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SSHHAALLOOMM  HHAARRTTMMAANN  IINNSSTTIITTUUTTEE  

 

TThhee  FFiirrsstt  JJeeww  ––  

AA  JJoouurrnneeyy  BBeegguunn  wwiitthh  aa  FFaatteeffuull  CChhooiiccee  

((GGeenneessiiss  1122  aanndd  1188))  
 

WWiillll  tthhee  ““RReeaall””  AAvvrraahhaamm  PPlleeaassee  SSttaanndd  UUpp??  

WWiillll  mmyy  ““IIddeeaall””  AAvvrraahhaamm  PPlleeaassee  SSttaanndd  UUpp??  

    

BByy  NNooaamm  ZZiioonn  aanndd  SStteevvee  IIssrraaeell  

 
 

 

Abraham is rightly designated, according to the Bible, as "the pillar 

of the world": "The term `rock' was used figuratively to designate 

the root and principle of every thing. It is on this account that after 

saying: `Look unto the rock whence you were hewn,' the Tanakh 

continues (Isaiah 51:1-2): `Look unto Abraham your father; and so 

on, giving, as it were, an interpretation according to which the rock 

whence you were hewn was Abraham your father. Tread 

therefore in his footsteps, adhere to his religion, and acquire 

his character" (Maimonides, Guide I.16, III.29) 
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ר בראשית פרק יאספ  

 
ֶעְשֵֹרה ָׁשָנה ּוְמhת ָׁשָנה ַוּיֹוֶלד ָּבִנים ּוָבנֹות-ֶּתַרח ְּתַׁשע-כה   ַוְיִחי ָנחֹור hֲחֵרי הֹוִלידֹו ֶאת  
:ָהