing.

In the Lord‘s mercy on him ¢ Lot was not himself deserving of salva-
tion; he was taken out of Sodom only because the future David other-
wise could not have been born.

And left him outside the city ¢ Encouraging him to move forward on
his own.

19.7.D0 NOT LOOK
BEHIND YOU (19:17-26)
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[17] When they had brought them outside, one said, “Flee for

your life! Do not look behind you, nor stop anywhere in the
Plain; flee to the hills, lest you be swept away.”

[18] But Lot said to them, “Oh no, my lord!

[19] You have been so gracious to your servant, and have al-
ready shown me so much kindness in order to save my life;
but | cannot flee to the hills, lest the disaster overtake me
and | die.
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[20] Look, that town there is near enough to flee to; it is such
a little place! Let me flee there-it is such a little place-and
let my life be saved.”

[21] He replied, “Very well, | will grant you this favor too, and
I will not annihilate the town of which you have spoken.

[22] Hurry, flee there, for | cannot do anything until you arrive
there.” Hence the town came to be called Zoar.

[23] As the sun rose upon the earth and Lot entered Zoar,

[24] the Lord rained upon Sodom and Gomorrah sulfurous fire
from the Lord out of heaven.

[25] He annihilated those cities and the entire Plain, and all
the inhabitants of the cities and the vegetation of the ground.

[26] Lot’s wife looked back, and she thereupon turned into a
pillar of salt.

[17] One said, “Flee for your life!” ¢ The angels remove Lot from the
city, but instead of leading him to a safe place, they only explain the
further action he must himself undertake: “Do not look behind you, nor
stop anywhere in the Plain; flee to the hills.”

This is a test for Lot. If even now that he is already outside Sodom
he is unable to proceed on his own, then he cannot be saved. A person
cannot be saved by force; he must act independently. Now that Lot has
been brought out from Sodom, he needs to continue at least some short
distance on his own. Lot is capable of that — albeit minimally - but his
wife is not, and she turns back.

Flee to the hills, lest you be swept away ¢ The more literal translation
is “Flee to the mountain, lest you be swept away.” Sodom is the lowest
place on earth, both geographically (1378 ft /420 m below sea level) and
morally. Abraham lives fairly closeby, in Hebron, but on a rather high
mountain (3018 ft / 920 m above sea level). This difference in altitude of
4396 ft (1340 m) symbolizes moral ascent. Thus, when the angel offers
Lot to be saved on the “mountain,” geographically speaking, we should
also understand this to mean that Lot is expected to advance toward
Abraham in the moral sense.
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[19] I cannot flee to the hills, lest the disaster overtake me and I
die ¢ Aware of his own moral deficiency, Lot wants to avoid living in
close proximity to Abraham, for although he is righteous against the
backdrop of Sodom, compared to Abraham he can be considered wicked.
Abraham’s moral achievements are Lot’s condemnation. Thus it often
happens in life that those who are “righteous,” but only like Lot, who
appear downright worthy against the background of Sodom, prefer to
keep their distance from the truly righteous of Abraham’s caliber.

[20] Look, that town there is near enough to flee to; it is such a lit-
tle place! ¢ Lot seeks to find a place for himself apart from both Sodom
and Abraham. For this, he needs a small town on the border of “Sodom
County,” located geographically — and morally - somewhat higher than
Sodom, but not by much. Like Lot himself, Zoar is a borderline city — in
terms of its location as well as its spiritual level.

Let me flee there-it is such a little place-and let my life be saved ¢
Lot believes that although he could not influence Sodom in all its enor-
mity, he will be able to influence tiny Zoar, and he asks for this chance.
Lot is not capable of climbing immediately from the Sodomite lowland
up to the mountain. He needs an “intermediate station,” which Zoar
becomes for him. (The next such station will be a cave midway up the
mountain.) This shows that Lot has a certain positive moral dynamic,
which is why he is in fact saved. The angel agrees to give him that op-
portunity.

[26] Lot’s wife looked back, and she thereupon turned into a pillar
of salt ¢ A man who is half righteous and half wicked has no right to
watch the death of the wicked from the sidelines, pretending that he
has nothing to do with them. For it is indeed quite possible that he too
is deserving of that same punishment, but is saved by God’s grace alone.
Therefore, if such a weakly righteous person gazes upon the punish-
ment of the wicked, he too will perish with them. Only one who is com-
pletely righteous can observe the death of the wicked without bringing
harm upon himself.

By looking back, Lot’s wife demonstrates that her connection to So-
dom is stronger than her connection to the future Messianic process. It
is possible, however, that God was not punishing her individually; she
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was simply restored to her former, natural status as one of the Sod-
omites, and therefore met her end with them.

19.8. ABRAHAM GAZES AT THE DESTRUCTION
OF SODOM (19:27-29)
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[27] Next morning, Abraham hurried to the place where he
had stood before the Lord,

[28] and, looking down toward Sodom and Gomorrah and all
the land of the Plain, he saw the smoke of the land rising like
the smoke of a kiln.

[29] Thus it was that, when God destroyed the cities of the
Plain and annihilated the cities where Lot dwelt, God was
mindful of Abraham and removed Lot from the midst of the
upheaval.

[29] God was mindful of Abraham and removed Lot from the midst
of the upheaval ¢ The Torah reiterates that Lot did not for his own
sake deserve to be saved, but that salvation was necessary for the future
development of Abraham’s descendants.

[27] Next morning ¢ Morning is related to the attribute of chesed, which
is typical of Abraham.

To the place where he had stood before the Lord ¢ It is the place
where he argued with God about the fate of Sodom, and where, from the
mountaintop, he could see the Jordan Valley and the region of the Dead
Sea. Abraham now himself returns to this place of gevurah, for he feels
that chesed alone is not enough.

[28] And, looking down toward Sodom and Gomorrah and all the
land of the Plain ¢ Unlike Lot, Abraham is allowed to observe the de-
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struction of Sodom. Moreover, this is necessary in order for him to un-
derstand God’s ways in running the world.

Smoke of the land rising like the smoke of a kiln ¢ A kiln is a place
where everything is burned and completely destroyed. After Lot’s depar-
ture from Sodom, nothing at all remains there, which means there is no
hope of recovery.

And therefore, a little later we will learn that Abraham has left He-
bron for Gerar. According to the Midrash, Abraham left Hebron because
people no longer traveled the road through Hebron after the destruc-
tion of Sodom, and there was no one that Abraham could influence
there. It is striking that thanks to the wicked city of Sodom, Hebron,
the city of the righteous Abraham, was given the opportunity to in-
fluence the world. The destruction of Sodom, which eliminated the
purpose of Abraham’s life in Hebron, had now become a reproach of
unrealized opportunities.

19.9.LOT’S DAUGHTERS RESOLVE TO BEAR CHILDREN
FROM HIM (19:30-31)
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[30] Lot went up from Zoar and settled in the hill country
with his two daughters, for he was afraid to dwell in Zoar;
and he and his two daughters lived in a cave.

[31] And the older one said to the younger, “Our father is old,
and there is not a man on earth to consort with us in the way
of all the world.

[30] Lot went up from Zoar ¢ Zoar escaped destruction, but the ca-
tastrophe itself so affected Lot that he decided to distance himself from
anything related to Sodom, even if only indirectly.

And settled in the hill country ¢ Not on the mountain nor at the foot
of the mountain, but midway up the mountain and inside of it, in a cave
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isolated from the rest of humanity. Between the mountain peak — Abra-
ham - and the lowest point on earth — Sodom; midway between good
and evil.

And he ... lived in a cave ¢ The Hebrew word va-yeshev normally car-
ries some connotation of permanence. Here, too, Lot was by now living
in that cave permanently. Lot’s potential has been exhausted, and he is
unable to move forward.

[31] Our father is old ¢ We therefore cannot expect him to solve the
problem of creating posterity. We must ourselves take that initiative.

There is not a man on earth ¢ It is very strange that they would think
that. Lot’s daughters cannot possibly believe that there are no people
left in the entire world. At very least, they know that the city of Zoar was
not destroyed.

To consort with us ¢ The literal translation is, “There is no man on
earth to come onto us.” This, too, is an oddly constructed phrase. When
referring to intimate relations the Torah will usually say lavo el, a man
“entering unto” a woman, but here it uses a different expression, lavo ‘al,
“coming onto” (or “upon”). This expression is found only once more in
the Torah, in Deuteronomy (25:5), in the discussion of levirate marriage:
“When brothers dwell together and one of them dies and leaves no son,
the wife of the deceased shall not be married to a stranger, outside the
family. Her husband’s brother shall unite with her (yavo ‘aleha): he shall
take her as his wife.” The preposition ‘al is usually understood here as
implying an addition. That is, in addition to the deceased husband, her
levir shall cohabit with her and take her as his wife.

Lot’s daughters would adopt the terminology of levirate marriage
only if they saw themselves as “widows” of the “deceased” Sodom, and
they viewed intimate relations with their father as their opportunity to

“restore the seed” of Sodom.

Since their father is “old,” Sodom cannot by its own efforts be reborn.
But some hope of extracting sparks from it must remain, otherwise the
Messianic dynasty, which must be born from Sodom, will not happen.
Lot, their father, carries the essential Sodomite spark that will allow the
Messianic process to continue.
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Had Lot still had energy, he could well have found a new wife, had
children with her, and found husbands for his daughters. The Messi-
anic process would thus have properly progressed. But Lot can no lon-
ger act on his own. His daughters’ words “there is no man on earth”
mean that apart from Lot there is no man left for a “levirate marriage”
with them, that there is no one else who is able to extract the spark
of Sodom.

We have noted that in the course of his long stay in Sodom, Lot had
lost his natural moral sensibilities, which is how he could come up with
the wild idea of appeasing a crowd of lecherous Sodomites by giving
them his daughters. In the literal sense of the text no such outcome ever
materialized, but in a somewhat deeper sense, Lot did in fact “marry off
his daughters to Sodom.” And now, after the death of the city, they have
become its “widows.” Lot’s daughters therefore now consider it their
moral obligation to resurrect Sodom. Moreover, they are so strongly at-
tached to Sodom that they are prepared even to cohabit with their own
father, the only surviving Sodomite, in order to make that happen.

A true ideological Sodomite is not just a criminal, a greedy and
heartless resident of that city, but one who considers the positive com-
ponent of the Sodomite ideology a prototype of the future — who be-
lieves, despite the destruction of the city, in its potential messianism.
Lot’s daughters need just that kind of person to continue the race.

At first glance, this of course seems monstrous. From a more con-
ventional point of view, however, what Lot’s daughters did was not an
atrocity, because within the culture of that time, connection between a
father and his daughters, although discouraged, was not strictly forbid-
den. Moreover, any relative, and not only the deceased husband’s broth-
er, could conclude a levirate marriage. (Tamar, for example, seduces her
father-in-law, Judah, with just that objective in mind [38:13 ff].) After
the giving of the Torah such connections were outlawed, but in the days
of the Patriarchs they were still allowed.

Paradoxically, the daughters of Lot want to perform a chesed for So-
dom - a city that was the embodiment of the very denial of all chesed. It
is not by chance that this happened only when they were already outside
Sodom and midway up the mountain, “halfway to Abraham.” The posi-
tive spark contained within Sodom could not be extracted from it until
Sodom was destroyed.
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19.10. LOT IS MADE DRUNK WITH WINE (19:32-35)
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[32] Come, let us make our father drink wine, and let us lie
with him, that we may maintain life through our father.”

[33] That night they made their father drink wine, and the
older one went in and lay with her father; he did not know
when she lay down or when she rose.

[34] The next day the older one said to the younger, “See, |
lay with Father last night; let us make him drink wine tonight
also, and you go and lie with him, that we may maintain life
through our father.”

[35] That night also they made their father drink wine, and
the younger one went and lay with him; he did not know
when she lay down or when she rose.

[32] Let us make our father drink wine ¢ Wine is an essential compo-
nent for implementing this plan. Lot upholds certain moral principles
and normally would not agree to having relations with his daughters,
but he is unstable and easily made drunk. However, in a deeper sense,
this really means that Lot in a state of sober consciousness cannot ac-
complish anything at all.

The Midrash says something truly astonishing: that the wine that
Lot’s daughters brought to the cave came from Gan Eden, the Garden of
Eden, and had been kept on hand since the Creation of the World specifi-
cally for this occasion. That wine was earmarked for the daughters of Lot,
for the express purpose of getting their father drunk and bearing him
sons. As bad as this incident may appear, it is an essential component of
the Messianic process. This means that what happened here, although
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it was Lot’s daughters’ personal sin, was in fact the realization of a path
that was essential for the proper development of the universe.

Once again we are confronted with the principle that the Messianic
process often seems aberrant, not “as things are meant to be,” and al-
ways takes place on the very edge of what is acceptable. If Lot could have
behaved properly, then this “borderline of what is acceptable” would
have passed not through him, but through Zoar (whose inhabitants were
also “Sodomites” to a certain extent, because of their close proximity to
Sodom), whence husbands for his daughters would have come. But Lot
lost the will to advance. It did not enter his mind that, as a father, he
was expected to make efforts to marry off his daughters. The necessary
process therefore had to be accomplished directly through him instead.

19.11. MOAB AND AMMON,
THE SONS OF LOT’S DAUGHTERS (19:36-38)
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[36] Thus the two daughters of Lot came to be with child by
their father.

[37] The older one bore a son and named him Moab; he is the
father of the Moabites of today.

[38] And the younger also bore a son, and she called him
Ben-ammi; he is the father of the Ammonites of today.

[37] The older one bore a son and named him Moab ¢ Moab trans-
lates, literally, as me-av, “from the father.” The eldest daughter regards
the relationship with her father, though it is not quite an ordinary one,
as a Levirate marriage, and, without hesitating, she declares this to the
whole world.

[38] And the younger also bore a son, and she called him Ben-ammi
¢ Lot’s younger daughter is more bashful. Having conceived and given
birth not by her own independent decision, but at the direction of her
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older sister, she gives her son the neutral name “Ben-Ammi,” “the son
of my people.”

Subsequently, Lot’s daughters’ descendants settled near Canaan:
Moab on the eastern shore of the Dead Sea, and Ammon to the north,
on the east bank of the Jordan River. The capital of the Ammonites, Rab-
bath Ammon (see Deut 3:11; 2 Sam. 11:1), today known as Amman, is

the capital of Jordan.

He is the father of the Ammonites of today ¢ The Midrash takes the
position that the merit of the elder sister was greater than that of the
younger, because the elder initiated the connection with their father
and was not ashamed to do so. In the merit of that, her descendant, Ruth
the Moabite, David’s great-grandmother, will be first to have a role in
the creation of the Jewish kingdom. Only later will the younger sister’s
descendant, Naamah the Ammonite, become Solomon’s wife.

Thus, our sages deemed this act a credit to the daughters of Lot, as
it was motivated by their yearning for Divine deliverance and for the
arrival of the Messiah. The fact that in order to restore the spark of So-
dom they had to conceive and give birth from their own father was, in
the sages’ view, more an instance of self-sacrifice for the sake of an ideal
than an actual crime.

19.12. MOABITES AND AMMONITES:
NATIONS WHO LACK CHESED

The peculiarities of their origin made the Moabites and Ammonites
two “anomalous” nations that straddle the boundary between the righ-
teousness of Abraham and the wickedness of Sodom.

It is noble to strive for the preservation of one’s native lineage.
Lot’s daughters’ desire to restore their city and their family line was
therefore a positive phenomenon. Their wish was completely unselfish
and idealistic: they wanted to reform Sodom, and only for that reason
they allowed themselves to become pregnant from their own father.
The very concept of “allowing” belongs to the attribute of chesed. But
even so, the decision to do something like that is a manifestation of

“unclean chesed.”



266  Bible Dynamics. Book of Genesis

We already know that chesed, like any other spiritual attribute, can
be “clean” or “unclean,” and its excess can lead to evil. It is unlikely
that Lot was twice so drunk that he really “did not know” (v. 33 and 35)
what his daughters were doing to him. Not that he deliberately went
looking to cohabit with his own daughters, but he allowed himself to do
so. This, too, was a manifestation of “excessive, impure chesed.” There
is a specific kind of chesed in Lot that is superfluous for Abraham and
the entire Jewish people (which is why Lot had to be separated from
Abraham), but because of that latent spark within him, proper chesed
- Ruth the Moabite and Naamah the Ammonite — can manifest in the
future.

Lot’s daughters performed a chesed on behalf of a city that was the
very antithesis of chesed; thus they combined the qualities of Abra-
ham with the qualities of Sodom. But because these are opposite forces
that repel each other, the Moabites and Ammonites cannot exist “in
the middle” by living in an intermediate state, being not so righteous
as Abraham but not so wicked as Sodom, as other nations do. For them
this is impossible, which means that the Moabites and the Ammonites
can either rise high or fall low.

In the end, the Ammonites and the Moabites gravitated toward
the Sodomite direction; they failed to bestow elementary mercy on
the Jewish people as they passed through the wilderness. Because the
Sodomite instinct prevailed in them, the Torah says: “No Ammonite or
Moabite shall be admitted into the congregation of the Lord; none of
their descendants, even in the tenth generation, shall ever be admitted
into the congregation of the Lord, because they did not meet you with
food and water on your journey after you left Egypt” (Deut. 23:4-5).

But what is so terrible about this “not meeting with bread and wa-
ter”? There were other nations who even actively fought the Jews, but
accepting proselytes from among them was not forbidden. It is obvious
that the Egyptians treated the Jews incomparably worse than the Am-
monites and the Moabites did, but an Egyptian could become Jewish
by undergoing giyyur (conversion). Edom threatened the Jews with war
(Num. 20:18). But of both Egypt and Edom the Torah says, “Children
born to them may be admitted into the congregation of the Lord in the
third generation” (ibid. 23:9).
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Although the Ammonites and the Moabites did not initiate wars,
the crime of these nations is that they showed absolute indifference,
and just for that reason they are forever deprived of the opportunity to
join the Jewish community. Such a harsh punishment was imposed on
Ammon and Moab because only two diametrically opposite paths are
open to them: being like Abraham or being like Sodom. By repudiating
hospitality — that is, by not emulating Abraham - they have made their
choice in favor of Sodom.

Sodom was notorious for its total indifference to the needs of oth-
ers, the result of Sodom’s over-confident self-sufficiency and their con-
tempt for their fellow humans, a manifestation of their definitive “an-
ti-chesed.” Therefore, in addition to “No Ammonite or Moabite shall be
admitted into the congregation of the Lord,” Scripture also says, “Moab
shall become like Sodom and the Ammonites like Gomorrah” (Zepha-
niah 2:9).

However, the women of these nations, unlike the men, are permit-
ted to join the Jewish people by undergoing conversion. The ban does
not apply to them, because going forth to meet wayfarers is incumbent
upon men, but inappropriate for women. The Ammonite and Moabite
women were thus not guilty of the sin of being inhospitable and in-
different to the Jewish nation, and are therefore given the opportu-
nity to join the Jewish people. Moreover, some of the women among
them demonstrate even super-chesed, and participate in the birth of
the Messianic dynasty.



CHAPTER 20
ABRAHAM AND ABIMELECH IN GERAR

20.1. ABRAHAM IN GERAR (20:1)
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[1] Abraham journeyed from there to the region of the Negeb
and settled between Kadesh and Shur. While he was sojourn-
ing in Gerar,

[1] Abraham journeyed from there ¢ Abraham is not moving toward
any desired goal by doing so; his only objective here is to leave Hebron
in order to distance himself from Sodom and from Lot.

Lot’s departure from Sodom was the beginning of the descent of the
Mashiach’s soul into the world, and Abraham could not help but feel
that a providentially historical event of utmost significance was tak-
ing place. Why, then, does Abraham journey away from here instead
of maintaining contact with that spark of holiness that has now been
created in Lot’s family?

Apparently, it was not yet time to bring this spark to the Jewish peo-
ple. Some things require a lengthy cleansing process before they can be
united with holiness. Any premature attempt to make that happen can
mean the loss of those things and also of the holiness itself. Therefore,
Abraham had to withdraw from Lot’s family at that moment.

He was sojourning in Gerar ¢ We have already mentioned (19:28)
the reason given by the Midrash for Abraham’s departure from Hebron.
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Namely, that after the destruction of Sodom there were few if any way-
farers passing through Hebron, and Abraham no longer had anyone to
influence there. (Geographically, Sodom is the Dead Sea’s southern ex-
tremity, which passes through the Hebron region and is connected with
Gerar by the east-west highway.)

However, we can also view this from the opposite direction. He-
bron, the capital of the future Judea, is malchut, the “kingdom” attri-
bute, which Abraham is still unable to master. Sodom, located east of
Hebron, is the original and potential source of that attribute, which the
Sodomites strove to implement in its improper form. But Gerar, locat-
ed west of Hebron, is Sodom’s opposite: a highly developed Philistine
trading kingdom, located on the coast in the very thick of civilization
and culture. (The primary channel of communication between nations
was over the sea.) Perhaps Abraham migrated to this kingdom in order
to advance himself there toward the attribute of malchut.

Abraham’s departure from Hebron is yet another breakdown
of hope, and all this happens even before the birth of Isaac. There
is yet another lesson that Abraham must learn before he can have
a true heir.

20.2. ABRAHAM AGAIN CALLS SARAH
HIS SISTER (20:2)
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[2] Abraham said of Sarah his wife, “She is my sister.” So King
Abimelech of Gerar had Sarah brought to him.

What had happened in Egypt is now repeated in Gerar. It is as if
Abraham is only coming back to the same point he had passed through
long before.

A simple explanation of Abraham’s actions — that just as had hap-
pened in Egypt, he fears that he may be attacked in order to take Sarah
from him — seems strange. After all, only recently Abraham had a whole
army at his disposal, and had defeated an entire coalition of kings. So
why is he now defenseless?
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The apparent answer is that Abraham had once again left all his dis-
ciples behind, and had gone to Gerar alone with his family. Recall that
much earlier, near the beginning of his journey, Abraham had brought
his Babylonian disciples into the land and settled them in Shechem,
only to leave them there and depart for Egypt alone. Then, upon leav-
ing Egypt, again with slave-disciples, Abraham settled in Hebron, waged
war, and moved on. But now, leaving those disciples in Hebron, he and
his family, again unaccompanied, depart for the land of the Philistines.
Thus, Shechem and Hebron remained settlements of Babylonian and
Egyptian “representatives” within the Land of Israel.

So Abraham is now alone and again confronts a difficult situation
regarding Sarah. But this time, as we shall soon see, Abraham is already
able to manifest the attribute of gevurah. It is for him a difficult chal-
lenge, but gradually he is learning this attribute — he is learning to act
more severely.

However, when Abraham calls Sarah his sister, there is now an ad-
ditional aspect that is apparent. Subconsciously, Abraham even now
does not feel completely that Sarah is his wife, the future mother of his
children. Even now he seems to consider her more as his “comrade-in-
arms” for spreading monotheism among the surrounding population.
Abraham does not yet have any deep-rooted sense that Sarah’s purpose,
rather than helping him to educate disciples, is to produce a nation from
him. It therefore feels natural to him to call Sarah his sister. Abraham
will now receive a lesson that continuing to treat Sarah as a sister is
unacceptable.

Abraham needed to understand at long last, through the incident of
Abimelech, that Sarah was his true wife. Only then could Isaac be born.

20.3. ABIMELECH’S GUILT (20:3-6)
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[3] But God came to Abimelech in a dream by night and said
to him, “You are to die because of the woman that you have
taken, for she is a married woman.”

[4] Now Abimelech had not approached her. He said, “O Lord,
will You slay people even though innocent?

[5] He himself said to me, ‘She is my sister!” And she also said,
‘He is my brother.” When | did this, my heart was blameless
and my hands were clean.”

[6] And God said to him in the dream, “I knew that you did
this with a blameless heart, and so | kept you from sinning
against Me. That was why | did not let you touch her.

[5] He himself said to me, ‘She is my sister!” ¢ Abimelech emphasizes
that he is innocent in the strict sense. He feels confident that he has
broken no laws, nor tried to expropriate anyone’s wife. Nevertheless, the
Sages say that he deserved to die not for violating the prohibition of
adultery, but for violating universal moral standards. The general prin-
ciple is that the nations of the world are punished when they violate the
obligations that they have themselves assumed.

From Abraham’s answer below (verse 11) we understand that he
called Sarah his sister as a protection from the danger he was facing.
When upon arriving as an unknown in that place Abraham is questioned
about the woman who is with him, it is only natural that he would feel
endangered. (This mode of questioning, as used here in Gerar, is further
elaborated later in the Torah, in the similar incident of Isaac and Rebec-
ca [26:7 ff.]). The sin committed in making such inquiries is the sin of
violating universal moral norms. Abimelech, being a king, is responsible
for sanctioning an atmosphere of danger that would force guests visiting
his city to lie.

“When I did this, my heart was blameless and my hands were
clean.” [6] And God said to him in the dream, “I knew that you did
this with a blameless heart” ¢ God acknowledges that Abimelech had
done it “with a blameless heart” — but not “with cleanliness of hands.”
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[6] “So I kept you from sinning against Me. That was why I did not
let you touch her” ¢ God protected Abimelech from a worse crime. But
he is nonetheless responsible for the atmosphere in Gerar, and therefore
cannot be considered innocent.

20.4. THE INTRINSIC RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN
PROPHECY AND PRAYER (20:7)
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[7]1 Therefore, restore the man’s wife-since he is a prophet,
he will intercede for you-to save your life. If you fail to re-
store her, know that you shall die, you and all that are yours.”

[7] Since he is a prophet, he will intercede for you ¢ In this verse the
words “prophet” and “pray” appear for the first time in the Torah. When-
ever prayer is further mentioned in the Tanakh, it is often associated
with prophets. In ancient times there was an inextricable link between
prayer and prophecy. The ability to pray was one of the functions of a
prophet.

This concept is unfamiliar to us, because today anyone can pray.
In ancient times, however, people doubted their own ability to turn
directly to God. They sensed such a vast abyss, such an enormous
distance, between themselves and God, that they had no idea how to
bridge that gap.

Within the context of religious education it is usual and customary
to hear that prayer is a completely natural thing. It is taken for granted
that every person has a path for turning to God. But we see that in the
Torah this is absolutely not the case.

In the Shulchan Aruch, the Code of Jewish Law, we read: “A per-
son who prays must understand in his heart the meaning of the words
that his mouth utters, and must imagine that he is standing before the
Shechinah, the very presence of God. He must drive away all distracting
thoughts so that the meaning he puts into the words will be worthy of
prayer. Certainly, if he were speaking before a king of flesh and blood,
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he would arrange his words and give them meaning, so as not to err or
falter; how much more so should he behave accordingly before the King
of Kings, Who probes all our thoughts. So did the pious do long ago.
After secluding themselves, they would concentrate on the meaning of
their prayers to such an extent that they were liberated from materiali-
ty, and approached the level of prophecy.”

Thus we see that in order to pray, a person must approach the de-
gree of prophecy.

In ancient times it was believed that only prophets could pray; that
in order to turn to God, one first needs God to turn to him, and until that
happens, one has no right to pray.

The essence of that approach is that when turning to God, it is crit-
ical not only to perceive with whom you are engaging in dialogue, but
also to find the right words and the proper form of address. This is be-
cause one of the most important problems of prayer is that, in a certain
sense, it borders on magic. Doesn’t God Himself know what we need?
Does He really need us to tell Him that? And, more generally, how can a
person believe that he is able to influence God?

It is precisely to avoid confusing prayer with magic that prayer re-
quires a prophet. For he understands the relationship between the hu-
man and the Divine.

There is an episode in the book of Samuel (I Sam. 12) where the
prophet Samuel attempts to admonish the people and appeals to the
Lord. It is mid-summer, and rain begins to fall. (Rain during the har-
vest season endangers the entire crop.) When the people ask Samuel
to beseech God for the rain to stop, Samuel replies: “Have no fear, God
loves you, and I, too, will not stop praying for you.” Samuel concludes
his prayer, and the rain stops. But through all of this it never occurs to
any of the people that they should themselves pray; they only ask the
prophet to do so on their behalf.

The example of the famous prayer of Hannah, mother of the prophet
Samuel, is also interesting in this regard. Jewish tradition counts Han-
nah among the Prophets, and her prayer (I Sam. 2) is a prime example of
prayer-prophecy. But the high priest Eli, who sees Hannah whispering
silently to herself as she enters the Temple (1:13), takes her for a drunk,
because he implicitly assumes that no ordinary person could possibly
be praying.
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As concerns our liturgy, it was established by the Men of the Great
Assembly in the era when prophecy was still extant. The last of the
prophets, aware that all prophecy would soon cease, felt that the people
were in very serious danger of losing their sense of direct connection
with God. The Men of the Great Assembly therefore established the lit-
urgy and the proper order of our prayers, by compiling a text that incor-
porated the entire scope of prophetic experience. That formulation of
prayer, which in some measure reduced the distance between man and
God, was something only a prophet would be able to do.

Only after the last prophets had composed a fixed prayer text could
praying become a universal practice. Various guidelines for prayer also
exist, indicating how one can achieve that state of mind that brings a
person closer to the level of prophecy.

20.5.PRAYER AND SACRIFICE - THEIR SIMILARITIES
AND DIFFERENCES

It is important to note that praying and bringing a sacrifice are com-
pletely different religious experiences. Prayer, by its very nature, can
even be seen as the opposite of sacrifice. Sacrifice, which is designed to
preserve the existing order of the world, is an expression of gratitude
to God for what is. The purpose of prayer, on the other hand, is to effect
change in the world. A person prays because he wants to improve the
world: to heal the sick, to render aid to the poor, to resurrect the ruins
of Jerusalem, and so on.

While the Temple stood in Jerusalem there were two forms of Jewish
religious service: prayer and sacrifice. Even when prayer became a uni-
versal practice toward the end of the Second Temple period, those two
forms of service remained distinct.

Only after the destruction of the Second Temple did prayer assume
the additional role of replacing sacrifice — in a sense it became itself a
sacrifice, and incorporated both of those functions. The Sages accom-
plished this by precisely establishing the order of the prayers and the
proper times of day for reciting them, which paralleled those of the sac-
rificial service in the Temple in Jerusalem, which those prayers replaced.
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The prophets said of the Third Temple to be built in the future that
it shall be called a house of prayer for all peoples” (Isaiah 56:7). The
onset of the Messianic era must not be understood to mean that people
will be living in a state of absolute perfection, that God will have nothing
to ask of us, and that nothing in the world will need to be changed. On
the contrary, a world where nothing needs to change would be death,
not life. The Messianic times will be the times of life enhanced, an era of
further active correction in the world, and of drawing closer to God. That
process is endless.

20.6. THE END OF THE CONFLICT
OVER SARAH (20:8-18)
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[8] Early next morning, Abimelech called his servants and

told them all that had happened; and the men were greatly
frightened.
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[9] Then Abimelech summoned Abraham and said to him,

“What have you done to us? What wrong have | done that you
should bring so great a guilt upon me and my kingdom? You
have done to me things that ought not to be done.”

[10] “What, then,” Abimelech demanded of Abraham, “was
your purpose in doing this thing?”

[11] “I thought,” said Abraham, “surely there is no fear of God
in this place, and they will kill me because of my wife.

[12] And besides, she is in truth my sister, my father’s daugh-
ter though not my mother’s; and she became my wife.

[13] So when God made me wander from my father’s house,
I said to her, ‘Let this be the kindness that you shall do me:
whatever place we come to, say there of me: He is my brother.””

[14] Abimelech took sheep and oxen, and male and female
slaves, and gave them to Abraham; and he restored his wife
Sarah to him.

[15] And Abimelech said, “Here, my land is before you; settle
wherever you please.”

[16] And to Sarah he said, “I herewith give your brother a
thousand pieces of silver; this will serve you as vindication
before all who are with you, and you are cleared before ev-
eryone.”

[17] Abraham then prayed to God, and God healed Abimelech
and his wife and his slave girls, so that they bore children;

[18] for the Lord had closed fast every womb of the house-
hold of Abimelech because of Sarah, the wife of Abraham.

[91 Then Abimelech summoned Abraham and said to him ... [10]
Abimelech demanded of Abraham ¢ At first Abraham does not answer
Abimelech. He seems to be feel uncomfortable in the given situation,
and Abimelech needs to ask a second time.

[11] “I thought ... surely there is no fear of God in this place, and
they will kill me because of my wife ¢ Abraham explains that the
general atmosphere in the kingdom compelled him to deception. Rath-
er than justifying himself, he accuses Abimelech of improper behavior.
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Thus, Abraham has begun, if only in small measure, to use the attribute
of judgment; this is essential for the birth of Isaac.

[12] And besides, she is in truth my sister ¢ We see that Abraham did
actually regard Sarah as a sister, that he was deficient in regarding Sarah
as his wife. But now that he has offered Abimelech this rationale, Abra-
ham can no longer maintain that kind of attitude towards Sarah. And
this, too, is a critical aspect of Abraham’s advancement to the level that
the birth of Isaac requires.

My father’s daughter though not my mother’s ¢ Abraham now also
clarifies an important detail of his relationship with Sarah, of which we
had no knowledge previously. It turns out that Terah, Abraham’s father,
had two wives, one of which bore him Abraham and Nahor, and the oth-
er — Haran, whose children are Lot, Milcah (the wife of Nahor), and Iscah,
which is another name for Sarah, the wife of Abraham. Thus, Abraham
and Nahor both married their nieces — but they were half-nieces, actual-
ly — from Terah’s second wife.

Terah’s second wife carries a special “gene,” apparently, that Abra-
ham lacks, but that Sarah and Lot share, whence it passes through Am-
mon and Moab to Ruth and the House of David. This is the “redness
gene,” so important to David (see I Sam. 16:12 and commentaries there).
Rebekah, Isaac’s wife (being a descendant of Nahor from his wife Milcah)
likewise carries that “redness” gene, which will appear in her son Esau,
who is called Edom, from adom, “red.” Redness represents the attribute
of judgment in the aspect of power, violence, and severity. This is gevu-
rah, which for Abraham is realized through Sarah.

Perhaps it was because of this quality that Sarah possessed, but
Abraham lacked, that he kept his distance from her. And partly because
he lacked this quality, Abraham in the course of his journey with Sar-
ah asks her to pose as his sister. This was, on the one hand, Abraham’s
means of protecting himself in the face of a threat, and on the other
hand, a subconscious assumption on his part that there might be anoth-
er wife for him who would give him descendants. When God commanded
Abraham to create a Jewish nation, Abraham was completely incredu-
lous that this was to be realized through Sarah.

So long as Abraham still perceives Sarah as his sister, she cannot
bear him a son, and the blame for Sarah’s failure to conceive and bear a
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child lies only with Abraham. In Egypt and in Gerar, God teaches Abra-
ham that he must stop treating Sarah as his sister; Abimelech’s reproach
of Abraham is actually a reproach coming from God. (We note in passing
that often in life, even in the words of people completely distant from
us and alien to us we must learn to hear the Divine voice teaching and
admonishing us.) The danger that Abraham sensed was very real, and he
had entirely valid reasons to call Sarah his sister. Indeed those reasons
were found to be satisfactory, but nonetheless the situation ultimately
required him to reconsider his position. Because Abraham has modified
his approach, Isaac can now be born.

[14] Abimelech took sheep and oxen, and male and female slaves,
and gave them to Abraham ¢ The considerable value of these gifts un-
derscores Abimelech’s respect for Sarah, which within the social system
of those times was an indicator of Sarah’s total vindication.

[16] And to Sarah he said, “.. This will serve you as vindication
before all who are with you, and you are cleared before every-
one” ¢ Sarah is “vindicated before all” not only in the sense that she has
received the recognition of Abimelech, but also because Abraham now
finally understands her importance to him as a wife. Previously, Sarah
struggled constantly just to maintain her rightful position. In her at-
tempt to establish a family, she gave Hagar to Abraham, quarreled with
Abraham, and then drove Hagar away. But now that she has finally been
vindicated and her status was acknowledged, the family can progress to
the next stage of its development. This highly essential advancement in
Abraham’s relationship with Sarah came about as a result of the incident
with Abimelech.

Moreover, Abraham for yet a third time (as previously in Charan and
in Egypt) acquires abundant possessions and servants. In view of Abra-
ham’s esteem and renown he can no longer remain a private citizen; he
must seek for himself a more appropriate place in the social hierarchy.
As we shall soon see, Abraham therefore moves to Beersheba, a city at
the desert’s edge.

[17]1 Abraham then prayed to God, and God healed Abimelech and
his wife and his slave girls, so that they bore children ¢ The com-
munity that raised a hand to Abraham was made barren, and were healed
of that affliction only after Abraham prayed on their behalf.



CHAPTER 21

THE BIRTH OF ISAAC
AND THE EXPULSION OF ISHMAEL

21.1. THE BIRTH
OF ISAAC (21:1-5)
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[1] The Lord took note of Sarah as He had promised, and the
Lord did for Sarah as He had spoken.

[2]1 Sarah conceived and bore a son to Abraham in his old age,
at the set time of which God had spoken.

[3]1 Abraham gave his newborn son, whom Sarah had borne
him, the name of Isaac.

[4] And when his son Isaac was eight days old, Abraham cir-
cumcised him, as God had commanded him.

[5]1 Now Abraham was a hundred years old when his son Isaac
was born to him.

[1] The Lord took note of Sarah as He had promised, and the Lord
did for Sarah as He had spoken. [2] Sarah conceived and bore
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a son ¢ God’s two actions, “took note” and “did” correspond to Sarah’s
two events, “conceived” and “bore a son.” Here we see two levels of
change in Sarah - with respect to Abraham, and with respect to their
child.

[4] And when his son Isaac was eight days old, Abraham circum-
cised him, as God had commanded him ¢ Isaac is the first child ever
circumcised at the appointed time, on the eighth day following birth.
Because Isaac is already from birth the beneficiary of God’s Covenant, he
is to some extent superior to even his father Abraham..

While this is a major advantage, it is also creates a problem. When a
self-made man who has endured an arduous personal journey achieves
a Covenant with God through his own efforts exclusively, that is for him
a major accomplishment. But when a person is born into the Covenant,
there is no achievement to speak of. It is therefore always challenging
for “the righteous, the son of the righteous” even merely to hold on to
his past achievements, not to mention further augmenting them with
new ones.

Isaac solves this problem by faceting — cutting and shaping — the
attribute of gevurah. As we shall see below, this process of faceting is
closely associated with laughter and in particular with the name “Isaac”
which means, “he will laugh.”

21.2. THE LAUGHTER CONCERNING
ISAAC (21:6-8)
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[6] Sarah said, “God has brought me laughter; everyone who
hears will laugh with me.”

[71 And she added, “Who would have said to Abraham
That Sarah would suckle children!
Yet | have borne a son in his old age.”
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[8] The child grew up and was weaned, and Abraham held a
great feast on the day that Isaac was weaned.

[6] God has brought me laughter; everyone who hears will laugh
with me ¢ Anyone hearing what has happened to Sarah will laugh for
joy, upon realizing that miraculous interventions do occur in our lives.

At this stage Sarah is no longer ashamed of laughing, for she now
understands that even before, there was nothing improper about her
laughter.

Sarah represents the attribute of gevurah within Abraham; a miracle
is therefore for her an occasion for laughter. Her individual advancement
is that she now believes in miracles - that is, she has learned to laugh.

Isaac too is associated with laughter. His most important task is the
preservation of tradition (which is likewise the attribute of gevurah).
Thus, he teaches us to laugh at ourselves, at our own excessive correct-
ness, and even at our customs and traditions. Such laughter overcomes
the “excessive attribute of gevurah.”

Yes, we must laugh at our own solemn religious beliefs, because all
our ideas about the universe are correct only to a point; in the strict
sense they cannot be absolutely true. Even in the field of Torah our per-
ception is always imprecise, and always involves some minor transgres-
sions, at least. No idea or belief should ever be treated with fanatical
seriousness. If you cannot laugh at your ideas and beliefs, your own dog-
matic pedantry can easily be your undoing.

21.3. ISHMAEL'S MOCKING LAUGHTER (21:9-10)
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[9] Sarah saw the son whom Hagar the Egyptian had borne to
Abraham playing.

[10] She said to Abraham, “Cast out that slave-woman and
her son, for the son of that slave shall not share in the inher-
itance with my son Isaac.”
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And yet, when it comes to laughter, things are not quite that sim-
ple. Abraham’s laughter, Sarah’s laughter, and God’s laughter (“God has
brought me laughter”) are all constructive. But when it comes to Ishma-
el, his laugh is deemed so destructive that Ishmael is driven out of the
house because of it. Here is where we must begin to distinguish between
proper and improper laughter.

As we have noted, to laugh means to overcome the attribute of gevu-
rah, to go beyond the limits of the law, beyond the norm and the bound-
aries of correctness. (The Hebrew word tzechok, laughter, can be inter-
preted as tzei chok — “go beyond the law.”) This means a situation where
a person sees events unfolding in a manner completely unexpected and
contrary to reason, but he sees in this “not quite right” a higher level of
harmony and beauty, a greater meaning and spirituality than if every-
thing had happened in the ordinary way. The joy of triumph over the
usual order of things is expressed through laughter.

But at the same time, going beyond the limits of the norm and of
correctness is problematic. You can rise above the norm, but you might
also fall below it. It is critical that we learn to distinguish the laughter
of a righteous man rising above the law from the laughter of a villain
falling below the law.

Proper laughter arises from one’s ability to see that harmony of the
world that stands above simple logic. Those who know how to laugh at
themselves — Abraham, Sarah and Isaac - can laugh at the world, and
their laughter is constructive. (Note in particular that in “Jewish jokes”
it is the Jews who are laughing at themselves. This is essential for Jewish
survival.) An improper laugh is a mocking laugh that seeks to destroy
someone or something. It is the laughter of people who are not able to
laugh at themselves. Such is Ishmael’s laugh.

That laughter is destructive for him and also for those in his compa-
ny. Ishmael must therefore be expelled.

[9]1 Playing ¢ The more literal translation would be “mocking.” Ishmael’s
derisive action is indicated by the verb metzachek in the present tense,
as we shall now explain.

Through Isaac the world learns to distinguish between proper and
improper laughter, because Isaac is associated not only with laughter in
general, but with future-oriented laughter specifically. The name “Isaac”
means “he will laugh,” with the future tense indicating hope for the fu-
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ture, as if to say: “Laugh we will! Don’t be discouraged, everything will
turn out fine.”

Mocking laughter, on the other hand, is all in the present tense, be-
cause its essence is ridiculing unrealized hopes. Since the present is al-
ways imperfect, hope for the future is the source of everything good. The
destruction of that hope is therefore the source of evil.

The Midrash notes that the verb metzachek, to “jeer” or “revel bois-
terously,” has a connotation of adultery (39:17), of idolatry (Ex. 32:60),
and of murder (II Sam. 2:14). Thus, this word serves as an indicator of
the kinds of dangers that emanated from Ishmael, and explains why Sar-
ah decided to deal with him so harshly.

[10] Cast out that slave-woman and her son ¢ Sarah attributes Ish-
mael’s behavior, his ridiculing Isaac, to his being “the son of a maidser-
vant.” A penchant for mocking others is one of the features of a slave
mentality.

Cast out ... her son ¢ Ishmael (Islam), as a lunar civilization, lives large-
ly in an illusory world. The only way to correct Ishmael’s laughter that
mocks Isaac is to expel him from his family, giving him the opportunity
to face reality independently, without the presence of Isaac.

Sarah therefore wishes to expel Ishmael, for this was the only way to
rehabilitate him, and to protect Isaac from his influence.

21.4.DEVELOPMENT
WITHIN THE HIERARCHY

Ishmael could not remain in Abraham’s family, but this was not a
foregone conclusion from the outset. The birth of Isaac did not per se
require the expulsion of Ishmael.

Had Ishmael been able to comprehend his own status — which was not
the highest, but also far from the lowest — he would have understood his
intermediate position within the family hierarchy and correctly struc-
tured his behavior. In that case, the story would then have been quite
different. Hagar, too, is an example of this. When she acknowledged her
place in the family and her status as maidservant of Sarah, then besides
continuing to live in the house of Abraham, she also received a unique
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Divine blessing. But as soon as Hagar ceased to acknowledge Sarah as
her mistress, she was immediately expelled.

And so it is with Ishmael. By acknowledging Isaac’s superiority, he
can have a normal life. But if he cannot do so, he must be expelled from
the family. In fact, Ishmael is banished because he is psychologically
incapable of occupying a place where he will be constructive, and conse-
quently he becomes a destructive force.

Destructiveness, in essence, means nothing more than the “inability
to occupy one’s proper place.” Such a place does not necessarily have to
be the boss’s chair — not every person can and should lead. If an unwor-
thy individual seeks to occupy a leading position, that attempt will end
in failure, and will also prevent him from occupying even the place that
is right for him.

Your true place in life is the place where you bring positive develop-
ment to the world. You will derive pleasure from living in that place, and
others will treat you with respect as well, because you are changing the
world for the better.

In this situation Ishmael could not receive his share of Abraham’s
legacy — not because the others in his circle did not allow it, but be-
cause of his own inability to realize his true mission. Sarah does not
wish to deprive Ishmael of his share, but she feels that since Ishmael
is unable to inherit his share while living together with Isaac, he must
be expelled.

21.5.WHY ISHMAEL HAD TO BE BORN
BEFORE ISAAC

This conflict between Ishmael and Isaac arose because Ishmael, who
was born first, is now being displaced by Isaac, thus depriving Ishmael
of his status as Abraham’s heir. Had Ishmael been younger than Isaac,
there would have been no conflict. What, then, is the meaning of Ish-
mael’s “premature” birth? What is the spiritual justification for this con-
flict?

On the one hand, Ishmael became the firstborn as the result of Sar-
ah’s mistake. Having lost hope of giving birth to a son of her own, she
gave her maidservant Hagar to Abraham to bear him a son. On the oth-
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er hand, however, Abraham acquired some highly essential experience
in the process of expelling Ishmael; namely, Abraham now understood
that God’s chosen people could not be created from origins in Egyptian
civilization.

Abraham had to abandon the Egyptian scenario of his own volition,
for a person can completely reject a certain path only by personally feel-
ing and understanding its unsuitability. It was, in a sense, “a mistake
that had to be made.” Or, to use Kabbalistic terminology: there was a
kelippah, an “unclean shell,” associated with the birth and upbringing of
Ishmael, from which Abraham needed to be liberated in order for Isaac
to be born.

Likewise, it was necessary psychologically for Sarah to follow the
path of error when she gave Hagar to Abraham, for only in this way could
she overcome her excess gevurah.

There are mistakes in life that we must make, because those mis-
takes teach us important lessons. Although the historical price that
we pay for those mistakes can be quite steep, we cannot avoid making
them.

21.6. SARAH CORRECTS
ABRAHAM (21:11-13)
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[11] The matter distressed Abraham greatly, for it concerned
a son of his.

[12] But God said to Abraham, “Do not be distressed over the
boy or your slave; whatever Sarah tells you, do as she says,
for it is through Isaac that offspring shall be continued for
you.

[13] As for the son of the slave-woman, | will make a nation of
him, too, for he is your seed.”



286  Bible Dynamics. Book of Genesis

[12] Whatever Sarah tells you, do as she says, for it is through Isaac
that offspring shall be continued for you ¢ God not only supports
Sarah’s position on this issue, but also commands Abraham to obey her
completely. An enormous change in the hierarchy of Abraham’s family
is about to occur, because the first stage — Abraham’s own advancement
- has already taken place. At the second stage of Abraham’s family life,
the important thing is for him to build his relationship with Isaac, and
on that issue Sarah’s opinion is the most decisive.

It is through Isaac that offspring shall be continued for you ¢ Sar-
ah insists on expelling Ishmael, because otherwise they cannot properly
raise Isaac. Given that Isaac and the survival of the Jewish people are at
issue, all other considerations are secondary.

Sarah’s role is paramount in the family, for her position corrects
the errors in Abraham’s worldview. As the father of a multitude of na-
tions (17:3), Abraham strives for universality and cosmopolitanism.
He loves Ishmael because Ishmael too is his son. But Sarah redirects
Abraham from these more general considerations to the specific task
at hand, creating the Jewish nation. Sarah is the force that keeps Abra-
ham focused on the primary objective, putting everything else aside, at
least for now.

[13] As for the son of the slave-woman, I will make a nation of him,
too, for he is your seed ¢ Although God confirms Ishmael’s significant
role in history, that role can be realized only after Isaac’s potential is
realized. (In particular, we see this in the fact that the Arabs - the de-
scendants of Ishmael — forgot Abraham’s monotheism until Muhammad
brought them back to it, relying as he did on the Jewish, not the Arab,
tradition.) Isaac’s education must therefore be made the priority.

21.7.HAGAR AND ISHMAEL
IN THE DESERT (21:14-21)
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[14] Early next morning Abraham took some bread and a skin
of water, and gave them to Hagar. He placed them over her

shoulder, together with the child, and sent her away. And she
wandered about in the wilderness of Beer-sheba.

[15] When the water was gone from the skin, she left the
child under one of the bushes,

[16] and went and sat down at a distance, a bowshot away;
for she thought, “Let me not look on as the child dies.” And
sitting thus afar, she burst into tears.

[17] God heard the cry of the boy, and an angel of God called
to Hagar from heaven and said to her, “What troubles you,
Hagar? Fear not, for God has heeded the cry of the boy where
he is.

[18] Come, lift up the boy and hold him by the hand, for I will
make a great nation of him.”

[19] Then God opened her eyes and she saw a well of water.
She went and filled the skin with water, and let the boy drink.

[20] God was with the boy and he grew up; he dwelt in the
wilderness and became a bowman.

[21] He lived in the wilderness of Paran; and his mother got a
wife for him from the land of Egypt.

[14] In the wilderness of Beer-sheba ¢ After solving his problems with
Abimelech, Abraham apparently left Gerar and moved to the Beersheba
region. Later we will discuss this issue in greater detail.
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And she wandered about ¢ She was wandering and lost, not only phys-
ically, but also spiritually and psychologically.

And she wandered about in the wilderness of Beer-sheba ¢ After
leaving Abraham’s house, Hagar decided to go south, to return to Egypt,
her former world.

[15]1 When the water was gone from the skin, she left the child un-
der one of the bushes ¢ Sensing the loss of the life-giving water she
had carried from Abraham’s house, Hagar despaired of any solution and
abandoned the child.

[16] And sitting thus afar, she burst into tears.. ... [17] God heard
the cry of the boy ¢ God heard the boy’s cry, not Hagar’s cry. Hagar
cannot help Ishmael, but he can help himself. [Ishmael was banished
because of his own bad behavior, but when he turns to God, the Al-
mighty hears him.

[17] For God has heeded the cry of the boy where he is ¢ The literal
translation is, “God has heeded the boy’s voice.” Ishmael “voiced” his
admission that he was wrong. The level “where he was” then sufficed for
him to be saved.

[191 Then God opened her eyes and she saw a well of water ¢ Hagar
was dying not for lack of a well. There was in fact a well, but she did
not see it — because she was “wandering” in the desert, moving towards
Egypt. She therefore could no longer correctly perceive the surrounding
reality.

Fundamentally, Hagar is psychologically dependent. Being torn
away from Abraham’s house is for her nothing less than a catastrophe.
Ishmael, however, has the opposite character. He can learn to see the
world correctly only by being expelled and left alone in the wilderness
with his reality. Only when he has no one else to blame for his problems
(as he could do in Abraham’s home) does he begin to perceive the actual
state of affairs. Thanks to Ishmael’s despair, which forces him to seek
help from God, salvation comes also to Hagar. She sees the well, and
they both survive.

[20] God was with the boy and he grew up; he dwelt in the wilder-
ness ¢ After settling in the desert, apart from Isaac, Ishmael finds him-
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self and takes his true place in life — and only then does he receive Divine
support. In such a setting Ishmael can understand the family hierar-
chy and acknowledge his subordinate position in relation to Isaac. For
someone who has acquired self-knowledge, this is not a problem. Later,
at Abraham’s funeral, we will see that Ishmael will be standing next to
Isaac, but as a subordinate to him (25:9). In other words, if Ishmael is
reined in tightly, there will be no issues with him; otherwise, he begins
to lay claim to what is not his, and he destroys the world.

[21] He lived in the wilderness of Paran; and his mother got a wife
for him from the land of Egypt ¢ The Midrash says that Abraham,
rather than losing contact with Ishmael, continued to communicate
with him even after he had been expelled. Abraham would come to his
son’s tent, to see what kind of wife he had taken, and how he was get-
ting along. Abraham ever remains “the father of a multitude of nations,”
(17:5) demonstrating the same universality as before. He is not only the
forefather of the Jews, but also the spiritual ancestor of the whole world,
and he therefore cares for the entire world - in particular, by conveying
to the world a part of his heritage, through Ishmael.



CHAPTER 22

ABRAHAM AND ABIMELECH
IN BEERSHEBA

22.1. ABIMELECH VISITS
ABRAHAM (21:22-23)
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[22] At that time Abimelech and Phicol, chief of his troops,
said to Abraham, “God is with you in everything that you do.

[23] Therefore swear to me here by God that you will not deal
falsely with me or with my kith and kin, but will deal with me
and with the land in which you have sojourned as loyally as |

have dealt with you”.

[22] At that time Abimelech and Phicol, chief of his troops, said to
Abraham, “God is with you in everything that you do” ¢ Abraham
settled in Beersheba, on the edge of the desert — within the boundaries
of Abimelech’s dominion, but far removed from the capital. He now re-
ceives recognition as a “righteous man living apart.” Abimelech notices
Abraham’s extraordinary success and recognizes that the reason for this
success is God’s support. That is, Abimelech recognizes Abraham as a
spiritual authority. Therefore, Abimelech, accompanied by his military
leader Phicol, pays Abraham a state visit as a sign of respect.
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[23] Therefore swear to me here by God that you will not deal false-
ly with me or with my kith and kin ¢ Because Abimelech perceives
Abraham as a strategic threat, he wants to make an alliance with him
that will extend also to his descendants.

As loyally as I have dealt with you ¢ Abimelech exaggerates his own
merits.

You ... will deal with me and with the land in which you have so-
journed as loyally ¢ While at the same time, he refers to Abraham using
the verb gar, “to live as a stranger, without rights.” Abraham, however,
ignores these inconsistencies and the fact that God had promised to give
him the entire land, and agrees to conclude the alliance.

Because Abraham had no right to promise any part of the country
to Abimelech, the Midrash views this story as a sin on Abraham’s part,
and believes that this was one of the reasons behind the Akedah (the
Sacrifice of Isaac). However, the intent here is not to draw a connection
between these events in terms of sin and punishment; rather it is a mat-
ter of shortcomings and their correction.

Abimelech, a king and politician, sees the situation more clearly
than Abraham does. Because he sees Abraham’s immense potential, and
understands that in the future his descendants will rule over the land,
Abimelech wants to receive guarantees from Abraham concerning their
children and grandchildren. For Abraham, however, this aspect is less
significant, because he has not yet himself created a nation. It is more
important to him to be a teacher to the people and to disseminate his
views. Although he knows that his descendants will become a nation, he
does not yet feel it deeply enough. Only the Akedah that still lies just
ahead will force Abraham to modify his approach.

Abraham accepts Abimelech’s offer to grant him the status of a re-
spected religious leader within his political territory. (“Abraham planted
a tamarisk at Beer-sheba, and invoked there the name of the Lord, the
Everlasting God” [verse 33].) The Philistines of that period were noted
for their accomplishments in maritime trade and economic and tech-
nological development. (Later, in the Book of Samuel, we learn that the
Philistines already had iron, while the Israelites were still using weap-
ons of bronze.) Abraham therefore sees in his alliance with the Philis-
tine state an opportunity to influence the world.
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Abraham seems to prefer life under Abimelech over his troublesome
military-political independence in Hebron. And therefore, “Abraham re-
sided in the land of the Philistines a long time” (verse 34). Only Sarah
will later restore the family to Hebron.

22.2. JUDAISM AS THE SYNTHESIS OF ABRAHAM,
ISAAC AND JACOB

If we distill from Abraham’s teachings the pure “Abrahamic” line —
universal love, chesed, grace, cosmopolitanism, universalism, rejection
of political aspirations, correction without coercion, and striving for an
alliance with Egypt (the leading civilization of the day) - that is, if we
separate Abraham from Isaac and Jacob, we get something that is very
far from Judaism.

Likewise, if we distill from Isaac the pure “Isaacian” line — gevurah,
self-isolation, severity, readiness for self-sacrifice, acceptance of the
world as it is with no desire to “improve” it, and strict adherence to the
received heritage — we will not be true to Judaism also.

It is precisely the synthesis of all three Patriarchs — Abraham, Isaac,
and Jacob - that produced Judaism as it is known and practiced.

22.3. THE ALLIANCE BETWEEN ABRAHAM
AND ABIMELECH (21:24-28)
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[24] And Abraham said, “I swear it.”

[25] Then Abraham reproached Abimelech for the well of wa-
ter which the servants of Abimelech had seized.
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[26] But Abimelech said, “I do not know who did this; you did
not tell me, nor have | heard of it until today.”

[27] Abraham took sheep and oxen and gave them to Abimel-
ech, and the two of them made a pact.

[28] Abraham then set seven ewes of the flock by themselves,

[25] Then Abraham reproached Abimelech ¢ Even after concluding the
alliance, Abraham cannot fail to notice that there are still unresolved issues
between himself and Abimelech.

For the well of water which the servants of Abimelech had seized:
Only after the fact does the discrepancy come to light between Abimelech’s
claim of “dealing loyally” with Abraham, and Abimelech’s slaves having
seized Abraham’s well.

[26] But Abimelech said, “I do not know who did this; you did not
tell me, nor have I heard of it until today” ¢ Rather than responding
to the issue itself, Abimelech simply denies having any knowledge of
the whole affair. But he promises to make good on everything... And all
Abraham can do is to rely on that promise.

This is yet another lesson for Abraham — to not demonstrate infinite
chesed, but instead to demand, at very least, that which belongs to him
by right. He therefore now undertakes at least to protect his well in Beer-
sheba from the attempts of Abimelech’s slaves to seize it.

22.4. THE ESSENCE
OF BEERSHEBA (21:29-34)
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[29] and Abimelech said to Abraham, “What mean these sev-
en ewes which you have set apart?”

[30] He replied, “You are to accept these seven ewes from me
as proof that | dug this well.”

[31] Hence that place was called Beer-sheba, for there the
two of them swore an oath.

[32]1 When they had concluded the pact at Beer-sheba, Abi-
melech and Phicol, chief of his troops, departed and returned
to the land of the Philistines.

[33] [Abraham] planted a tamarisk at Beer-sheba, and invoked
there the name of the Lord, the Everlasting God.

[34] And Abraham resided in the land of the Philistines a long
time.

[30] “You are to accept these seven ... [31] Hence that place was
called Beer-sheba, for there the two of them swore an oath ¢ The
word sheva means “seven” and also “oath.” The name Beersheba can
therefore be translated both as “the well of the oath,” and “the well of
seven.”

[33] He planted a tamarisk at Beer-sheba, and invoked there the
name of the Lord, the Everlasting God ¢ Thus, the alliance between
the political authority and the spiritual leader is now concluded, and
Abraham has complete freedom to disseminate his ideas.

[34] And Abraham resided in the land of the Philistines a long
time ¢ That is, he felt no desire to move from there to any other place.
Abraham was quite satisfied with his status of spiritual leader while
living in a remote area of the Philistine territory, under the rule of
Abimelech.

After finally reaching the apex of his personal development, Abra-
ham now needs to build his connection with Isaac. This connection is
important not only for Abraham, but also for Isaac himself, and for this
reason it must wait for Isaac to grow up. Abraham lives all this time in
Beersheba, “the well of the oath of seven.”

The number seven is associated with the seven days of Creation, and
always indicates the seven middot — the seven lower sefirot. In this case,
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these seven sefirot are born from the “well of the seven” —their source,
according to the scheme of the sefirot, is the attribute of binah (under-
standing). Binah is a structure of rigidity and logic, but it is a “hidden”
sefirah that found its position on the sefirot tree even before the Seven
Days of Creation.

Beersheba is therefore located not in plain sight of all, but on the
edge of the desert. Abraham, in communion with Sarah and Isaac, goes
through a certain path of development hidden from prying eyes. Until
Isaac grows up, this new potential cannot be manifested openly.



CHAPTER 23

AKEDAT YITZCHAK,
“THE SACRIFICE OF ISAAC”

23.1.LESSONS
FROM THE “BINDING OF ISAAC”

In Jewish tradition, what happened on Mount Moriah is called akedat
yitzchak, “the binding of Isaac”, but in the Christian (European) tradition
it is known as “the sacrifice of Isaac.” The Christian approach focuses
on the intent (to sacrifice Isaac), while the Jewish one emphasizes what
actually happened (Isaac was bound, but not sacrificed).

The story of Akedat Yitzchak is psychologically a very difficult one
for us. Many see its meaning in glorifying the greatness of Abraham:
God told him to sacrifice his son, and he proceeded to carry out the order,
showing no mercy for his son. Such an interpretation cannot be called

“wrong,” but it is far from sufficient. It emphasizes Abraham’s obedience,
yet obedience is not at all his characteristic quality, and besides, this is
not the main point of the story of Akedah.

Others see the meaning of the Akedah to be the lesson that the Al-
mighty does not want human sacrifice. Of course, this is true, but it is
again insufficient for understanding the details of this complex story.

Following the approach of Biblical Dynamics, in which the Patriarchs
are viewed as personalities who undergo constant dynamic develop-
ment, the very question of the meaning of this story must be phrased
differently: How did Abraham evolve as a person during these events
and due to them?
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With this approach, the Akedah, “the binding,” is viewed as a pro-
cess of establishing contact with, and the proper relationship between,
chesed-Abraham and gevurah-Isaac.

The Akedah is the last story of this Va-yera’ portion. The portion
began with Abraham receiving the news of the future birth of Isaac, and
ends (in the Akedah) with Abraham establishing a dialogue with Isaac.
Thus, the Va-yera’ portion as a whole is devoted to the transition from

“Abraham only” to the system of “Abraham plus his son Isaac,” which
makes possible the future creation of the Jewish people.

In Hebrew, the word ben, “son,” is closely related to the verb b-n-h,
forming the basis for livnot, “to build”. A person’s future, his family line,
and his occupation are all built through his son — and he fully becomes
what he is meant to be only upon realizing his relationship with his son.
Only by building a relationship with Isaac — gevurah — will Abraham be
able to complete the purification and creation of the attribute of chesed.

23.2.“GOD PUT ABRAHAM
TO THE TEST” (22:1)
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[1] Some time afterward, God put Abraham to the test. He
said to him, “Abraham,” and he answered, “Here | am.”

[1] Some time afterward ¢ In the Torah text, this phrase that introduces
the Akedah is expressed as ahar ha-devarim ha-eleh, “after these events.”
The first thing the Torah wants us to know about the Akedah is that it
must be understood in the context of, and in connection with, the events
that led up to it. Jewish tradition offers two possibilities for understand-
ing this connection.

The first of these interprets the story of the Akedah as a response to
the immediately preceding event — the making of an alliance between
Abraham and Abimelech. In response to the misplaced benevolence that
Abraham bestowed on Abimelech, God judges Abraham, as if to say, “I
have given you a son to inherit and possess the land. If you don’t need
that land, then give me back your son.”
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Davar - whence the plural, devarim — in ahar ha-devarim ha-eleh
(“after these events”) can mean “event” or “deed,” but at least as often
means “word.”

The second approach therefore interprets the given phrase not as

“after these events,” but as “after these utterances” (i.e., of Ishmael). The
Torah itself reports not a single dialogue between Ishmael and Isaac, but
the Midrash puts into Ishmael’s mouth the following words spoken to
Isaac: “You were circumcised at infancy, when others made that choice
for you. Whereas I, unlike you, could have refused to be circumcised, but
I nevertheless consented. Therefore, my sacrifice, and thus my merit, are
both greater than yours.”

Isaac, however, instead of explaining to Ishmael that being circum-
cised entails no sacrifice to begin with, answers Ishmael hotly: “Well, I,
as it happens, would gladly make an even far greater sacrifice than you
did. You sacrificed only a single body part. But I, if God should so com-
mand me, would gladly offer my entire self as a sacrifice upon the altar!”

Once Isaac had spoken these words (which he, of course, should
never have done), God followed through by holding Isaac literally to his
pledge.

This story cautions us against an excess of “enthusiastic fanaticism,”
and the impropriety of speaking too freely of one’s readiness to die for
one’s ideals.

There is, however, a third approach, which makes no attempt to con-
nect the Akedah with any specific event that preceded it. “After these
events” can also mean that the Akedah situation developed simply be-
cause “Abraham resided in the land of the Philistines a long time” (21:34).

God put Abraham to the test ¢ It is here that the Torah first introduces
the concept of a test, or trial. We have already noted earlier that nisayon
actually means not “testing,” but rather “experience” — the purpose of a
test is to “gain experience.” The trials of the Patriarchs in the Torah are
always intended to help them overcome their base inclinations; nisayon
is can thus be thought of as the education through the acquisition of
experience in the process of solving complex problems that run contrary
to the nature of the individual being tested.

Moreover, the word nisayon is also phonetically related to the root
naso, “to lift” or “to elevate.” Thus, the phrase can be translated as “God
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elevated Abraham.” God elevated Abraham by giving him a new dimen-
sion of understanding.

God put Abraham to the test ¢ Why does the Torah not mention that
God tested Isaac too? After all, Isaac, now already an adult, went to the
sacrifice voluntarily and fully aware of what was supposed to happen.
Was it not Isaac’s test as well?

The reason is that Abraham, whose essence is chesed, had to go
against his nature and against his deep-seated inclinations during these
events. He was being asked not to give, but to take away — an incredibly
difficult assignment for Abraham, because it threatened to demolish his
entire value system.

Within Isaac’s coordinate system — as for the attribute of gevurah
which he represents — as difficult as it is to sacrifice oneself, doing so is
not an unbearable challenge. It is for him not an ordeal, but only an ex-
perience, albeit a highly challenging one. Gevurah is the desire for every-
thing to happen according to the laws of justice. If that attribute senses
that it is guilty of any wrongdoing, it wants to bear the punishment for
that.

In a sense, then, gevurah has “a penchant for self-flagellation.”
Therefore, as Isaac sees it, since he has not lived up to his ideal, sacri-
ficing himself is not unreasonable. It is as though he says, “Since I have
been found deficient, I have only myself to blame, and perhaps I do
therefore actually deserve to die.” Surely Isaac wants to live, but, above
all, he wants justice to be served. If gevurah, which is the attribute of
judgment, requires you to die, then you must die.

Since everything is created imperfectly, everyone and everything
will always be guilty if measured by an ideal standard. This is one of the
key problems of gevurah, which judges the world with standards that are
in reality unattainable. A person completely immersed in gevurah may
even begin to hate the whole world (and himself too) for its shortcom-
ings. Therefore, it is very important to limit gevurah, which is what the
Akedah accomplished.

And he answered, “Here I am” ¢ Abraham’s answer, hineni, means
not only “here I am”, but “I am all at attention.” This expression plays
a crucial role in the story of Akedah: it is found again in Abraham’s
response to Isaac (22:7) and in Abraham’s response to God (22:11). This
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phrase expresses readiness to answer a question with every ounce of
one’s being. If Abraham will not reveal his soul, and will offer any lesser
response, creating a connection of any kind between himself and Isaac
will be impossible.

23.3.“TAKE YOUR SON” (22: 2)
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[21 And He said, “Take your son, your favored one, Isaac,
whom you love, and go to the land of Moriah, and offer him
there as a burnt offering on one of the heights that | will
point out to you.”

[21 Take your son ¢ The Hebrew includes the word na, usually
translated as “please” - please take your son. God does not command,
but only requests, and Abraham must decide for himself whether to
comply. Otherwise it would not be a test.

Your son, your favored one, whom you love, Isaac ¢ The Midrash
explains this elaborate enumeration not as God’s monologue, but as a
dialogue between Him and Abraham. To the command, “take your son,”
Abraham replies, “But I have two sons: Isaac and Ishmael.” God specifies,
“Your favored one” - literally, “your one and only.” Abraham responds,
“But each one is his mother’s one and only.” God specifies, “Whom
you love.” Abraham answers, “But I love both.” Only then God finally
specifies unequivocally, “Isaac.”

God does not express immediately what he wants, because Abraham
must first continue to advance through graded stages of understanding
and recognition that his only heir is Isaac.

We recall that ever since the birth of Isaac there has been an ongoing
dispute between Sarah and Abraham over who is Abraham’s true son.
God repeatedly points out to Abraham that that son is Isaac; while Ish-
mael, the son of a maidservant, is “seed” but not a “son.” “Seed” inherits
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some of the qualities of his father, and may even receive his blessing, but
cannot be the successor to his father’s life work.

But now that Abraham has, as it were, already accepted this relation-
ship between his children, the situation is suddenly reversed.

23.4. FROM BACK-TO-BACK CONNECTION
TO FACE-TO-FACE CONNECTION

In the course of the Akedah, Abraham changes his attitude towards
Isaac as his heir, which evolves from recognition due to pressure from
Above to recognition by his own choice. In order for this transition to
take place, God must first release Abraham from the decision that he
made under pressure regarding Isaac as his heir.

This spiritual mechanism is known in the Kabbalah by the term ne-
sirah, “sawing.” A classic example of sawing is the creation of Eve from
Adam. Initially there was the dual Adam, in which both male and female
attributes were combined back-to-back. God separated the “edge” (rib)
from him and rebuilt it into a woman, after which Adam and Eve, as
independent entities, could already be connected independently and by
their own choice, “face to face.”

So long as the two are “connected back-to-back,” perforce, by the
fact of kinship, they are unable to see each other as distinct person-
alities. Parents in general are a familiar example of this. Because their
child is inseparable from themselves, they cannot fully acknowledge it
as a distinct entity. A child cannot reveal himself as a fully-fledged, in-
dependent personality in his communication with his parents; this can
happen only after the child marries, and has a face-to-face relationship
with his spouse. And Adam likewise, in order to be united “face-to-face”
with Eve, needed first to break his back-to-back connection with her.
This is nesirah, “sawing.”

Abraham, forced to accept Isaac as his heir, was united with the idea
of such an inheritance as a “back-to-back” relationship. God forcibly
instructed Abraham that no one but Isaac was suitable for this role.
Abraham then acknowledged the Divine order, but such a violent com-
munication is incomplete, and for the continuation of the development
of a nation it is necessary to unite hesed and gevurah with an absolute
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connection. For this to happen, that hesed must first be “faceted” and
limited, so that it becomes proper hesed. (It is in this that all of Abra-
ham’s prior personal advancement consists.) And this purified hesed
must then be united with gevurah.

For the emergence of an absolute connection between hesed and
gevurah, Abraham and Isaac must build their connection as between
two independent personalities. For that to happen, Abraham must first
get past his acceptance of the idea that Isaac is his heir under “pres-
sure from above,” by freely embracing that idea on his own. This is the
meaning of the story of Akedat Yitzchak: God puts Abraham in a situ-
ation where the question of inheritance, for all its apparent certainty,
suddenly becomes incomprehensible and ambiguous.

23.5.“AND OFFER HIM THERE
AS A BURNT OFFERING” (22:2)
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[2] ... and go to the land of Moriah, and offer him there as a
burnt offering on one of the heights that | will point out to

you.

[2] And go ¢ The Hebrew is lech lecha, the very same expression with
which God addressed Abraham at the very beginning of his journey
(12:1). This can hardly be accidental. It means that we have here the
continuation of movement previously begun. But we struggle to
understand how we can possibly reconcile the words there (12:2), “I
will make of you a great nation,” spoken at that original lech lecha,
with God’s order here to sacrifice Isaac. These two moments seem
incompatible, and this contradiction sets the tone for the entire event.

On one of the heights ¢ There is uncertainty in both of these lech
lecha instances. In the initial lech lecha God tells Abraham, “Go forth
... to the land that I will show you” (12:1), and here, “Offer him there
... on one of the heights that I will point out to you.” In both cases the
destination is left unspecified. This uncertainty is materially connected
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with the turning points in Abraham’s life to which the two verses
refer. Uncertainty is itself an integral component of any task that God
commands us to perform, and is also a necessary condition for our own
advancement.

God told Abraham, “Take your son, your favored one, whom you love,
Isaac.” Isaac’s status as Abraham’s only true heir would appear to be
fully defined here. Even earlier, from the very beginning of his arrival
in the land, God repeatedly made it clear to Abraham that no one but
Isaac could be his successor — neither Lot, nor Ishmael, nor Eliezer, nor
Abraham’s Babylonian or Egyptian disciples.

But now, when Abraham has already agreed to all that, the entire
situation is turned on its head. God suddenly orders that Isaac be sacri-
ficed, and Abraham again finds himself in a state of utter confusion. But
all this is necessary, because the confusion of feelings and situational
ambiguity provide the required impetus for further advancement.

To the land of Moriah ¢ Although it is called “Moriah” from the very
beginning, only at the end of the Akedah will we learn what the meaning
of this name is. (And only later will we learn that this is one of the names
of Jerusalem.)

The meaning of many geographical names in the Torah becomes
clear only after the fact. For example, we have seen that when Abimel-
ech comes to Abraham, who lives in Beersheba, the meaning of the name
Beersheba as the “well of seven” and “the well of the oath” becomes
clear only after they conclude their treaty. Similarly, the city of Bethel
was already called that in the time of Abraham (12:8), but only after the
story of Jacob (28:18) we will learn why this place is named “the House
of God.” This process of reinterpreting place names shows that a lofty
potential was originally laid on this place, which can only be later real-
ized, through the actions of the Patriarchs.

Offer him there as a burnt offering ¢ The expression le-ha’alot
olah, “to bring as a burnt offering” is also ambiguous. God’s command
to Abraham, translated very literally, means, “take him up there in
ascension”. In the end, this ascension was in fact realized — not in the
sense of a sacrifice or burnt offering, however, but only in the senses of
ascending the mountain and personal advancement. The true meaning
of God’s words was revealed only after the fact, after Abraham undertook
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to act according to his initial (and at that moment quite correct!)
understanding of these words as a command to sacrifice Isaac as a
burnt offering. Initially, Abraham could not possibly have understood
God’s words otherwise, for their true meaning emerged only later, when
Abraham was already in the process of carrying out the necessary actions
as he initially understood them.

It is important to note that not only in antiquity (Abraham lived ca.
the 20th century BCE), but even many centuries later, sacrificing one’s
children was by no means a rare event among the nations of the world.
Among the ancient populations of Canaan and Phoenicia in particular,
this practice was in fact quite common.

The Torah, however, categorically prohibits any human sacrifice,
which is also one of the lessons of the Akedat Yitzchak. Even if “ideal-
ly” — that is, from the Divine point of view — a person must be sacrificed,
in reality that is totally unacceptable. A man must not become a lamb;
rather, he must be replaced by a lamb.

23.6. THREE POTENTIAL HEIRS (22:3)
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[3]1 So early next morning, Abraham saddled his ass and took
with him two of his servants and his son Isaac. He split the
wood for the burnt offering, and he set out for the place of
which God had told him.

[3]1 So early next morning ¢ This is the time of hesed, when God is ready
torender additional mercy to the world that has just awakened. Abraham
hopes for Divine hesed — and sets off to find out who will be his heir.

And took with him two of his servants and his son Isaac ¢ The
Hebrew is ne’arav, “his youths.” Since the Torah specifically indicates
that Abraham took with him two “youths,” they cannot be considered
mere servants. There is an indication here of something more substantial.
The Midrash argues that these two youths were Ishmael and Eliezer,
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because the matter of who would become Abraham’s rightful heir had
now once again been called entirely into question. Note that the term
na’ar, “youth,” can also mean a “subordinate,” and is not necessarily
related to age. It is therefore possible that “his youths” refers to Eliezer
and Ishmael.

And so, we have three people walking along the road with Abraham:
Isaac, Ishmael and Eliezer. All three are adherents of monotheism, “sons
of the Covenant” (meaning the commandment of circumcision), and all
three are Abraham’s disciples and his potential heirs. Isaac is about to
be sacrificed. But what will happen beyond that is unclear, with all op-
tions equally viable.

Should Abraham’s heir be his son Isaac, in whom the realization of
Abraham’s teachings will happen through a nation? Or will that heir be
Abraham’s disciple Eliezer, who represents “teachings having no nation-
alist component”? Or will it perhaps be Ishmael, in whom there is a na-
tionalist element, except that it is integrated with Egypt? On they go to
Mount Moriah, to unravel this riddle.

23.7. THREE DAYS ON THE ROAD: ABRAHAM’S
AWARENESS OF HIS ACTIONS (22:4)
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[4] On the third day Abraham looked up and saw the place
from afar.

[4] On the third day ¢ For three days Abraham proceeds with the
knowledge that he must sacrifice his son. Abraham is given these three
days in order to ponder the situation and to rethink his entire life.

It is difficult for Abraham to sacrifice his son Isaac, not because the
sacrifice of children was something unthinkable (for as we have already
noted, it was then quite common), but because he himself had grappled
precisely with that issue all his life. He taught the world chesed - that
people must be shown mercy, and surely not be deprived of their lives by
our own hands. For Abraham to sacrifice his son was a violation of every
one of his teachings and aims.
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Abraham was not being asked to carry out God’s order in a frenzy of
religious ecstasy, without having time to give it the least thought. Be-
cause sacrificing a child is not a decision that anyone can make lightly,
when children were sacrificed in ancient cults, their parents were often
made to ingest a potion specially designed to induce a trance. But Abra-
ham, on the contrary, had to do nothing but walk for three consecutive
days, in order to eliminate any possible trace whatsoever of religious
ecstasy. This waiting period forced him to contend with the full depth of
the crisis in the matter of his posterity.

Abraham looked up and saw the place from afar ¢ Only after three
days of careful deliberation, and after consciously confirming in his own
mind that he was ready to follow God’s command, could Abraham see
Mount Moriah from afar. It was a signal to him that the time had come
to make his final decision.

When under the pressure of a conflict situation our stress intensifies
to a sufficiently high degree, only then do we begin to see also the “place”
where the conflict will be resolved.

23.8. ABRAHAM CHOOSES ISAAC (22:5)
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[5] Then Abraham said to his servants, “You stay here with
the ass. The boy and | will go up there; we will worship and
we will return to you.”

[5] Stay here with the ass ¢ Nothing prevented Abraham from proceeding
to the mountaintop in the company of all of his companions. But having
“seen the place from afar” and now feeling the need to come to a decision,
Abraham performs an action of utmost importance: he chooses Isaac
and separates him from Ishmael and Eliezer.

The boy and I will go up there ¢ Until now, Isaac had been forced
upon Abraham as his heir. But now that God has again made the
problem of posterity an open question, Abraham, after giving it his full
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concentration during three days of travel, is already making his own
independent choice.

When Abraham himself, with no immediate direction from God, sin-
gles out Isaac and understands that he must proceed with him, leaving
the others in place, this is a critical personal advancement for Abraham.
Only after making this independent decision can his dialogue with Isaac
begin. The Torah does not tell us of any earlier conversations between
Abraham and Isaac, while they lived together in Beersheba. Apparently,
there had been no serious dialogue between them during all that time,
because Abraham was not ready for it. Dialogue between them becomes
possible only after Abraham, on his own, singles out Isaac for sacrifice.

Abraham also instructs Ishmael and Eliezer to “stay here with the
ass.” The word hamor, “donkey,” has a common root with homer, “ma-
teriality.” (Similarly, the meaning of the well-known concept of “the
Messiah riding a white donkey” is that spirituality, which the Messiah
symbolizes, is advancing on a foundation of materiality. But, moreover,
it is white, that is, purified — materiality that is not something alien to
spirituality and interfering with it, but materiality that serves as a basis
for spirituality.) Ishmael and Eliezer are equated to an ass not in any

“animal” sense, but in the fact that they remain entirely in this purely
material world.

The Midrash tells how Abraham, after “seeing the place from afar,”
asked his companions what they saw on the mountain. Only Isaac an-
swered that he (like Abraham himself) saw the image of the Temple
there. Ishmael and Eliezer saw nothing, and Abraham therefore left
them “with the ass” — at the level of materiality.

With his instruction to sacrifice Isaac, God removed Isaac from the
status of Abraham’s posterity, “sawing” the connection between them.
And now when Abraham separates Isaac from the others, not under
pressure but by his own choice, he connects with Isaac “face to face,” re-
placing their former “back-to-back” connection. He realizes that he has
no option for the sacrifice except Isaac. From that moment, Abraham
proceeds with Isaac not by force of circumstances but freely and deliber-
ately — although he still does not know what will happen next.

We will worship and we will return to you ¢ Abraham tells the youths,
“we will worship and we will return,” both in the plural - that is, he has
hopes for a positive outcome, even if he does not know exactly how that
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will happen. In any event, Ishmael and Eliezer are no longer his fellow
travelers, and he understands that to continue God’s teachings, he and
Isaac must be together.

23.9. “WE WILL WORSHIP
AND WE WILL RETURN TO YOU”

The words “we will worship and we will return to you” also express a
non-trivial and essential concept in Judaism concerning the connection
between mystical experience and its surrounding reality.

Actually, “we will worship” is expressed in the original Hebrew as
nishtachave, “we will bow.” Grammatically this is a very problematic
word. It is difficult to understand it as a reflexive verbal form of binyan
hishtaf’el, in which the letter shin is auxiliary and not part of the root.
(This rare binyan is not among the seven binyanim common in modern
Hebrew. Other examples of words in such binyanim: shichtuv, “rewrit-
ing;” shichzur, “renovation;” shichpul, “excavation;” shidrug, “leveling”).
In this case, the root of the word nishtachave is chet-vav-hey, recalling
the name of Chavah (Eve), “the mother of all living things” (3:20). Thus,
nishtachave, “we shall worship,” means “let us return to the source of all
life.”

Note that what is meant is not bowing in the modern sense of the
word, but submission by prostrating oneself. This form of greeting was
adopted with respect to God and also to flesh-and-blood kings; it ex-
presses self-deprecation and complete self-denial. As it relates to the
sefirot, such submission is “dissolution in Divinity;” when a person ceas-
es to be himself and becomes “naught,” thereby achieving unity with
Divinity.

Here we see the difference between Jewish mysticism and the mysti-
cism of other nations. Among non-Jewish mystics, the idea is widespread
that the goal of man is to merge completely with God, to cease being a
separate entity, and to dissolve in Divinity. But the Jewish mystical ideal
is different: the feeling of dissolution in Divinity is vitally important, but
following that one must come back to himself. The main feature of this
process is not even the dissolution, but the return to one’s original self
afterwards.
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Nonetheless, one must not return empty-handed, but must bring a
particle of the mystical experience back to this world.

In saying “we will worship and we will return to you,” Abraham ex-
presses the idea that after worship and total dissolution in the Divine,
it is possible to return to earthly life. This is a highly unconventional
religious outlook.

Judaism is a religion of life in this world, not a religion of death that
is realized in the afterlife. The Torah says: “I have put before you life and
death ... choose life” (Deut. 30:19). The Akedah is telling us that death
did not happen, and life was renewed.

We find an expression of this same idea later, during the Temple pe-
riod, when on Yom Kippur the High Priest would enter the Holy of Holies
with a rope tied around his leg. The usual explanation is that this rope
was a precaution: Since no one but the High Priest is allowed to enter
the Holy of Holies, in the event that the High Priest should suddenly
die there, the rope could be used to pull him back out. But as this was
highly unlikely to happen, the custom has a simpler and more natural
explanation.

Rather, the purpose of the rope was to remind the High Priest that
he had to exit the Holy of Holies after completing his task there; oth-
erwise he might have been tempted to stay there forever. The Holy of
Holies is a place so sublime, and affords such a pure feeling of unity with
God, that it is conceivable that the High Priest might not have wanted
to return from there at all. But remaining in the Holy of Holies would
be highly improper behavior on his part, and he therefore needed to be
reminded that he had entered the Holy of Holies only as our agent, to
bring out something from there back to our ordinary world.

The rope is for “pulling out” the High Priest, as it were — to restrain
him from succumbing to the desire to “remain in Heaven” (that is, to
escape death). After the exit of the High Priest from the Holy of Holies,
that is, at the end of Yom Kippur, the people would arrange a feast on
his behalf - to celebrate that he had yet again returned from that other
world safe and sound.

Such is Judaism’s approach to the world. Since in this ordinary world
there is no obvious and direct contact with God, to accomplish that it
is sometimes necessary to enter the so-called “higher realms,” which
means severing to some extent one’s connection with this lower world.
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But we cannot completely break away from this world; we must return to
it eventually. One can enter those “higher realms” only in order to bring
something down from there, but not for the sake of the ascent itself.

23.10. “AND THE TWO WALKED OFF
TOGETHER?” (22:6)
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[6] Abraham took the wood for the burnt offering and put it
on his son Isaac. He himself took the firestone and the knife;
and the two walked off together.

[6] And put it on his son Isaac ¢ Here, for the first time, Abraham views
Isaac as “his son.”

And the two walked off together ¢ Until now they were far from each
other. Initially, Abraham had done everything himself: “Abraham saddled
his ass, ... he split the wood, ... and he set out for the place of which God
had told him” - all in the singular. There was still no dialogue between
him and Isaac at that stage. Abraham was in a state of confusion. Not
knowing who would succeed him, he therefore did everything himself.

But now Abraham approaches Isaac. He transfers the wood to him,
and leaves the donkey (as a symbol of materiality) below. “The two
walked off together” indicates that now, for the first time, there is true
unity between Abraham and Isaac. This has come about because Abra-
ham has now made his choice.

23.11. GEVURAH AS SUBORDINATE
TO HESED (22:7)
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[71 Then Isaac said to his father Abraham, “Father!” And he
answered, “Yes, my son.” ...
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When Abraham and Isaac come together by choice, when they are
joined face to face, a dialogue begins between them. This is the most
important moment of the Akedah.

[7] Isaac said to his father Abraham, “Father!” ¢ Isaac is not merely
addressing Abraham to get his attention. The Torah would have no need
to inform us of that. Rather, it means that Isaac is now aware of Abraham
as his father, and is acknowledging that.

Gevurah, the attribute of Isaac, now addresses chesed, the attribute
of Abraham, and says that he is aware of chesed as his “father” and its
foundation. Gevurah tells chesed that it does not absolutize itself, that it
is only secondary, and that it is only a product of chesed. The goal is not
to realize justice, nor the attribute of the court and the law, for these do
not per se constitute value. On the contrary, the goal is kindness and
grace. Justice and the law are only auxiliary (albeit necessary) tools for a
more complete realization of chesed.

Isaac recognizes that all his qualities come from Abraham, and he
therefore subordinates himself to his father’s aspirations. This correc-
tion of gevurah is a most important aspect of the Akeidah story.

Chesed is a complete, semantic attribute with the well-defined goal
of bestowing kindness on all, so long as it remains possible and so long
as there is no conflict with other counteracting sefirot. In all events,
chesed always remains the principal consideration.

The situation with gevurah, however, is different. Gevurah is a com-
pelling desire for equity and correctness. But if gevurah decides that this
desire outweighs all other considerations, then the result is universal
collapse. To make achieving justice one’s only goal, to the exclusion of
all else, is a huge mistake.

Moreover, according to the Kabbalah, evil is born precisely from
the absolutization of the attribute of gevurah. Separating gevurah from
chesed is a source of evil, because evil takes root in the world as the result
of a desire for excessively harsh application of law, judgment, and order.
Everything in the world is imperfect, and therefore, when the attribute
of judgment is excessively applied, the entire universe will be blamed
and found guilty, and cannot continue to exist. Therefore, gevurah must
be a subordinate attribute, not an all-compelling one.
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And he answered, “Yes, my son” ¢ The Hebrew is, hineni beni, “Here 1
am, my son.” Seeing that Isaac (gevurah) has realized his subordination,
Abraham (chesed) says to him: Hineni, “Here I am.” (It is the second hineni
in this story.) Abraham is addressing these words not only to Isaac, but
also to God. Abraham acknowledges that Isaac is his son. Until now, only
the Torah itself speaks of Isaac as Abraham’s son. Abraham had referred
only to Ishmael, but not to Isaac, as “my son.”

Chesed, too, admits that it is not absolute, that it needs gevurah for
proper self-actualization. This means establishing contact, a face-to-
face connection, when each has come to an understanding that he needs
the other, and also feels a desire to engage in dialogue with him. Each of
the two ideals alone represents only one side of life; for full realization
the two ideals must be united.

23.12.“GOD WILL SEE” (22:7-8)
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[71... And he said, “Here are the firestone and the wood; but
where is the sheep for the burnt offering?”

[8] And Abraham said, “God will see to the sheep for His burnt
offering, my son”. And the two of them walked on together.

[71 Where is the sheep for the burnt offering? ¢ Isaac, the attribute
of gevurah, strives to ensure that everything is just right. Seeing fire
and firewood, he therefore asks where the lamb is, and wants to hear in
response how the problem can be corrected.

God will see o Abraham (chesed) tells Isaac (gevurah) that to this question
— which is completely legitimate from the point of view of logic — there
is no real answer. By saying, “God will see,” Abraham wants to convey
to Isaac that gevurah should not demand absolute correctness from the
world. In life, the most important things are revealed unexpectedly and
illogically, because life is immeasurably more complex than any mere
correctness, and does not fit into a formal scheme. Thus, Abraham’s
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choice of words is intended not to appease Isaac, but to change his
worldview.

And the two of them walked on together ¢ Isaac’s gevurah is already
less severe. He is ready to accept the world as it is, even if it still seems to
him illogical and wrong.

God will see ¢ The Midrash connects the word yir’eh, “will see,” with
yir’ah, “fear” or “awe,” from which the name of Mount Moriah is derived.
God will provide - that is, He will find a way out of the contradiction. In
a situation where we have conflicting aspirations of chesed and gevurah,
we must strive to let both be realized simultaneously. And since we are
unable to reconcile them on our own, we hope for Divine support - that
God will see, that is, “discern” and will find a way to make reconciliation
possible. This is exactly why Abraham and Isaac are finally united here,
on the way to Mount Moriah.

But besides discernment, Moriah contains the idea of trepidation,
yir’ah. It is not the fear of suffering injury, but the desire to comply with
one’s assigned task and Divine mission. It is this striving and sense of
responsibility that helps to us to achieve the harmonization of chesed
and gevurah.

The essence of trepidation is awareness of distance, a sense of dis-
tance from God. Here is manifest the connection between “vision” and
“trembling.” In order to see, you have to move back some distance. Simi-
larly, trembling also requires remoteness — awareness of one’s finiteness
and smallness compared with Divinity’s infinitude. Once you see things
in this light, you begin to understand that your attribute is only one of
many, and is therefore in itself incomplete. On this basis it is now possi-

ble to unite it with other attributes.

Thus, Moriah is both a “mountain of discretion” and a “mountain of
trepidation.” Uniting chesed and gevurah is possible only if there is awe
in relation to God, and at the same time, only when it happens by the
Almighty’s discretion.

The integration of seemingly incompatible attributes is possible only
as part of a larger effort to solve the Divine task that God “sees” for us
— because only in the course of making this decision do you truly un-
derstand that you need your fellow man, and that he complements you
just as you complement him. The unification of chesed and gevurah then
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happens not by diminishing one attribute at the expense of another, but
through compromise, and through awareness of the need for both in the
face of the Divine task.

And the two of them walked on together ¢ This phrase appears twice
here, in close succession. First, Abraham and Isaac walk together in a
mostly physical sense — separating themselves from Ishmael and Eliezer,
and understanding that only they are the Jewish nation. But now they
also “walk on together” spiritually, having come to understand that they
complement each other and can only achieve completion through a
genuine union.

23.13. THE AKEDAH, THE BINDING OF ISAAC (22:9)
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[91 They arrived at the place of which God had told him. Abra-

ham built an altar there; he laid out the wood; he bound his
son Isaac; he laid him on the altar, on top of the wood.

[91 He bound his son Isaac ¢ Akeidah, “binding,” is what gevurah,
the attribute of judgment, requires. Gevurah should be bound, made
dependent on and subjected to chesed. It should not be completely
eliminated, however. In no way should gevurah ever be destroyed. Isaac
must therefore be bound, but not sacrificed.

23.14. ABRAHAM’S DOUBLE NAME: “ABRAHAM!
ABRAHAM!” (22:10-11)
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[10] And Abraham picked up the knife to slay his son.
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[11] Then an angel of the Lord called to him from heaven:
“Abraham! Abraham!” And he answered, “Here | am.”

[10] Abraham! Abraham! ¢ With this special form of address at this
moment, Abraham receives a new, doubled name. He now has three
names: “Abram,” “Abraham,” and “Abraham-Abraham,” which means
that he has risen to new heights.

Only seven times in all of Tanach do we find the duplication of a
name. But in three of those instances the duplication is merely “me-
chanical” - the same name appears at the end of one phrase and also
at the beginning of the next, thus creating an apparent duplication of
the given name. Noah’s name is so repeated: “This is the line of Noah

— Noah was a righteous man” (6:9), as is Shem’s (11:10) and Terah’s
(11:27).

Each of these instances only “hints” at a double name; there is no
true name duplication in these. The Kabbalah views these three cases
of “mechanical name doubling” as preparation for the emergence of the
true double names that Abraham and then Jacob (46:2), Moses (Exodus
3:4) and Shmuel (I Sam. 3:10) will have. That is, Noah, Shem and Terah
are in some sense a preparation for the birth of Abraham, Jacob, Moses,
and Samuel.

The doubling of a person’s name indicates unity of nefesh and ne-
shamah. These two terms are both most often translated as “soul,” but
they are not identical. The nefesh is the lower, “outer” side of the soul,
what a person is today, while neshamah is a person’s inner essence,
what he aspires to be and the level he is capable of reaching. Thus, one’s
neshamabh is his future level, his vector of development. Addressing a
person in double suggests equivalence of his nefesh and his neshamah
— the person has completed his assigned task, for which he was created.
In other words, the doubled name symbolizes potential completely re-
alized.

It should be noted that among the three Patriarchs, only Isaac is
never addressed in double. This is because Isaac’s nefesh was complete-
ly “annulled” after the events of the Akedah, leaving him with only a ne-
shamabh. Isaac in his lifetime thus became, in a certain sense, “a man of
the World to Come,” exceeding and transcending, as it were, the level of
a doubled name, as achieved by Abraham and Jacob. The doubled name
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of the other Patriarchs indicates full completion of their assigned tasks.
Although they did not achieve perfection, they completely realized the
tasks assigned to them by God.

But there is yet another aspect to this. Abraham, Jacob, and Samu-
el all have a separator between the first and second instances of their
doubled names, which in printed Torah texts appears as a simple ver-
tical line, known as pesik or pasek: “Abraham | Abraham...” The effect
is that although the two name instances are joined by a conjunctive
cantillation mark, which according to standard cantillation rules would
normally make them a single continuous unit, the separator renders
them more disconnected than connected.

(A clearer example of this principle can be seen in the word ba-esh
at Deut. 9:21. The pronunciation of that word would normally have
been softened to va-esh because of the conjunctive accent on the pre-
ceding word, oto, and because oto ends with a vowel. But in this case
the pesik before ba-esh negates the conjunctive, softening effect of
that preceding accent. Such examples of this effect in Tanach are in
fact quite rare.)

Only in the case of Moses’ doubled name no such separator appears,
with the effect that the two consecutive instances of his name, follow-
ing their conjunctive cantillation symbols, are truly one continuous and
unbroken unit.

Moses, as it were, “united himself with his own goal.” He so ful-
ly realized the unity of his nefesh and neshamah that any question of
their separation could never even arise. But as concerns Abraham, Jacob,
and Samuel on the other hand, although they too achieved unity, their
nefesh and neshamah nonetheless remained two distinct components
with actual distance between them.

“Here I am” ¢ Just as he did at the very beginning of the Akeidah, when
God first called upon him to sacrifice Isaac, here again Abraham answers,
hineni, “Here I am,” but this time to Isaac himself.

This is the third hineni of the Akeidah. In order to arrive at his new
level of communion with God, Abraham, when addressed by Isaac near
the middle of the narrative, again had to answer, “here I am.” The lesson
is that one can advance in fellowship with God only by also advancing
in his fellowship with fellow human beings.
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When God addresses a person by name, He is addressing Himself to
that person’s true essence — to his life’s goal. (We have noted previously
that in Hebrew one’s name expresses his goal in life.) When Abraham,
in response to just such an appeal, responds to God, “Here I am,” he is
remedying Adam’s sin, as it were. Abraham’s “Here I am” is the belated
reply to God’s question to Adam in the Garden of Eden, “Where are
you?” (3:9). Adam, who could not bring himself to answer that question,
hid himself instead. More than two thousand years would elapse before
Abraham could at length finally answer the question God had posed at
the beginning of Creation to all mankind.

There is an important parallel in the Kabbalah between Abraham
and Adam. They are both located on the right line of the sefirot. Adam is
chochmah (wisdom), and Abraham is chesed, directly beneath it. Each of
them is the birth of something new. Adam is the birth of humanity, and
Abraham is the birth of the Jewish people. In view of this parallelism,
Abraham had to correct Adam’s mistake — in particular, by answering
and not avoiding God’s question, and by teaching the Jewish people and
all of humankind how to adopt that same mindset.

23.15.BINDING, BUT NOT SACRIFICE (22:12)
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[12] And he said, “Do not raise your hand against the boy, or
do anything to him. ...

God tells Abraham that the binding is itself sufficient — the sacrifice
has been averted, and there is no need to destroy gevurah. The binding of
Isaac is therefore not just a physical action or mere ancillary preparation
for the sacrifice. Rather, it is a form of dialogue, of contact and mutual
enlightenment.

Although Abraham was of course extremely fond of Isaac, he might
have tacitly entertained the thought that perhaps gevurah had to be de-
stroyed for the sake of “higher correctness” — so that chesed alone would
remain in the world. Perhaps it is with that objective (albeit by God’s
command!) that Abraham binds his son to the altar, grasps the knife,
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and stretches his hand toward his son. But at that very moment God
stays Abraham’s hand - because Abraham can no longer stop himself.
God also commands him: “Do not raise your hand against the boy, or do
anything to him!” That is, do no damage to gevurah.

Abraham and Isaac in the course of the Akedah together tread a
path of personal development. Isaac agrees to be tied up, which means
that gevurah is agreeing to limit itself. This is Isaac’s advancement. And
chesed stops short in the face of bound and helpless gevurah. This is
Abraham’s advancement.

The kavanot (Kabbalistic lessons on the meaning of the prayers) note
that when a person reads the story of Akeidat Yitzchak each morning, he
should envision himself tying up, as it were, the attribute of din (strict
law, an alternate name of the gevurah attribute), which represents the
“accusers of Israel.” We must not ask God to destroy them, but only that
He not allow them any freedom of action.

23.16.“ON THE MOUNT OF THE LORD THERE IS VISION”
(22:12-14)
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[12] ... For now | know that you fear God, since you have not
withheld your son, your favored one, from Me.”

[13]1 When Abraham looked up, his eye fell upon a ram, caught
in the thicket by its horns. So Abraham went and took the
ram and offered it up as a burnt offering in place of his son.

[14] And Abraham named that site Adonai-yireh, whence the
present saying, “On the mount of the Lord there is vision.”

[12] That you fear God ¢ It is not “fear,” but “trembling,” yir’ah,” that is
here associated with yir’eh”: “the Lord will see.”
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On the mount of the Lord there is vision ¢ Such trust in divine
discretion is true reverence. It is not a feeling of fear, but of complete
reliance on God in a situation that by all appearances can have no
logical resolution. When Abraham reaches this stage, Isaac is replaced
by a ram. Having succeeded at learning to fully rely on God’s support,
Abraham earns a doubled name for himself.

A ram, caught in the thicket by its horns ¢ The Hebrew includes
the word achar, after “ram,” which, although not always translated
here, means “behind” (i.e., “A ram, behind, caught in the thicket by its
horns”). Not only in terms of its physical location relative to Abraham,
but also in time, this ram “came from behind,” meaning that it had been

“prepared from the very beginning” — from the Six Days of Creation. We
shall soon explain this in further detail.

[131 When Abraham looked up ¢ It would seem that Abraham had
arrived at the pinnacle. First he saw this place from a distance, then he
climbed the mountain. But then it turned out that he could climb even
higher. The words “When Abraham looked up” in this verse are clearly a
continuation of verse 4: “On the third day Abraham looked up and saw
the place from afar.” When Abraham reaches this even greater height,
he learns that there is indeed a way out of his hopeless situation, and
aram appears.

The Midrash says that this ram was created at the end of the Sixth
Day of Creation, in the twilight just before shabbat - that is, at the very
end of the process of Creation, when God added certain supernatural

“items of special designation” to the world that was otherwise already
complete. Since that time, the ram had been waiting for Abraham’s ar-
rival on Mount Moriah, so that it could be sacrificed. Previously, how-
ever, Abraham did not see the ram; only now does he acquire the ability
to see the solution that had been prepared for him so very long ago.

Thus, God added these “items of special designation” to the world
as pressure valves that afford relief from “hopeless” situations. But they
always remain invisible until we become capable of perceiving them.

[14] And Abraham named that site Adonai-yireh ¢ These words
mean “The Lord will see.” Abraham uses the same words that he had
previously spoken to Isaac, “God will see to the sheep for His burnt
offering.” Understanding that “the Lord will see” is an expression of
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hope for synthesis even in the face of all the contradictions that remain,
for in the Divine light it is possible to unite even things that to human
eyes seem irreconcilable. By giving the place this name, Abraham
wishes to convey to all people the new understanding that has now
been revealed to him.

Whence the present saying, “On the mount of the Lord there is
vision.” The temple must stand only on Mount Moriah, the Temple
Mount, which highlights our awareness that God will find a solution
to problems that seem unsolvable to us, through our complementary
relationship with others who internally strive for the same goals, even
if outwardly they seem very different from us.

23.17. ABLESSING TO THE NATIONS (22:15-18)
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[15] The angel of the Lord called to Abraham a second time
from heaven,

[16] and said, “By Myself | swear, the Lord declares: Because
you have done this and have not withheld your son, your fa-
vored one,

[17] I will bestow My blessing upon you and make your de-
scendants as numerous as the stars of heaven and the sands
on the seashore; and your descendants shall seize the gates
of their foes.

[18] ALl the nations of the earth shall bless themselves by
your descendants, because you have obeyed My command.”

[15] The angel of the Lord called to Abraham a second time
from heaven ¢ Abraham’s enhanced understanding, expressed in the
name that he gives to this mountain, “The Lord Will See,” brings with
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it a commensurate increase in his reward. The angel of God calls to
Abraham a second time and proclaims that all mankind will be blessed
through him.

[18] All the nations of the earth shall bless themselves by your
descendants ¢ This is a confirmation of the promise made at the
beginning of the Lech Lecha portion: “And all the families of the earth
shall bless themselves by you” (12:3).

All the nations of the earth shall bless themselves by your
descendants, because you have obeyed My command ¢ The peoples
of the earth will be blessed through Abraham’s posterity because of his
achievements. For Abraham, this repetition of the blessing signifies
that although the future path lies through Isaac, through the national
element, the universal component will also remain.

Because you have obeyed My command ¢ The Hebrew word ekev,
which means “due to the fact that,” has the same root as the name
“Jacob.” In other words, the fact that the Akedah has taken place, and the
connection between Abraham’s chesed and Isaac’s gevurah has now been
established, makes possible the birth of Isaac’s son Jacob, who would
add his own attribute to theirs - tiferet (adornment). Thus, the Torah
will later call Jacob “a mild man who stayed in camp” (25:27); literally,
“who dwelled in tents.” Note that “tents” is in the plural. These are,
simultaneously, the tents of both Abraham and Isaac.

23.18. ABRAHAM’S RETURN (22:19)
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[19] Abraham then returned to his servants, and they de-

parted together for Beer-sheba; and Abraham stayed in
Beer-sheba.

[19]1 Abraham then returned ¢ The verb is in the singular. Physically,
both Abraham and Isaac returned, but mentally — only Abraham. Because
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Isaac, having attained the level of self-sacrifice, remained at that height
all the days of his life.

Everything that Isaac will ever do from here onward - eat, drink,
practice agriculture, live with his wife, and anything whatsoever — will
be a life lived always from the perspective of Mount Moriah. Isaac is
a very vigorous person, because holiness, in the Jewish conception,
means participation in the fullness of life (and not disengagement from
the world). But even so, Isaac never went back to being “one of the boys.”
(“Abraham then returned to his servants” is more literally translated as

“Abraham then returned to his boys.” Abraham did so, but Isaac never
did.)

Thus, the “Sacrifice of Isaac” did in fact occur - in the metaphysical
sense. It could never have happened as a physical reality, because then
it would have lost all its meaning. The whole point of the Akedah was
to make contact with Heaven, in order that all of life thereafter would
continue bringing Heavenly radiance down to this earth.

And Abraham stayed in Beer-sheba ¢ These words seem to contradict
what very soon follows: “Sarah died in Kiriath-arba — now Hebron.” We
will deal with this discrepancy below.



CHAPTER 24
THE BIRTH OF REBEKAH

24.1. THE BIRTH OF REBEKAH (22:20-24)
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[20] Some time later, Abraham was told, “Milcah too has
borne children to your brother Nahor:

[21] Uz the first-born, and Buz his brother, and Kemuel the
father of Aram;

[22] and Kesed, Hazo, Pildash, Jidlaph, and Bethuel” -

[23] Bethuel being the father of Rebekah. These eight Milcah
bore to Nahor, Abraham’s brother.

[24] And his concubine, whose name was Reumah, also bore
children: Tebah, Gaham, Tahash, and Maacah.

[20] Some time later, Abraham was told, “Milcah too has borne
children” ¢ In the story of the Akeidah, thanks to the connection that
was established between Abraham’s chesed and Isaac’s gevurah, an
opportunity now arose for the future birth of tiferet — Isaac’s son Jacob.
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Therefore, immediately after the Akeidah, Abraham is informed of the
birth of Rebekah (Isaac’s wife and Jacob’s mother).

24.2. NAHOR’S FAMILY IN RELATION
TO THE FAMILY OF ABRAHAM

All the marriages of the Patriarchs as related in the book of Genesis
were contracted with members of Terah’s family line, who had remained
ivrim, and which consisted of two main branches: the branch of Abra-
ham and the branch of Nahor.

We noted earlier (11:29) that Milcah, Nahor’s wife, was the daughter
of Haran and also Sarah’s sister; that is, Nahor and Abraham both mar-
ried their nieces, who were descended from Terah’s other wife.

We have noted as well based on the Midrash that the relationship
of the Terah family’s branches can be summarized as follows. After the
events in Ur Kasdim (Ur of the Chaldees, the “Chaldean furnace”), when
it became clear that the Hebrews of Babylon were being persecuted
(Abraham was cast into the furnace and lived, but Haran died), the ques-
tion arose as to how the members of Terah’s family were to behave in
the given situation.

Terah, a purveyor of idols, although not an active supporter of Ever’s
religious system, sought to return to Canaan (11:31), to the Land of the
Hebrews (40:15) — apparently motivated by nationalist considerations.
(In this sense we can consider him to a prototype of “non-religious Zion-
ism.”) But he made it only as far as Haran, and settled there.

His sons, Abraham and Nahor, who survived the disaster of Ur Kas-
dim, differ on the question of what direction to choose for the family.
Nahor (who in a sense can be considered a prototype of cosmopolitan
Jewry) prefers to integrate into the Aramaean culture, the dominant cul-
ture of the time. However, he does not manage to survive as a Hebrew:
his family very quickly assimilates, and his children are already called
Aramaeans: “Betuel the Aramean ... Laban the Aramean” (25:20).

Nahor, a cosmopolitan universalist, considers it proper to influence
the culture of the peoples of the world from within. It is interesting to
note that such a point of view, galut lishmah, “exile with a religious pur-
pose,” is still alive and well among the Jewish people. Rabbi Samson Ra-
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phael Hirsch, for example, who lived in Germany in the middle of the
19th century, argued that it is the calling of the Jewish people to live
among other enlightened nations — Germany, for example — and to in-
fluence them from within.

Abraham, on the other hand, represents the concept of “advancing
toward the universal through the national”. He goes to the Land of Israel
not to return to nature and to the earth (as did Terah), but as a means of
rehabilitating the entire world, when “all the families of the earth shall
bless themselves by you” (12:3). In contemporary terms, this is the ap-
proach of the religious-Zionist movement.

However, to withdraw into oneself on a nationalist plane alone, even
one with a universalistic orientation, would be improper. The men of
Abraham’s family (Isaac, Jacob) therefore married daughters of Nahor’s
family (Rebekah, Rachel and Leah), in order to impart a spirit of univer-
sality to the national Jewish worldview.

24.3. TWELVE SONS AND A DAUGHTER

As we read the Torah, we often neglect the genealogy lists — the de-
scendants of Nahor in this chapter, for example. However, apart from the
concrete factual importance of genealogical links, they include also one
more essential piece of information.

In the Torah’s genealogies there is usually a main line in which there
are only a few children, and then a side branch in which, on the contrary,
there are many children. This corresponds to the idea that the privileged,
such as the nobility, should have very few heirs “so as not to inflate the
elite,” while there should always be a multitude of ordinary, lower-class
people.

Moreover, we see several times in the Torah that a younger, subordi-
nate member of a family’s secondary branch has twelve sons and a daugh-
ter (twelve true sons and one “spurious”); in other words, he has “12.5
children” (heirs) succeeding him. The reason for this is that the main and
subsidiary lines represent the solar and lunar lines, respectively. Thus, the
secondary line must usually consist of exactly 12.5 children, correspond-
ing to the ratio of the lunar and solar cycles (in the sense that approxi-
mately 12.5 lunar months are contained in one solar year).
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For example, Ham, Noah’s son (10:8,15), has a main line, Cush, whose
son was Nimrod, and a younger line, Canaan, who had twelve children
(in the Torah text eleven sons are enumerated, plus one additional one,
the “Canaanite tribes,” likewise a separate nation).

Ever too has two sons. Peleg is the eldest, from whom came Terah
and the Abrahamitic race, while the supplemental line, Joktan, had 12.5
sons (10:26).

In the Terah family, the eldest line is Abraham’s, through whom runs
the primary identification, and Abraham has two primary sons Isaac and
Ishmael (Keturah is a side line), while Nahor, as we see here, has twelve
sons and a daughter (Rebekah, although she is the daughter of Betuel,
is mentioned here not by mere chance). Abraham’s main line will go
through Isaac, while Ishmael has twelve sons and a daughter (25:13,
28:9).

But this aspect is seen most prominently in Jacob. He, too, has 12.5
sons, which tells us that initially Jacob was meant to be only a side line,
and his brother Esau the main line. Jacob, however, managed to achieve
the level of progenitor of the Chosen People — by turning his side line
into the primary. For a line to become the primary, it is not enough for
its founder to be born first. The greatness of Jacob was that although he
was the younger he “became” the older (25:33), and so the secondary
became primary. Later we shall analyze all this in greater detail.
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CHAPTER 25
HEBRON AND THE MACHPELAH CAVE

25.1. SARAH’S LIFE
AND HER THREE VICTORIES

The central figure of the two portions Chayei Sarah and Toledot is
Isaac. The Chayei Sarah portion describes his marriage, while in the To-
ledot portion we read about Isaac’s life as a self-sufficient family man.

The Chayei Sarah portion (“The Life of Sarah”) consists of three
short narratives, each devoted to a separate topic. The first of these tells
of Sarah’s death, and her burial by Abraham in the Cave of Machpelah. It
further describes how Abraham’s “servant” (Eliezer, according to the mi-
drash) goes in search of a wife for Isaac, and brings back Rebekah, who
takes Sarah’s place as matriarch of the family. The portion ends with
Abraham’s marriage to Keturah, the birth of their children, and Abra-
ham’s death and burial.

Sarah, and her death and burial, are thus mentioned only at the be-
ginning of the portion, but after that almost never again. What, then,
is the meaning of this chapter’s title Chayei Sarah considering that the
names of the weekly portions, as we have noted previously, are chosen
to reflect the actual meaning of the Torah text, and are not just mechan-
ically extracted from the first words of each of those portions, as it might
superficially seem.

The answer is that everything in the Chayei Sarah portion is the re-
sult of the life that Sarah lived. For it deals with the three most import-
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ant victories that Sarah won after her death, through which she was able
to guide her family in the proper direction as she perceived it.

The first of these is that Hebron became a vital Jewish center after
Abraham buried Sarah there. (Hebron remained second in importance
only to Jerusalem among the major cities of the Land of Israel.) As dis-
cussed earlier, Abraham was inclined to live in Beersheba, within the
domain of its Philistine king Abimelech. But Sarah, who was focused
on creating the future Jewish people, believed that the center of their
family life should be Hebron, because living there required an auton-
omous government position, as we shall explain in more detail below.
Through her death in Hebron, Sarah forced Abraham to move the fam-
ily center to there, and later we will see that Isaac and Jacob did in fact
live in Hebron.

Sarah’s second victory was Abraham’s decision to choose a wife for
Isaac from among their ivrim (Hebrew) relatives, rather than have him
marry a woman from one of the other nations. Abraham, as we have not-
ed, inclined toward universalism, and was therefore perfectly satisfied
being married to his Egyptian maidservant Hagar, even to the extent
that he considered their son Ishmael a possible successor to his life’s
work. But Sarah’s “nationalist-Jewish” orientation carried the day, and
following her lead Abraham ultimately decided to seek a bride for Isaac
only from within their kindred family.

And finally, Sarah’s third victory is told in the story of Abraham’s
children from Keturah. On the one hand, it was very proper for Abraham
to take another wife for himself after Sarah’s death, rather than remain
unmarried. But by this time, Abraham already understood unequivocally
that only Sarah’s son Isaac could be his heir, and he therefore willingly
sent all his sons from Keturah “eastward, to the land of the East” (25:6)

- giving them gifts, but not making them his heirs.

Thus, we see Sarah’s influence on Abraham not only in his obeying
her instructions during her lifetime, the imperative that was established
with the expulsion of Hagar and Ishmael [21:12]). Even beyond that,
Sarah successfully built her relationship with Abraham, enabling him
to advance in the aspect of gevurah. And now, even after she is gone, her
opinion and wishes remain decisive for Abraham.

In light of all of the above, it becomes clear why this entire weekly
portion bears the name Chayei Sarah, “The Life of Sarah.”
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25.2.HEBRON AS A NATIONAL
POLITICAL CENTER (23:1-2)
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[1] Sarah’s lifetime-the span of Sarah’s life-came to one hun-
dred and twenty-seven years.

[2] Sarah died in Kiriath-Arba-now Hebron-in the land of
Canaan; ...

[1] The span of Sarah’s life... [2] Sarah died in Kiriath-Arba ¢ Even
Sarah’s death is a part of her life — in the sense that even through her
death she was able to advance the Jewish nation in its development by
shifting the center of her family’s activity from Beersheba to Hebron.

[2] Sarah died in Kiriath-arba - now Hebron - in the land of
Canaan ¢ The last time we were told where Abraham was living, that
place was Beersheba (22:19). But Sarah then moves to Hebron. As already
mentioned, Hebron is the center of Judea and the embodiment of the
attribute of malchut, “kingdom.” While Abraham was living in Hebron
God gave him an opportunity to create statehood, but Abraham was
not ready for that. He had the opportunity to assume the leadership of
Sodom and to rehabilitate that wicked city, but he did not wish to do so.

Abraham therefore leaves Hebron after the destruction of Sodom
and settles in Philistia, so that in Beersheba, far from the capital and
from state politics, he can remain an exclusively spiritual leader. Sar-
ah, however, understands that this approach is wrong, and once again
moves Abraham towards Hebron — a place of nationalist-political, and
not only spiritual, self-identification.

If Beersheba had become the center of Jewish life and the forma-
tion of the Jewish people, that would have made Abraham and his family
representatives of spirituality among the Philistines, but it would have
meant also that spirituality on the one hand and material concerns and
state power on the other would remain two entirely unrelated affairs.

The Philistines were quite satisfied with that arrangement, actually,
and agreed to accept Abraham as their most prominent religious leader.
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Even Abimelech himself, the King of Gerar, came to Abraham, made an
alliance with him, and asked for his spiritual patronage.

The Jewish approach, however, rejects the principle of “separation
of church and state”, because Judaism insists on treating everything in
the world as a single integrated reality, which means that national-po-
litical dialogue with God is no less important than individual dialogue.
Abraham himself could not attain this level, which would be achieved
only later by his grandchildren, Jacob’s sons, who would by that time be
Israel, and not only ivrim, Hebrews. Abraham still operates only at an in-
dividual level, rather than conducting dialogue with God at the national
level. He is therefore quite content with his status as spiritual leader of
the Philistine state.

But Sarah, who is not satisfied with that arrangement, moves be-
fore her death to Hebron. Hebron is not in Philistia, but in the Land of
Canaan, where there is no unified state (each city is its own indepen-
dent state). Political and state responsibility in Hebron therefore cannot
be avoided: life’s national-political and spiritual dimensions are there
united.

25.3.SARAH REDIRECTS ABRAHAM
TO HEBRON (23:2-3)
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[2] ... and Abraham proceeded to mourn for Sarah and to be-
wail her.

[3] Then Abraham rose from beside his dead ...

[2] Abraham proceeded ¢ After the Akeidah, Abraham returned to
Beersheba. But now he moves on to Hebron.

It is quite possible that when Sarah moved to Hebron, Abraham did
not follow her immediately. Perhaps he did not completely share her as-
pirations. But Sarah’s death in Hebron prompted Abraham to acknowl-
edge that city’s importance and to make it central to the life of the fu-
ture Jewish people.
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To mourn for Sarah and to bewail her ¢ Recognizing the force
of Sarah’s influence on the creation of the Jewish people, Abraham
comes, first of all, “to mourn for Sarah,” which means he perceived the
magnitude of his loss; and then “to bewail her” — which refers to his
expressing an emotional reaction.

[31 Then Abraham rose from beside his dead ¢ A person must not
allow the death of a loved one to enslave him; he must live on. But this
verse has a supplementary meaning as well. “Then Abraham rose from
beside (that is, under the influence of) his dead” means that Sarah’s
death is itself an elevating force for Abraham that causes him to rise.

25.4. ABRAHAM’S DUAL STATUS (23:3-4)
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[3]..., and spoke to the Hittites, saying,

[4] “I am a resident alien among you; sell me a burial site
among you, that | may remove my dead for burial.”

[4] I am a resident alien among you ¢ With these words Abraham
emphasizes his paradoxical status. He is an “alien” and a “resident” at
the same time. An alien receives nothing except by grace; a resident
receives by right. These are opposite concepts, but Abraham’s status
incorporates them both.

Abraham was originally a stranger and wanderer, because he came from
somewhere else. He later settled on this land, and it was here, in Hebron,
that he concluded political alliances, and was even victorious in battle.
But he failed to leverage his fruits of victory, and went instead to live
in the territory of the Philistines, with the result that his status is now
indeterminate once again.

Sell me a burial site among you ¢ This is an application for a change of
status. Purchasing the Machpelah, as well as the lessons that Abraham
will learn from his conversations with the Hittites, will enable him to
put down roots in Hebron and to create a base for the Jewish people here.



334  Bible Dynamics. Book of Genesis

25.5.“BURY YOUR DEAD IN THE CHOICEST
OF OUR BURIAL PLACES” (23:5-6)
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[51 And the Hittites replied to Abraham, saying to him,

[6] “Hear us, my lord: you are the elect of God among us. Bury
your dead in the choicest of our burial places; none of us will
withhold his burial place from you for burying your dead.”

[6] You are the elect of God among us ¢ The Hittites, it would seem,
respond to Abraham’s request more than positively. Their words
evidence the reverence they feel toward Abraham in deference to his
elevated status as a spiritual personality.

None of us will withhold his burial place from you for burying your
dead o But that elevated status is not without its dangers as well.

They might tell Abraham: “Since you are so great, you can bury your
dead in any tomb, and no one will refuse you. But on the other hand, if
you are truly that great, you should not be occupying yourself with such
trifles as the purchase of a private burial plot.”

But the real truth is that if not for this purchase, Hebron would not
have become a future center for the Jewish people.

Abraham internalized the message that Sarah conveyed to him when
she left to die in Hebron. He needed not merely to bury his wife, but also
to create a foothold for the future nation. He therefore must not bury
Sarah in someone else’s tomb. He must acquire this land as his legal
possession.

Such situations are encountered often in life: we use other people’s
means to solve our immediate problems, instead of creating our own
opportunities and thereby achieving strategic advancement. Clearly,
it is usually much easier to use a ready-made solution than to create
one’s own, but using what belongs to someone else will never give us
the real support we need in critical situations. It is of course possible
to bury our dead in someone else’s plot. But if the goal is to create
a spiritual center that will then influence humanity for centuries to



Portion Chayei Sarah. Ch. 25. Hebron and the Machpelah Cave 335

come, that solution will simply not work. For that reason, Abraham
cannot accept their offer.

25.6. THE PURCHASE
OF THE MACHPELAH CAVE (23:7-9)
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[7]1 Thereupon Abraham bowed low to the people of the land,
the Hittites,

[8] and he said to them, “If it is your wish that | remove my
dead for burial, you must agree to intercede for me with Eph-
ron son of Zohar.

[9] Let him sell me the cave of Machpelah that he owns,
which is at the edge of his land. Let him sell it to me, at the
full price, for a burial site in your midst.”

[7]1 Thereupon Abraham bowed low to the people of the land, the
Hittites ¢ Failing to feel and show gratitude is among the most repulsive
of human vices, but by following the Patriarchs’ example we can avoid
this shortcoming. Abraham does not neglect his duty to bow to the
Hittites. When people are prepared to help us, it is our obligation to
acknowledge their offer and to express our gratitude, even if what they
are offering is not suitable for our needs and the discussion is still
ongoing.

[9] Let him sell me the cave of Machpelah that he owns ¢ We have
previously mentioned the Midrash that tells how already decades earlier,
when the three angels visited him, Abraham decided to make this cave
located in Hebron the site of a future burial plot for his family, after
learning that Adam and Eve were buried there.

Nonetheless, deciding on a plan and actually implementing it are
two entirely different things, and great effort is needed to bridge that
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gap. Moreover, it is possible that after moving to Beersheba, Abraham
might even have abandoned his earlier plan concerning the Machpelah
cave. But Sarah, by coming to die in Hebron, forced Abraham to realize
his long-standing intention. Actualizing the aspect of gevurah is Sarah’s
enduring role in their personal family relations.

25.7.AFUNERARY CAVE AS AFOOTHOLD
FOR THE JEWISH NATION

We wish to draw attention to two points in Abraham’s words. Note
first that he wants to pay full price for the cave, and not receive it as a
gift. A gift, having no legal force, could later revert to its previous owner,
but property transferred through a legal sale can never be taken from
the buyer. Secondly, Abraham asks only for the cave, but not for the field.
All he needs is a place to bury Sarah.

A burial cave is something that cannot be uprooted; it is like a peg
hammered into the ground that will never move. A burial property
implies an eternal connection with the place, independent of the ebb
and flow of life events surrounding it. Our attitude towards the dead
and buried is an essential, not a functional, relation. Thus, the first
Jewish acquisition in the Land of Canaan is a burial plot — an eternal
possession.

We note in passing that in Middle Eastern culture a person’s willing-
ness to abandon the graves of his (presumptive) ancestors is deemed an
indisputable indicator that he is not really their descendant. Therefore,
those Israelis today who offer to abandon the graves of our ancestors in
Hebron, because they believe that by making concessions to the Arabs
in such matters we will increase their desire to make peace with us, are
sadly and completely mistaken.

However, achieving the objective of possessing the land along with
a burial plot has disadvantages as well as advantages. Burial creates
a place of memory, where people rarely go, for such a place is only
used to remember the dead. People often live and work a considerable
distance away. Under pressure from Sarah’s wish, Abraham anchors
himself in Hebron, but in fact, he plans only to stake a claim there for
a memorial, not yet to make it a center of his activity. We will see later,
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however, how Abraham’s attitude will change in the process of making
this purchase.

25.8. THE MACHPELAH CAVE
AND THE UNIVERSALISM OF JEWISH TRADITION

The name of the cave is Machpelah, meaning “double.” There are
various explanations for this. The two main ones are that it is a two-sto-
ry cave and that couples are buried there (Adam and Eve, Abraham and
Sarah, Isaac and Rebekah, Jacob and Leah). For four thousand years, from
the days of Abraham until our own times, this cave has been among the
most important Jewish shrines, and has always been a place of Jewish
pilgrimage. Toward the end of the Second Temple period, King Herod
built a magnificent edifice above the cave in the same architectural style
he used to renovate the Temple in Jerusalem. That building, which is
well preserved even todayj, is the only surviving building of the Herodian
period, because the Romans, who destroyed the Temple in Jerusalem,
conducted no hostilities in Hebron.

The Arabs who arrived in the seventh century built a mosque over
that Herodian building, but Crusaders later turned the building into a
Christian church. The Muslims then returned and removed all traces of
its church use. Finally, in 1967, the Jews reclaimed their dominion over
Hebron and Machpelah. Today it is half synagogue, half mosque.

That building above the Machpelah Cave is probably the oldest
building in the world (the Western world, at least). Besides that, it never
collapsed even under the ravages of time. The building continues to be
alive and active, and is still used for the original purpose for which it
was built.

We have also noted that the special significance of the Machpelah
Cave includes the fact that it is considered the tomb of Adam and Eve.
The Midrash says that the Cave of Machpelah is the gateway to the Gar-
den of Eden, through which Adam was “returned to the ground from
which [he] was taken” (3:19).

The meaning of this Midrash is that Jewish tradition, as symbolized
by the Cave of Machpelah, starts with Adam. That is, it has not only Jew-
ish national significance, but also universal significance, applicable to
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all of humanity. Judaism begins not only from Abraham and Sarah, but
from Adam and Eve.

For this reason, the tomb in which Adam and Eve are buried is the
right choice for Abraham. As he puts down roots in the Land of Israel,
Abraham chooses a location that is relevant to all of mankind, thereby
declaring that Jewish nationalism has a universal purpose.

25.9. EPHRON THE SON OF ZOHAR:
“ASH ON RADIANCE”

The man who owned the Machpelah Cave, and from whom Abraham
wanted to buy it, was Ephron the son of Zohar the Hittite. This cannot
have happened by mere happenstance. The venerable Machpelah Cave
would not have randomly come to be owned by just anyone.

Nor is it by chance that the Torah tells us the name of the cave’s own-
er, which also carries for us important information. The name “Ephron”
derives from the Hebrew word afar, “dust,” which is also phonetically
related to efer, “ash,” or something dark. But his father’s name, “Zohar”
(Hebrew Tzochar), on the contrary, denotes “brightness,” “whiteness,”
or “shining.” (Linguistically it is closely related to the words tzohorayim,

“(after)noon,” and zohar, “shining.”)

Thus, the name “Ephron son of Zohar” means “ash upon radiance”
or “darkness, child of light.” It describes a person coming from some
remarkable lineage, who had a brilliant beginning, and who, no doubt,
became the owner of the Machpelah Cave hardly by accident, for he is
the keeper of a vital universal tradition. This “son of radiance” is now
already “sullied with ashes,” for he has descended to the “dust.” Yet, he
still has all the hidden potential of light, although he might himself not
even be aware of it. Abraham, besides purchasing the Machpelah Cave
from Ephron, must also assume this potential from him.

Ephron sees no special virtues in the Machpelah Cave. Were he
aware of them, he would not be selling that Cave to Abraham. Although
he still has reverence for the wise, he no longer has his own wisdom and
understanding, for he is now just one of the simple folk. Such people
are weak in knowledge, but they still have natural human understand-
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ing and candor. We will soon see how Ephron is able to actualize these
characteristics.

25.10. PURCHASING THE FIELD,
AND ABRAHAM’S STATUS (23:10-11)
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[10] Ephron was present among the Hittites; so Ephron the
Hittite answered Abraham in the hearing of the Hittites, all
who entered the gate of his town, saying,

[11] “No, my lord, hear me: | give you the field and | give you
the cave that is in it; | give it to you in the presence of my
people. Bury your dead.”

[11] “No, my lord, hear me: I give you the field and I give you the cave
that is in it ¢ Ephron now obligates Abraham to yet other conditions for
the purchase: the cave is not for sale without its field.

Stressing his people’s legal conventions, Ephron says: “According to
standard regulations as we practice them here, one may not purchase a
burial site in isolation. We cannot allow the cave to pass to aliens who
will use it exclusively for graves. However, the land can be sold on such
terms that the buyer will live on it, and then he can also bury his dead
on the same land if he so chooses. Therefore, if you please, purchase not
only the cave, but the field as well.”

Thus, Ephron’s demand that Abraham purchase not only the cave
but also its surrounding land is a demand for Abraham to intensify his
connection with the place and to raise his status in Hebron. Ephron per-
suades Abraham: “If you want us to fully recognize your right to bury
your dead on our land, then you must not treat it as only a memorial site,
without your having any real connection to the land itself. Acquire the
field and work it, plant on it and harvest its yield. It is not even necessary
that you fully relocate yourself to here. But a part of your life and your
work — at least one of the fields that you own — should be here.”
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Abraham was originally a cattle herder and shepherd — nomadic oc-
cupations. But gradually the Jewish people must give up shepherding
and become farmers. Buying a field near Hebron was the first step in
that direction.

25.11. ABRAHAM BOWS TWICE
TO THE HITTITES (23:12)
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[12] Then Abraham bowed low before the people of the land,

Abraham bows again to the Hittites. If Abraham’s earlier bow can be
explained as a matter of simple etiquette, this second bow is clearly of a
different character. Moreover, if it were just a sign of politeness, it is un-
likely that the Torah would specifically tell us about it. The Torah does
not tell of every action, but only those of some value for all generations.
Of what significance, then, are these bowings of Abraham?

In Hebron, Abraham had planned to buy only a cave, as a memorial
site for the dead. However, now he is also buying a field, a place that
supports life. Ephron has taught him that memory alone is insufficient;
that without life in Hebron there will be no real memory either. Abra-
ham bows to the Hittites in gratitude to them for having taught him this
valuable lesson.

Abraham, “the elect of God” among the Hittites as they have called
him (verse 6), is neither too proud nor ashamed to actively acknowledge
that he has learned an important lesson from Ephron and the Hittites.

Prior to this conversation Abraham had been planning to return to
Beersheba after Sarah’s funeral, such that only the gravesite would re-
main in Hebron. But a center of Jewish life has now just been created in
Hebron. Abraham will live there henceforth, as will both Isaac and Jacob
after him.

Judaism would never claim that the Jews know everything there is to
know, that they have nothing to learn from others. Even Abraham, the
greatest of the Jewish Patriarchs, has something to learn from the Ca-
naanites, and feels no reason to be ashamed of that. Our chosenness for
transmitting the Divine light to the nations of the world in no way con-
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tradicts the reality that we can and must learn from others. Moreover, we
must express to them our gratitude for those lessons.

25.12. DRAWING UP THE CONTRACT (23:13-16)
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[13] and spoke to Ephron in the hearing of the people of the
land, saying, “If only you would hear me out! Let me pay the
price of the land; accept it from me, that | may bury my dead
there.”

[14] And Ephron replied to Abraham, saying to him,

[15] “My lord, do hear me! A piece of land worth four hundred
shekels of silver-what is that between you and me? Go and
bury your dead.”

[16] Abraham accepted Ephron’s terms. Abraham paid out
to Ephron the money that he had named in the hearing of
the Hittites—four hundred shekels of silver at the going mer-
chants’ rate.

[13] In the hearing of the people of the land ¢ A purchase transaction
of this kind is deemed legitimate only when made with public consent,
“in the hearing of the people of the land.”

Let me pay the price of the land; accept it from me ¢ Abraham
consents to Ephron’s proposal, and is prepared to buy the field, which
will also include rights of burial.

[15] A piece of land worth four hundred shekels of silver - what is
that between you and me? ¢ Four hundred silver shekels were then an
enormous sum. But in this case the Torah calls it insignificant, because
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burying Sarah in the Machpelah Cave will mean a new stage in the
formation of the Jewish nation.

[16] At the going merchants’ rate ¢ It was silver of the highest grade,
negotiable currency.
The Talmud has the following to say about the Machpelah story:
“This is one of three places concerning which the peoples of the world
cannot possibly tell Israel that they have wrongly appropriated foreign
property.” And that is because the Machpelah sale was not just a run-of-
the-mill, everyday transaction, but a major event in world history. Since
the entire Western world recognizes the biblical text as sacred, the To-
rah’s account of this purchase is a legal document testifying to the uni-
versal recognition of our ownership of the Machpelah territory.

25.13.“THE FIELD WITH ITS CAVE ... PASSED
TO ABRAHAM AS HIS POSSESSION” (23:17-20)
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[17] So Ephron’s land in Machpelah, near Mamre-the field

with its cave and all the trees anywhere within the confines
of that field-passed

[18] to Abraham as his possession, in the presence of the Hit-
tites, of all who entered the gate of his town.

[19]1 And then Abraham buried his wife Sarah in the cave of
the field of Machpelah, facing Mamre-now Hebron-in the
land of Canaan.

[20] Thus the field with its cave passed from the Hittites to
Abraham, as a burial site.
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[17] And all the trees anywhere within the confines of that field ¢ It is
now the agricultural aspect of Abraham’s acquisition that is emphasized.
A field and its trees require active care and cultivation. They cannot be
abandoned to their own fate, with the proprietor arriving to tend to
them only very occasionally. They are the essence of life itself, not just a
memorial to the once-living.

[19] Facing Mamre - now Hebron - in the land of Canaan ¢ Mamre
was one of Abraham’s political allies (14:13). Thus, this purchase
restores Abraham not only to Hebron, but also to the point of his political
responsibility, his political activity in the “Land of Canaan.” Later (24:3)
we see that Abraham did indeed live in the land of Canaan, and not in
the land of the Philistines.

[20] Thus the field with its cave passed ¢ Literally, “Thus the field and
its cave rose.” When the Jews take possession of the Land, it is elevated,
and it illuminates the world. But without the Jews, the Holy Land has no
light to bestow on humanity.



CHAPTER 26

THE MARRIAGE
OF ISAAC AND REBEKAH

26.1. THE COMMAND TO MARRY ISAAC
TO KINDRED FAMILY (24:1-4)
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[1] Abraham was now old, advanced in years, and the Lord
had blessed Abraham in all things.

[2] And Abraham said to the senior servant of his household,
who had charge of all that he owned, “Put your hand under
my thigh

[3] and | will make you swear by the Lord, the God of heaven
and the God of the earth, that you will not take a wife for
my son from the daughters of the Canaanites among whom
I dwell,

[4] but will go to the land of my birth and get a wife for my
son Isaac.”

[11 Abraham was now old ¢ That is, his activity had now ceased. Abraham
had received from God all that he could, and his era was about to end.



Portion Chayei Sarah. Ch. 26. The Marriage of Isaac and Rebekah 345

The last two stories about Abraham that now follow speak of his actions
toward his children. First Abraham finds a suitable wife for Isaac, and
then he sends the sons of Keturah “eastward toward the east.” The fact
that Abraham’s slave, having been charged by Abraham with the task of
finding a wife for Isaac, gives an account upon his return not to Abraham,
but directly to Isaac, testifies to Abraham’s retirement from affairs.

[2]1 And Abraham said to the senior servant ¢ Like everywhere else
in the entire Torah, a “slave/servant” refers to a patriarchal form of
“servitude,” in which the slave or servant is actually nothing less than a
subordinate, junior member of the family.

The senior servant of his household ¢ The Midrash identifies this
servant with Eliezer, whom the Torah introduced earlier using the same
words (15:2).

Put your hand under my thigh ¢ Although Abraham under normal
conditions fully trusts Eliezer, here he exacts from him an oath associated
with God’s Covenant of circumcision.

In that era circumcision was the only tangible “sacred object.” No
other act of holiness in the time of the Patriarchs left its lasting mark
on matter. In later times, however, the situation changed. For example,
after Solomon built the Temple on Mount Moriah, that mountain be-
came holy forever, and remained so even after the destruction of the
Temple, because its holiness had been “imprinted” there in the physical
material. The same applies, to cite another more familiar example, to a
Torah scroll. Even if it becomes damaged or corrupted and therefore un-
fit for reading, it nevertheless remains sacred, and must not be discarded.
Rather, it must be put into a genizah.

However, this form of holiness came into existence only after the
Exodus from Egypt and the giving of the Torah. In the days of the Pa-
triarchs it did not yet exist, for holiness made no physical imprint on
matter. For example, the story of the Akeidah did not turn Mount Moriah
into a “holy mountain.” It remained an ordinary place to be treated in
the usual way - to be plowed, sown, and the like. (Thus we see that be-
fore David undertook the building of the Temple, there was a barn with
a threshing floor on the Temple Mount. This was quite normal then, but
in later periods it would have been impossible.)
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Until the creation of the Jewish nation at Mount Sinai, holiness
would just come and go, leaving no permanent imprint on anything
material. Thus, the only object on which tangible holiness remained in
the days of the Patriarchs was circumcision, the sign of God’s Covenant
that was associated with bearing children. The essential mission of the
Patriarchs, however great they may have been, was to create posterity
to tread the path they had laid. The Covenant of the Patriarchs is the
covenant of posterity. The oath that Abraham imposes on Eliezer relates
specifically to this aspect.

[3]1 That you will not take a wife for my son from the daughters
of the Canaanites among whom I dwell ¢ We can infer from these
words that by the end of his life Abraham had left Beersheba, a region
of Philistia, and returned to Canaan, to Hebron. The Midrash adds
that the “Canaanites” referred to here are Aner, Eshkol and Mamre,
Abraham’s allies (14:3) — very respectable people with whom one could
enjoy friendship, maintain common business dealings, go together
into battle (15:24), and even learn from them important spiritual
lessons (23:12). And vyet, it is unacceptable for Isaac to marry one of
their daughters. Although they are good people, a nation cannot be
built through them.

[4] But will go to the land of my birth and get a wife for my son
Isaac ¢ In modern Hebrew, moladti means “my homeland”, but here it
means not so much a homeland as a kindred family. Abraham sends
his servant to Aram, the country he had left (although he continues to
call it “my homeland,” or, literally, “my land”). They are to go to the
city of Haran, where his relatives live, in order to find a wife for Isaac
among them. This is a victory of Sarah, who believed that the roots of
the Chosen People were necessarily to maintain in the ivrim (Hebrews)
ethnic community exclusively.

26.2. THE IMPORTANCE OF LIVING
IN THE HOLY LAND (24:5-9)
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[5] And the servant said to him, “What if the woman does not
consent to follow me to this land, shall | then take your son
back to the land from which you came?”

[6] Abraham answered him, “On no account must you take my
son back there!

[7] The Lord, the God of heaven, who took me from my fa-
ther’s house and from my native land, who promised me on
oath, saying, ‘l will assign this land to your offspring’-He will
send His angel before you, and you will get a wife for my son
from there.

[8] And if the woman does not consent to follow you, you
shall then be clear of this oath to me; but do not take my son
back there.”

[9] So the servant put his hand under the thigh of his master
Abraham and swore to him as bidden.

[51 What if the woman does not consent ¢ The manner in which
Eliezer responds to Abraham is perturbing. The word ulai, “what if”
or “perhaps,” is usually used in a positive sense, to indicate a desired
condition, rather than an undesired one. The Midrash therefore believes
that subconsciously Eliezer was actually hoping that the lady would not
consent and that his mission would fail, because Eliezer had plans of his
own for the marriage of Isaac.

[6] On no account must you take my son back there! (Literally,
“Beware, lest you take my son back there!”) Should any conflict arise
between finding a suitable marriage partner and living in the Land of
Israel, Abraham gives priority to living in the Holy Land. As Abraham’s
departure to the land of Canaan was a new stage in the religious
development of all mankind, there was no turning back.



348 Bible Dynamics. Book of Genesis

[8] But do not take my son back there ¢ The Hebrew here uses the word
rak, an intensified form of “only.” Thus, we can translate Abraham’s
words as, “Whatever you do, you must not take my son back there!”
The argument of returning for the sake of marriage is a temptation
from which one must be on guard. And so Abraham adds, “Beware!”
And then he further adds, “You must not take my son back there.”

We have noted earlier that the two branches of the Terah family had
different views on the proper path of development for the Jewish people.
Should that path be nationalistic or cosmopolitan? Marriage to a repre-
sentative of the “cosmopolitan branch” would increase the element of
universalism in the family — something very positive. But at the same
time the cosmopolitan line must not become the dominant one.

Abraham’s son must therefore not move to Haran, even if a com-
pletely “Jewish” environment exists there where monotheism is pro-
fessed. As good as living conditions abroad might be, proper develop-
ment is possible only in the Land of Israel.

[71 The Lord, the God of heaven ¢ When the Almighty sent Abraham
to Canaan, He was still only “the God of Heaven.” But (above, verse
24:3) as Abraham was exacting an oath from Eliezer, he referred to “the
Lord, the God of Heaven and the God of the earth.” Only as the result
of Abraham’s activity and subsequently that of the Jewish people, does
“the God of Heaven” also becomes “the God of the earth.”
It is relatively easy for a person to acknowledge that there is “God
in Heaven” who is in charge of spiritual matters, and that He defines
“salvation of the soul in the afterlife” and the like. But admitting God
into one’s earthly life is much more difficult. This is the task of Judaism.
For the Jewish people, this point is reflected also in the differences
between life in the Land of Israel and life in the Diaspora. In the Diaspo-
ra, the Lord is the God of Heaven, while on the earth an entirely different
set of principles is operative. One who lives there seeks to know God by
committing to exclusively spiritual pursuits that belong to the heavens”.
But in the Land of Israel everything is different. It is impossible to
approach God there without knowing Him as “God on earth.” This is
why the ideological conflict in Judaism today between “diaspora spir-
ituality” (which describes the contemporary haredim - the “ultra-or-
thodox” trend in Judaism) and “the spirituality of the Land of Israel”
(religious Zionism) is so acutely felt.
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26.3. THE WELL AS A PLACE
OF MATCHMAKING (24:10-11)
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[10] Then the servant took ten of his master’s camels and
set out, taking with him all the bounty of his master; and he
made his way to Aram-naharaim, to the city of Nahor.

[11] He made the camels kneel down by the well outside the
city, at evening time, the time when women come out to
draw water.

[11] By the well ¢ We repeatedly find in the Torah stories of first meetings
and matchmaking at the well. It was typically the young girls who
went out to fetch water, and this practice created one of the few public
situations where it was possible to meet them.

At evening time ¢ Eliezer finds himself at the well in the afternoon,
which is the time of Isaac, the man of gevurah. He is going to verify
(verification is an action connected with gevurah) the girl’s spiritual
qualities, asking her to show him exceptional kindness, which will
require of her a considerable expenditure of time and effort. Had this
happened in the morning, when people are full of energy, it would have
been less difficult for the girl to fulfill his request. But in the evening
when the day is ending, what he was asking of her was considerably
more difficult, and the assistance she would provide for Eliezer would be
commensurately much more noteworthy.

26.4. EVERYDAY STORIES
ABOUT THE PATRIARCHS’ SLAVES

The story of choosing a wife for Isaac is told in the Torah in great de-
tail. Four times it is told and retold - at first glance, the same thing over
and over again. First how Eliezer envisioned Isaac’s future bride, then
how Rebekah actually conducted herself, then Eliezer’s retelling to the
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girl’s relatives about what he had envisioned, and finally, yet again, his
recounting to them how Rebekah conducted herself.

We imagine it would have been possible instead to tell of Eliezer’s
plans just once, and then to refer back to them: “And so did it happen,”
or, “He told it all just that way”, or something similar (just as in verse 66,
for example: “The servant told Isaac all the things that he had done”).
The fourfold telling and retelling is especially puzzling when we consid-
er that many of the fundamental laws of the Torah are written only as
extremely terse instructions, often nothing more than an allusion. Thus,
there is a clear disproportionality here. But since these stories have been
given such a prominent place in the Torah, we understand that their
analysis and comparison must be very important.

The Talmud addresses this question directly, with the comment:

“The mundane stories of the Patriarchs’ servants are more precious to
God than even the details of the commandments given to their descen-
dants.”

The legislative Torah is at the level of Moses, and indeed, Moses was
the greatest of all Prophets. But the level of the Patriarchs was incom-
parably higher. At the level of Moses, there are commandments - obli-
gations in which the Divine light is concentrated. In the lives of the Pa-
triarchs, however, there were no specific commandments, and yet their
entire lives consisted of Revelation and the realization of Divinity. The
Book of Bereshit (Genesis), the Book of the Patriarchs, is therefore the
first and most fundamental book of the Torah, because it is the book of
God’s teachings.

Not only the conversations of the Patriarchs themselves, but even
those of their servants, carry that light to us.

26.5. ABOVE-NORMAL HESED (24:12-14)
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[12] And he said, “O Lord, God of my master Abraham, grant
me good fortune this day, and deal graciously with my mas-
ter Abraham:

[13] Here | stand by the spring as the daughters of the towns-
men come out to draw water;

[14] let the maiden to whom | say, ‘Please, lower your jar that
I may drink,” and who replies, ‘Drink, and | will also water
your camels’-let her be the one whom You have decreed for
Your servant Isaac. Thereby shall | know that You have dealt
graciously with my master.”

[12] And he said ¢ Eliezer had arrived at the “city of Nahor.” But instead
of asking directly where Nahor lives, he stakes a highly unusual venture.

[14] Let the maiden to whom I say, ‘Please, lower your jar that I may
drink,” and who replies, ‘Drink, and I will also water your camels’
¢ He wants to find a girl having a remarkably exceptional standard of
kindness, chesed — such that when he asks her for water to drink, she will
offer to water his camels as well.

Since Isaac is gevurah, his wife should be chesed, because all the
wives of the Patriarchs were their “opposites” in personal qualities, as if
counterbalancing them. (Sarah is gevurah to Abraham’s chesed; Rebekah
is chesed to Isaac’s gevurah.) A wife should be a man’s ezer kenegdo — “a
counterweight of assistance” (2:18). Chesed is therefore precisely that
criterion that guides Eliezer here. If a girl is prepared, even without be-
ing asked, to water a dozen camels, then her level of chesed is so great
that she can become a suitable wife for Isaac.

Even if the girl, in response to Eliezer’s request, will give water only
to him, she will thereby have already manifested chesed. She will surely
be in a hurry, because it is now evening, and it is reasonable that she
would say, “The well is right in front of you — help yourself, why are you
asking me?” (Moreover, as we will note below [verse 32] Eliezer was not
alone. The girl could simply have suggested that he ask his servants to
assist.)

But if her thinking runs something like this: “When a person
standing directly in front of a well asks others to give him water to
drink, we must assume that he is unable to draw water even for himself,
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let alone for his camels. Thus, his camels, too, are almost certainly not
watered; I should really water them as well” — then such thinking will
absolutely demonstrate an abundance of chesed on her part, way above
the norm.

26.6. REBEKAH’S CONDUCT
AT THE WELL (24:15-20)
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[15] He had scarcely finished speaking, when Rebekah, who

was born to Bethuel, the son of Milcah the wife of Abraham’s
brother Nahor, came out with her jar on her shoulder.

[16] The maiden was very beautiful, a virgin whom no man
had known. She went down to the spring, filled her jar, and
came up.

[17] The servant ran toward her and said, “Please, let me sip
a little water from your jar.”

[18] “Drink, my lord”, she said, and she quickly lowered her jar
upon her hand and let him drink.

[191 When she had let him drink his fill, she said, “I will also
draw for your camels, until they finish drinking.”

[20] Quickly emptying her jar into the trough, she ran back to
the well to draw, and she drew for all his camels.

[15] He had scarcely finished speaking, when Rebekah ... came out ¢
A question properly posed is already half answered. Because Eliezer has
expressed the problem so well, the solution is close at hand.



Portion Chayei Sarah. Ch. 26. The Marriage of Isaac and Rebekah 353

“Drink, my lord” ¢ Rebekah’s words alone do not coincide with Eliezer’s
original conception of what was to happen (24:14), but when taken
together with her actions, her words do in fact correspond to what he
expected. Once again this is meant to underscore that Eliezer’s plan was
not some kind of magical test requiring precise, literal fulfillment, but
only a check of Rebekah’s chesed. However, in Eliezer’s later retelling of
the same events to Rebekah’s relatives (verses 43-46), he describes the
events as if the girl had repeated his words exactly. Thus, Eliezer creates
for the relatives the impression of a “magical coincidence” as a basis for
seeking their consent to the marriage.

[16] She went down ... and came up. [17] The servant ran toward
her and said ¢ Eliezer does not ask Rebekah for water immediately, but
waits for her to move away from the well somewhat, and only then runs
up to her. Thus, he makes his test of her chesed that much more decisive.

[18] She quickly lowered her jar ... [191 When she had let him drink
his fill, she said, “I will also draw for your camels” ¢ Rebekah is
herself in a hurry, but she does not rush Eliezer. She does not tell him
from the outset, “Drink, and then I will also draw for your camels,”
which would have forced him to drink quickly. Rather, she waits until
he has completely finished drinking, and only then mentions watering
the animals. Thus, Rebekah goes even beyond what Eliezer had
envisioned.

If a person standing at a well asks to be given water, when by all ap-
pearances he can just take it himself, it is not unreasonable to conclude
that he must be engaging in some form of mockery. But no such thought
occurs to Rebekah. Rather, she reasons that he most probably has some
actual problem and needs her help. Such a level of chesed is rarely en-
countered in real life.

26.7. REBEKAH AND THE HOSPITALITY OF THE NAHOR
FAMILY (24:21-27)
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[21] The man, meanwhile, stood gazing at her, silently won-
dering whether the Lord had made his errand successful or
not.

[22] When the camels had finished drinking, the man took a
gold nose-ring weighing a half-shekel, and two gold bands
for her arms, ten shekels in weight.

[23] “Pray tell me,” he said, “whose daughter are you? Is there
room in your father’s house for us to spend the night?”

[24] She replied, “I am the daughter of Bethuel the son of
Milcah, whom she bore to Nahor.”

[25] And she went on, “There is plenty of straw and feed at
home, and also room to spend the night.”

[26] The man bowed low in homage to the Lord

[27] and said, “Blessed be the Lord, the God of my master
Abraham, who has not withheld His steadfast faithfulness
from my master. For | have been guided on my errand by the
Lord, to the house of my master’s kinsmen.”

[21] The man, meanwhile, stood gazing at her, silently wondering
whether the Lord had made his errand successful or not ¢ While
Rebekah waters the camels, Abraham’s servant stands astonished at the
goings on, but still remains silent. For although the girl’s behavior is
remarkable, he knows he has given Abraham his sworn oath to find a
wife for Isaac only from Abraham’s relatives.

[22] When the camels had finished drinking, the man took a gold
nose-ring ¢ After the camels had finished drinking, although the girl
did not ask for any compensation or reward, Eliezer gives her gifts.
Although this of course goes beyond the norms of ordinary day-to-
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day communication, there is also no formal matchmaking happening
here yet.

When, later, Eliezer retells this story to Rebekah’s relatives, he
changes events in places — as if he first asked her about the relationship,
and only then gave her gifts — because otherwise, Rebekah’s relatives
would not have made sense of his actions. They are not interested in any
degree of chesed. But they are very impressed by the coincidences.

[23] Whose daughter are you? Is there room in your father’s house
for us to spend the night? By asking whose daughter she is, and
whether they can spend the night, Eliezer is trying to determine whether
these are Abraham’s relatives, and how hospitable the girl’s family is.
That is, have they preserved Abraham’s traditions of hospitality, which
for him, as a manifestation of love for one’s fellow humans, are a core
religious principle?

[25] “There is plenty of straw and feed at home, and also room to
spend the night”. [26] The man bowed low in homage to the Lord
¢ Upon learning that Rebekah’s family has ample place for lodging, and
that they are always prepared to receive travelers (it is the accepted
custom of the family, and their house has been specially adapted for
this), Eliezer bows to the Lord in gratitude.

26.8. ELIEZER MEETS
REBEKAH’S FAMILY (24:28-33)
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[28] The maiden ran and told all this to her mother’s house-
hold.

[29]1 Now Rebekah had a brother whose name was Laban. La-
ban ran out to the man at the spring—

[30] when he saw the nose-ring and the bands on his sister’s
arms, and when he heard his sister Rebekah say, “Thus the
man spoke to me.” He went up to the man, who was still
standing beside the camels at the spring.

[31] “Come in, O blessed of the Lord,” he said, “why do you
remain outside, when | have made ready the house and a
place for the camels?”

[32] So the man entered the house, and the camels were un-
loaded. The camels were given straw and feed, and water
was brought to bathe his feet and the feet of the men with
him.

[33] But when food was set before him, he said, “I will not eat
until I have told my tale.” He said, “Speak, then.”

[30] When he saw the nose-ring and the bands on his sister’s
arms ¢ Here the Torah contrasts the selflessness of Rebekah’s actions
with the self-interest (by all appearances, at least) of Laban’s motives.
Nonetheless, the hospitality practiced by the entire Nahor family is also
emphasized.

[33] I will not eat until I have told my tale ¢ Now that Eliezer has
completed the first part of his assignment — finding a suitable woman for
Isaac — he must also carry out the next part, ensuring that her relatives
will give her hand in marriage. We will soon see how he accomplishes
that, by dramatizing his retelling of the events and altering the emphasis
in his story.

But in addition to negotiations with the family of the bride, the To-
rah here includes also a parallel subplot — the development of Eliezer
himself. The text alternately refers to him as “the slave,” “the man,” and
(here) “blessed of the Lord,” but these variations are not accidental. Ear-
lier we mentioned that in Eliezer’s words to Abraham at the beginning
of the story, “What if the girl does not consent to follow me ...” there
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was an indication that Eliezer actually had his own views on whom Isaac
should marry. Here he must surmount those previous attitudes.

26.9. CHANGES OF EMPHASIS IN ELIEZER’S RETELLING
OF HIS ASSIGNED TASK (24:34-38)
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[34] “ am Abraham’s servant,” he began.

[35] “The Lord has greatly blessed my master, and he has be-
come rich: He has given him sheep and cattle, silver and gold,
male and female slaves, camels and asses.

[36] And Sarah, my master’s wife, bore my master a son in
her old age, and he has assigned to him everything he owns.

[371 Now my master made me swear, saying, ‘You shall not
get a wife for my son from the daughters of the Canaanites
in whose land | dwell;

[38] but you shall go to my father’s house, to my kindred, and
get a wife for my son.”

The events as Eliezer retells them are somewhat different from how
they actually happened. Starting off with Abraham’s prominence and
wealth, and emphasizing that all of that will pass to Isaac, Eliezer fur-
ther shifts the emphases in his description of the task he was charged
to perform.

[38] But you shall go to my father’s house, to my kindred, and get
a wife for my son ¢ Abraham had instructed Eliezer to find a wife for
Isaac from Abraham’s kin. But when retelling the events, Eliezer says
that he was ordered to look for a girl from Abraham’s “father’s house.”
“Kin” is a broad concept, whereas “father’s house” is much more specific.
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Eliezer intentionally narrows the task set by Abraham, representing the
situation as even more of a miracle than it actually was. And Rebekah’s
relatives are indeed duly impressed.

26.10. ELIEZER’S PERSONAL ISSUES
WITH FINDING A WIFE FOR ISAAC (24:39)
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[39] And | said to my master, ‘What if the woman does not
follow me?’

[391 What if the woman does not follow me? We have already
mentioned that Eliezer’s use of the word ulai, “what if,” here and also
above (verse 5), seems strange, because that word usually indicates
a condition that the speaker actually does want to occur. Was Eliezer
actually hoping that his mission would fail? The Midrash believes that
that was indeed the case, as we shall very soon explain.

At the same time, the Midrash notes that here the word ulai is writ-
ten with the letter vav omitted. This is also unusual, but has the effect
that the word can also be read as elai, “to me.” (In Eliezer’s original con-
versation with Abraham above (verse 5), the word is written the usual
way, in full, including the letter vav.)

So, what is this all about? It seems that Eliezer himself had a daugh-
ter, and he had therefore for a long time been hoping that Isaac would
marry her. The “what if” that escaped from Eliezer’s mouth was a (pos-
sibly only subconscious) expression of his hope that his current mission
would fail, in order that his daughter could marry Isaac. In the process
of completing the mission Eliezer had to overcome his misguided hope.
And he does in fact change his approach, as indicated by his replacing
the original, conventional “what if” with the unusual “what if” that he
uses here.

26.11. ELIEZER’S “CURSEDNESS”

Here is how the Midrash describes the situation. Having received
the assignment to go to Haran, Eliezer remarks candidly to Abraham:
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“Well, you know, I myself have a daughter. Why not have Isaac marry
her?” Abraham answers Eliezer with what seems at first glance a highly
incomprehensible statement: “No, it is not possible for Isaac to marry
your daughter. Because my son is blessed, and you are cursed.”

Doesn’t Abraham’s reply to Eliezer seem far too harsh? After all,
Eliezer is a righteous individual who “had charge of all that Abraham
owned” (24:2), which the Midrash understands to refer not only to Abra-
ham’s property, but also to Eliezer’s responsibility for instructing Abra-
ham’s servant-disciples. The Midrash adds that Eliezer was Abraham’s
best student, “drawing living waters” from his master Abraham, and us-
ing them to water yet other disciples. Eliezer had even been considered
a potential heir to Abraham (15:2-3). How, then, could Abraham utter
such harsh words to such a beloved disciple?

We must take into account, however, that these words are not those
of the Torah text itself, but of the Midrash, and thus should be under-
stood not literally, but only as the expression of an important idea that
the authors of the Midrash wish to convey.

The concept of berachah, “blessing,” means increasing, expanding,
and advancing. The classic Jewish formula for reciting blessings to God,
which begins, “Blessed are You, o Lord, our God,” means that through
our efforts, Divine holiness increases and spreads throughout the world.
Accordingly, a “curse” (the antithesis of blessing) means the cessation
and impossibility of self-advancement, the mere mechanical repetition
of something heard earlier. If you can only repeat after your teacher,
but do not generate anything new, that is a curse. But one who is truly
blessed can reveal in the world something new that was not previously
recognized.

Eliezer is a wonderful person, full of love of God and of Abraham, but
he is “cursed” in the sense that he can only repeat after his teacher. And
so Abraham says to him: “My son must advance further, by discovering
new phenomena in the world. Your daughter would provide no opportu-
nity for such advancement.”

Eliezer’s daughter is not appropriate for Isaac, not because she is bad
as a person, but because she cannot help him advance. She will listen to
him with admiration and repeat his words, but she cannot be his “coun-
terweight,” because although her father is a disciple of Abraham, she
herself is unable to advance. She can comprehend what she has heard,
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and perhaps even “take charge over the house,” by educating younger
students in the essentials of Divine teachings. But she lacks the poten-
tial for independent development. Such is Eliezer’s daughter.

In order for a wife to be a “counterweight helper” (2:18) to her hus-
band, she must be at his level, and in some ways even surpass him. Abra-
ham therefore wants Isaac to marry a woman who is capable of being spir-
itually independent, and who can bring him blessings and advancement.

26.12. ELIEZER’S CORRECTION

And so the Midrash puts into Abraham’s mouth the statement that
Eliezer is cursed. But at the same time, as we’ve just noted (verse 31),
Laban calls Eliezer “blessed of the Lord,” which is, of course, not by mere
happenstance.

In the course of fulfilling his mission, Eliezer changed. He performed
not only what Abraham had instructed him; rather, he began to formu-
late on his own methods of choosing a bride and of persuading her rel-
atives. Having received a harsh refusal from Abraham, Eliezer was able
to part with his cherished dream of marrying his daughter to Isaac. But
at the same time he also became more resourceful in accomplishing his
mission. He puts his own understanding into the mission, revealing his
desire for it to succeed. Thus, he enhances his assignment with that new
understanding, and through this he acquires blessings and sheds the

“curse.”

Every human being has been created in the image and likeness of
God (1:26-27). Becoming like the Creator by acquiring His characteris-
tics is the most important element of our advancement. Since God is
first and foremost the Creator — “In the beginning God created the heav-
en and the earth” (1:1) — independent creativity is the most important
aspect of human likeness to God. By demonstrating a creative attitude
toward his mission, Eliezer has found his blessing.

Throughout the story the Torah refers to Eliezer alternately as eved,
“servant” (or “slave”), and as ish, “man,” which denotes a significant, au-
tonomous individual. This variation in how the Torah refers to Eliezer
is meant to tell us that at times Eliezer behaves as only an implementer
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of Abraham’s instructions, but at other times he acts as an autonomous
individual in his own right.

26.13. ELIEZER’S METHODS
OF PERSUADING REBEKAH’S FAMILY (24:40-61)
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[40] He replied to me, ‘The Lord, whose ways | have followed,
will send His angel with you and make your errand success-
ful; and you will get a wife for my son from my kindred, from
my father’s house.

[41] Thus only shall you be freed from adjuration: if, when you
come to my kindred, they refuse you - only then shall you be
freed from my adjuration.’

[42] “I came today to the spring, and | said: O Lord, God of my
master Abraham, if You would indeed grant success to the
errand on which | am engaged!

[43] As | stand by the spring of water, let the young woman
who comes out to draw and to whom | say, ‘Please, let me
drink a little water from your jar,

[44] and who answers, ‘You may drink, and | will also draw for
your camels’—Llet her be the wife whom the Lord has decreed
for my master’s son.’

[45] | had scarcely finished praying in my heart, when Re-
bekah came out with her jar on her shoulder, and went down
to the spring and drew. And | said to her, ‘Please give me a
drink.

[46] She quickly lowered her jar and said, ‘Drink, and | will
also water your camels.’ So | drank, and she also watered
the camels.

[47] | inquired of her, ‘Whose daughter are you?’ And she said,

‘The daughter of Bethuel, son of Nahor, whom Milcah bore
to him.” And | put the ring on her nose and the bands on her
arms.

[48] Then | bowed low in homage to the Lord and blessed
the Lord, the God of my master Abraham, who led me on the
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right way to get the daughter of my master’s brother for his
son.

[49] And now, if you mean to treat my master with true kind-
ness, tell me; and if not, tell me also, that | may turn right
or left.”

[50] Then Laban and Bethuel answered, “The matter was de-
creed by the Lord; we cannot speak to you bad or good.

[51] Here is Rebekah before you; take her and go, and let her
be a wife to your master’s son, as the Lord has spoken.”

[52]1 When Abraham’s servant heard their words, he bowed
low to the ground before the Lord.

[53] The servant brought out objects of silver and gold, and
garments, and gave them to Rebekah; and he gave presents
to her brother and her mother.

[54] Then he and the men with him ate and drank, and they
spent the night. When they arose next morning, he said,
“Give me leave to go to my master.”

[551 But her brother and her mother said, “Let the maiden
remain with us some ten days; then you may go.”

[56] He said to them, “Do not delay me, now that the Lord has
made my errand successful. Give me leave that | may go to
my master”.

[57]1 And they said, “Let us call the girl and ask for her reply.”

[58] They called Rebekah and said to her, “Will you go with
this man?” And she said, “I will.”

[59] So they sent off their sister Rebekah and her nurse along
with Abraham’s servant and his men.

[60] And they blessed Rebekah and said to her,
“O sister!

May you grow

Into thousands of myriads;

May your offspring seize

The gates of their foes.”

363
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[61] Then Rebekah and her maids arose, mounted the cam-
els, and followed the man. So the servant took Rebekah and
went his way.

[40] The Lord, whose ways I have followed, will send His angel with
you ¢ Eliezer mentions the angel, and also his own possible release from
the oath, in terms somewhat different from those that Abraham had
actually used. Abraham merely said, “you will get a wife for my son from
there” (24:7), but Eliezer adds that the angel will lead him specifically to
Abraham’s family.

[41] If ... they refuse you - only then shall you be freed from my
adjuration ¢ Abraham expressed it differently: “And if the woman does
not consent to follow you, you shall then be clear of this oath to me”
(24:8). By changing the wording, Eliezer shifts the responsibility for the
decision to Rebekah’s family — her father and her brother.

[43] As I stand by the spring of water, let the young woman who
comes out to draw ... [45] I had scarcely finished praying in my
heart, when Rebekah came out ¢ Eliezer presents the story as an act
of magic, as if to say, “I simply stated what I wished to happen, and it
literally happened exactly that way, which obviously means that a Higher
Power has interceded on my behalf. So you’d better not even think of
interfering with the Divine will.”

[47] And she said, ‘The daughter of Bethuel, son of Nahor, whom
Milcah bore to him.” And I put the ring on her nose ¢ By changing
the order of events in his retelling (saying that he first asked Rebekah
whose daughter she was, and only then gave her presents), Eliezer
creates the impression that her family is exactly what he was looking
for, and the accuracy with which the girl fulfilled his plans demonstrates
Divine predestination. Rebekah’s display of chesed is deemphasized in
his telling of the story.

[49] And if not, tell me also, that I may turn right or left ¢ For success
in the negotiations, it is important for Eliezer to mention that other
options also exist.

Right or left ¢ That is, to other relatives of Abraham. Once Eliezer puts
it this way, Laban and Bethuel agree to give Rebekah in marriage.
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We note several other points in which the retelling by Eliezer differs
from the task that Abraham originally assigned to him.

In his conversation with Bethuel and Laban, Eliezer always em-
phasizes the universal element, avoiding any mention of the Land of
Israel, and omitting Abraham’s words, “I will assign this land to your
offspring” (24:7). Such an orientation to the Holy Land would only be
alien to them.

Abraham said to Eliezer: “The Lord, the God of Heaven, who took me
from my father’s house” (24:7). But Eliezer conveys Abraham’s words to
Bethuel and Laban differently: “The Lord, whose ways I have followed,
will send His angel with you and make your errand successful” (24:40).
Here the idea of chosenness is elided. Having a relationship with God
is presented as a reward for good behavior: Because Abraham behaved
properly, God sent an angel to help choose a wife for his son. This level
of thinking is accessible and comprehensible to Bethuel and Laban, who
are Hebrews by origin, but deeply assimilated. The ideas of chosenness
and mission are alien to them.

[51] And let her be a wife to your master’s son, as the Lord has
spoken ¢ Eliezer h a d now achieved his goal. Rebekah’s relatives
recognized that a miracle sent from Above had occurred, and that this
was not their choice to make.

[55] But her brother and her mother said, “Let the maiden remain
with us some ten days; then you may go” ¢ The family’s consent had
just been received - or so it seemed — but first thing the next morning,
there is already a problem. With yesterday’s enthusiasm now quickly
dissipating, Rebekah’s relatives begin to have misgivings about whether
or not to let their daughter go.

[56] Do not delay me, now that the Lord has made my errand
successful ¢ Eliezer understands that postponing a decision is the first
step to its reversal, and that in dealing with such people it is of utmost
importance to strike while the iron is hot. Once again he emphasizes
the Divine will and insists on immediate execution of the agreements
already concluded. Rebekah’s family has no way out but to summon and
ask Rebekah herself, and once they have heard her consent to depart,
they must come to terms with it.
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[58] They called Rebekah and said to her, “Will you go with this
man?” And she said, “I will” ¢ It turns out that Rebekah is not only
a person of chesed; she possesses gevurah as well, and can insist that
decisions already made must be carried out. Later, too, as Isaac’s wife,
she realizes the very same synthesis: “Hesed within gevurah.”

26.14. THE PROHIBITION OF PARENTS USING COERCION
IN THE MATTER OF A CHILD’S MARRIAGE

Jewish tradition also concludes from this story that it is forbidden to
marry off one’s children without their consent. Regardless of the opin-
ions of her relatives, only Rebekah’s wishes were decisive.

Respecting one’s parents and their wishes is of course a principle of
the highest importance in Judaism, but in matters of marriage it takes
on only secondary importance at best. If the children in a proposed mar-
riage do not themselves agree with their parents’ opinions about the
appropriateness of the match, they have full rights under Jewish reli-
gious law to insist on their point of view, and the parents have no right
to force them.

There are situations in modern literature where a father forces his
daughter to marry a stranger. Although she implores her father for relief,
it is to no avail, and the marriage must proceed. But in Jewish society
this could never happen.

A classic example is the Talmudic story of Rabbi Akiva. Akiva in his
youth was an ignorant shepherd, working for one of the wealthiest in-
habitants of Jerusalem, whose daughter, Rachel, he wanted to marry.
Although Rachel’s wealthy and influential father, being categorically
against such a marriage, deprived his daughter of her inheritance, the
girl did not need to beg him for mercy to allow her to marry Akiva — she
simply left home and married him without further ado. Such behavior is
explicitly sanctioned by Jewish religious law.

(The Talmud then goes on to relate how Rachel, after selling her lux-
urious hair to a wigmaker in order to have funds to live on, sends her
husband away to study. In a few short years the simple “Akiva the shep-
herd” becomes Rabbi Akiva, arguably the greatest of all Talmudic sages.
But that is a story for another time.)
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26.15. ISAAC IN GOD’S FIELD (24:62-63)

R¥M 30 13337 PIRI WP R RT 02 K3 KiAD R DY a0
SO D903 NI R PPY RPN 39 Nish nTwa MY pny

[62] Isaac had just come back from the vicinity of Beer-lahai-
roi, for he was settled in the region of the Negeb.

[63] And Isaac went out walking in the field toward evening
and, looking up, he saw camels approaching.

[62] Isaac had just come back from the vicinity of Beer-lahai-roi ¢
This is the place to which Hagar fled after Abraham sent her and Ishmael
away at Sarah’s insistence (16:14).Itis on the edge of the desert,and Isaac
is now returning from there. The harshness of the desert corresponds to
Isaac’s soul.

For he was settled in the region of the Negeb ¢ Isaac, although not
yet married, lives apart from Abraham. Perhaps a certain estrangement
occurred in their relationship after Sarah’s death.

[63]1 And Isaac went out walking in the field ¢ The field was for Isaac a
place of work, both material and spiritual, and a meeting place with God
(“And Isaac sowed in that land, and that year received a hundredfold: the
Lord blessed him” (26:12)).

Toward evening ¢ This is the time of gevurah.

Abraham, Isaac and Jacob each have a different approach to the
place for communing with God. Abraham meets God on the mountain
(“On the mount of the Lord there is vision” (22:14)). For Isaac, the
meeting place, as we see here, is just a field. And Jacob defines the
place of meeting with God as a “house” (Bethel, “The House of God,”
28:17-19) .

Abraham is a mountain towering over the world. Jacob, through his
dialogue with God, will build the House of Israel. But Isaac maintains a
consistently low profile. Any kind of prominence is alien to him, and he
downplays his own virtues. The symbol of his communion with God is
therefore just a field. It should be noted as well that Isaac is the only one
of the Patriarchs who pursued farming and agriculture. (Abraham and
Jacob were engaged only in cattle breeding and shepherding.)
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26.16. REBEKAH MEETS ISAAC (24:64-67)
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[64] Raising her eyes, Rebekah saw Isaac. She alighted from
the camel

[65] and said to the servant, “Who is that man walking in the
field toward us?” And the servant said, “That is my master.”
So she took her veil and covered herself.

[66] The servant told Isaac all the things that he had done.

[67] Isaac then brought her into the tent of his mother Sarah,
and he took Rebekah as his wife. Isaac loved her, and thus
found comfort after his mother’s death.

[64] Raising her eyes, Rebekah saw Isaac. She alighted from the
camel: Rebekah’s behavior can be understood as simple modesty. But
literally translated the text means, “She fell off the camel.” The sense
is not simply that she dismounted, but that she was stunned, or disap-
peared from view.

We have already mentioned that after the story of the Akeidah, Isaac
lacked a soul at the nefesh level, that is, a soul at the level of an ordinary
person (or animal). Isaac possessed only the highest level of soul, ne-
shamah, because Isaac had already attained the level of belonging to the
World to Come.

Although all this did not prevent Isaac from becoming a successful
farmer, everyday communication with him was nonetheless quite diffi-
cult. Rebekah, upon seeing Isaac for the first time, was stunned that she
was about to marry an angel, and she therefore “fell off the camel.”

A significant problem in the relationship of Isaac and Rebekah was
the absence of contact — that is, communication — between them, unlike,
for example, Abraham’s relationship with Sarah, or Jacob’s with Rachel
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and Leah. There are many conversations in the Torah between Abraham
and Sarah, and between Jacob and his wives, but there are almost no
conversations between Isaac and Rebekah. As just one example, perhaps
it was for this reason that Rebekah could not convey her thoughts to
Isaac concerning which of their two sons Jacob and Esau should receive
Isaac’s final blessing. Rebekah was therefore forced to resort to decep-
tion, which only caused further conflict in the family.

[67] Isaac then brought her into the tent of his mother Sarah ...
and Isaac found comfort after his mother’s death ¢ By very briefly
alluding to Isaac’s mental crisis after Sarah’s death, this verse connects
the present story with the beginning of the Chayei Sarah portion, where
the Torah had nothing at all to say about that crisis. Isaac’s parental
home was Sarah’s home, not Abraham’s. Sarah (gevurah), was much
closer to Isaac than Abraham (chesed) was. Thus, only by marrying
Rebekah, “Isaac found comfort after his mother’s death.”

It is even possible that Abraham intentionally commissioned his
servant Eliezer to conduct the search for a wife for Isaac, because he
felt that that search would be better executed by his agent, rather than
conducting that search himself.

Therefore, upon Eliezer’s return with Isaac’s bride after executing
that mission, he goes not to Abraham, but directly to Isaac. Moreover,
that fact is an indication that there has been a transition of command
from one generation to the next. The Torah informs us that Abraham
gave birth to Isaac at the age of one hundred (21:5), that Isaac married
Rebekah at the age of forty (25:20), and that Abraham died at the age
of one hundred seventy-five (25:7). Thus, after Isaac’s marriage Abra-
ham continued to live another thirty-five years — a long time, relatively
speaking. But from the moment of Isaac’s marriage, the leadership pass-
es to him.

26.17.1ISAAC’S “LACK OF INITIATIVE”
AS THE ATTRIBUTE OF GEVURAH

The fact that Abraham is chesed and Isaac is gevurah is also the rea-
son that Abraham has been a leader all his life, while Isaac has been led.
Abraham is proactive. He takes initiative to build the world around him.



370 Bible Dynamics. Book of Genesis

But Isaac is a reactive — he waits until he has observed in which direction
a situation will develop, and only then he reacts to it.

Chesed seeks to spread out and it therefore actively advances - it is
proactive, while gevurah wants to maintain the status quo, and only re-
acts to what already exists — it is reactive. Abraham all his life has taken
the initiative to move to new places, but Isaac constantly retreats, mov-
ing only when compelled by external circumstances. He does not even
marry on his own - his father and his father’s servant choose his wife for
him. Later he retreats from the Philistines; his wife imposes on him her
view of which of their sons he is to to bless; and so on.

This quality of Isaac — “submission to life’s circumstances” — is the
most important property of gevurah. Gevurah can only react to what has
already happened (judgment, the attribute of the court, can only oper-
ate in this mode), whereas chesed, mercy, takes initiative to remake the
world.



CHAPTER 27
ABRAHAM’S OTHER CHILDREN

27.1. KETURAH
AND HER CHILDREN (25:1-4)
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[1] Abraham took another wife, whose name was Keturah.

[2] She bore him Zimran, Jokshan, Medan, Midian, Ishbak,
and Shuah.

[3] Jokshan begot Sheba and Dedan. The descendants of
Dedan were the Asshurim, the Letushim, and the Leummim.

[4] The descendants of Midian were Ephah, Epher, Enoch, Abi-
da, and Eldaah. All these were descendants of Keturah.

[11 Abraham took another wife, whose name was Keturah ¢ After the
story of Isaac’s marriage, when it seems that Abraham’s life is nearing its
end, suddenly we read that Abraham is taking a new wife named Keturah,
who will bear him many more children.

Jewish tradition states as a general principle that “there is no earlier
or later in the Torah” —the order of events as presented in the Torah can-
not be assumed to correspond to the chronological sequence of those
events as they actually occurred. We therefore cannot discount the real
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possibility that Abraham’s marriage to Keturah occurred before, not af-
ter, the events of Isaac’s marriage. If such is the case, then the reason
that the Torah mentions Abraham’s marriage to Keturah only now is
that, the story of Keturah logically relates to the conclusion of Abra-
ham’s life.

The Midrash believes that Keturah is Hagar, who, after being ex-
pelled from Abraham’s house remained unmarried while she waited for
Abraham to call her back. And eventually Abraham did exactly that. But
why, after all the problems and unpleasantness Abraham had experi-
enced with Hagar, did he marry her again? The answer is that a change
of name indicates a change in one’s essence. Since Hagar is now called
Keturah, she is no longer Hagar, as she was before.

The Midrash derives the name “Keturah” from ketoret, “incense,
which has a unique ability to soar, rise, and cleanse. After Hagar had
experienced such ennobling advances in her character, Abraham could
marry her again.

Of course, Hagar cannot catch up with Sarah even after this correc-
tion, nor do Abraham’s children from Keturah inherit with Isaac. How-
ever, she is a worthy and especially close and important person for Abra-
ham.

Hagar’s return in the form of Keturah means that even after she
had left Abraham, she nonetheless resolved not to abandon his heri-
tage. Thus, she remained faithful to Abraham not only in the physical
sense (which, we note in passing, was also essential in this case, since a
woman who marries another man after divorce may no longer return to
her previous husband), but, above all, by remaining loyal to Abraham’s
teachings. Hagar demonstrated that those teachings were meaningful
and precious to her in a personal way, irrespective of marriage. And as
Ishmael’s roots are in Hagar, her return also made Ishmael’s repentance
possible, as we shall see below.

We note too that Midian, the son of Abraham and Keturah, will lat-
er appear in the book of Exodus (2:15 ff.), when Moses flees Egypt for
Midian and marries Zipporah, daughter of Jethro, the priest of Midian.
Jethro himself also plays a significant role in the development of the
Jewish people (Exod. 18; Num. 10). This shows that some elements of
spirituality in Abraham’s other descendants were likewise important for
the further development of the Jewish people.

»
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27.2 PASSING ON THE HERITAGE TO ISAAC (25: 5-6)
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[5] Abraham willed all that he owned to Isaac;

[6] but to Abraham’s sons by concubines Abraham gave gifts
while he was still living, and he sent them away from his son
Isaac eastward, to the land of the East.

[5] Abraham willed all that he owned to Isaac ¢ This refers primarily
to the rights to the Land of Israel, which was “all that he owned,”
because without it the realization of Abraham’s mission would have
been impossible.

[6] But to Abraham’s sons by concubines ¢ “Concubines” are mentioned
here in the plural. According to the simple meaning of the text, Keturah
and Hagar are actually two distinct persons (which of course does not
negate the validity of the Midrash we cited above). In any case, this is
not about Ishmael, who did not go to the East (see verse 9), but only
about the children of Keturah enumerated in this passage.

Abraham gave gifts ¢ According to the Midrash, these “gifts” were
methods for communicating with spirits. For Jews, this is “unclean
knowledge” (which is therefore prohibited to them), but no such ban
applies to non-Jews.

And he sent them away from his son Isaac eastward, to the land
of the East ¢ Abraham understood that only Isaac was his true heir,
and that all his other sons had to be sent away, receiving no share in
his inheritance. Once again this is Sarah’s spiritual strength at work.
Jewish tradition has emphasized this point by naming this entire weekly
portion Chayei Sarah.

27.3. THE FULLNESS OF THE REALIZATION OF ABRAHAM

The fact that Keturah bore more children to Abraham in his old age
is significant, because it means that, in addition to the Jewish heritage
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that he created, Abraham also had a great deal of other spiritual content
that he accumulated in his lifetime. Abraham bequeathed to Isaac the
most essential things: the Covenant with God, and the Land of Israel.
But Abraham had something else too: mystical knowledge - the ability
to communicate with spirits (oriental meditative practices).

Such knowledge is of no use to Jews, and it may may even interfere
with their fulfillment of the Jewish mission to transfer monotheism to
humanity. It is therefore in many respects prohibited. But other nations
are not restricted this way, and for them the ability to communicate with

“spirits” can be positive. Abraham does not want to see this spiritual
knowledge lost. He wants to bequeath it to humanity, and he therefore
transfers that knowledge to the sons of Keturah. (Perhaps it was for this
very purpose that he decided to have children from Keturah.) Abraham
then sends Keturah’s sons to the East.

In other words, the totality of Abraham’s self-realization is much
broader than which he has accomplished through Isaac. God charged
Abraham with the creation of the Jewish people, because without that
rigid framework, Abraham’s central purpose could not have been real-
ized. But it was important that Abraham, as a person of great versatility,
would realize not only his primary potential, but his secondary aspects
as well. He is therefore the spiritual father of all mankind, and not only
the Patriarch of the Jewish people. The children that Abraham bore from
Keturah, as they spread eastward, remain Abraham’s descendants, and
carry with them important elements of his heritage.

It is possible that just this completeness of goal realization is what
is referred to immediately below (verse 8) when the Torah says of Abra-
ham that he died “old and contented.” In other words, besides realizing
the tasks that God had required of him, Abraham realized also what he
himself wanted to accomplish.

27.4. ABRAHAM’S DEATH AND BURIAL (25:7-11)
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[7] This was the total span of Abraham’s life: one hundred
and seventy-five years.

[8]1 And Abraham breathed his last, dying at a good ripe age,
old and contented; and he was gathered to his kin.

[9] His sons Isaac and Ishmael buried him in the cave of Mach-
pelah, in the field of Ephron son of Zohar the Hittite, facing
Mamre,

[10] the field that Abraham had bought from the Hittites;
there Abraham was buried, and Sarah his wife.

[11] After the death of Abraham, God blessed his son Isaac .
And Isaac settled near Beer-lahai-roi.

[8] Old and contented ¢ With a sense of having completely realized his
mission.

[9] His sons Isaac and Ishmael buried him ¢ The order of Abraham’s
sons’ participation in his burial shows that Ishmael understood that
he was subordinate to Isaac. Having acknowledged the correct family
hierarchy, he can now take up his worthy position within it.

Isaac settled near Beer-lahai-roi ¢ Since the Torah closely associates
Beer-lahai-roi with Hagar and Ishmael (16:14), the Midrash believes
that Isaac, having decided that Abraham should not be alone after
Sarah’s death, tried to return Hagar to him. Isaac had followed her to
Beer-lahai-roi, and was therefore returning from there when he was
met by Eliezer with Rebekah (24:63).

Isaac, being gevurah, justice, gives no thought to his mother’s ear-
lier conflicts with Hagar, nor to his own past conflicts with Ishmael. He
believes that it would be proper for Abraham to marry, and he therefore
leads Hagar back to his father. Perhaps it was this act that served to
improve Isaac’s relationship with Ishmael, and led to Ishmael’s recog-
nition of his primacy.
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[71 This was the total span of Abraham’s life: one hundred and
seventy-five years. [8] And Abraham breathed his last, dying at a
good ripe age ¢ The Midrash emphasizes the influence that Abraham’s
death had even on his grandchildren, Isaac’s sons Jacob and Esau. When
Isaac was born, Abraham was one-hundred years old, and when Jacob
and Esau were born, Isaac was sixty years old. Thus, by the time Abraham
died, Jacob and Esau were already fifteen years old (175 - 100 - 60 =
15). In other words, Abraham lived long enough to influence even his
grandsons Jacob and Esau, but only in their early youth.

When the Torah says that Abraham died “at a good ripe age, old and
contented,” the Midrash understands these words to mean that Esau
became corrupted only at fifteen years of age, after the death of Abra-
ham, who therefore did not witness it. Moreover, the Midrash believes
that it was Abraham’s death itself that caused Esau to veer from the
proper path, because Esau lost faith in the justice of a world in which
such great saints die. Faith that is too naive, when confronted with ev-
ery aspect of life, and is still unable to find answers to life’s most com-
plex questions, can lead a person to nonbelief. We must therefore never
glorify or admire naive faith.

[11] After the death of Abraham, God blessed his son Isaac ¢ The
fullness of Abraham’s life is realized only when Isaac continues his
father’s work of creating the Jewish people.

27.5.ISHMAEL'S DESCENDANTS (25:12-18)
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[12] This is the line of Ishmael, Abraham’s son, whom Hagar
the Egyptian, Sarah’s slave, bore to Abraham.

[13] These are the names of the sons of Ishmael, by their
names, in the order of their birth: Nebaioth, the first-born of
Ishmael, Kedar, Adbeel, Mibsam,

[14] Mishma, Dumah, Massa,
[15] Hadad, Tema, Jetur, Naphish, and Kedmah.

[16] These are the sons of Ishmael and these are their names
by their villages and by their encampments: twelve chief-
tains of as many tribes.—

[17] These were the years of the life of Ishmael: one hundred
and thirty-seven years; then he breathed his last Abraham’s
son, whom Hagar the Egyptian, Sarah’s slave, bore to Abra-
ham.and died, and was gathered to his kin.—

[18] They dwelt from Havilah, by Shur, which is close to Egypt,
all the way to Asshur; they camped alongside all their kins-
men.

[12] This is the line of Ishmael ¢ Before going on to the detailed account
of Isaac’s family, the Torah briefly enumerates the lineage of Ishmael’s
descendants. The Torah often adopts this scheme — before moving on to
the main line, the side line is briefly discussed; first a brief coverage of
Ishmael, followed by much detail about Isaac, or first briefly about the
descendants of Esau, and then in detail about Jacob.

Abraham’s son, whom Hagar the Egyptian, Sarah’s slave, bore to
Abraham ¢ Once again, the hierarchy of relationships is emphasized.
In the end, Ishmael too is Abraham’s son, and he carries his father’s
potential.

[16] These are the sons of Ishmael and these are their names by
their villages and by their encampments ¢ twelve chieftains of as
many tribes ¢ That is, they are not just a nomadic tribe, but an organized
system, carriers of a particular culture.

[17] These were the years of the life of Ishmael ¢ one hundred and
thirty-seven years; then he breathed his last ... and was gathered to his
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kin: The Midrash notes that the words describing Ishmael’s death are
very similar to the Torah’s description a little earlier of Abraham’s death.
The Midrash understands from this that Ishmael died a righteous man.

[18] They dwelt from Havilah, by Shur, which is close to Egypt, all
the way to Asshur; they camped alongside all their kinsmen ¢ The
Divine promise that the descendants of Ishmael would become a very
numerous people came true. Because of Abraham’s care and concern for
Hagar’s son, the blessing of innumerable descendants went to Ishmael
rather than to Isaac.
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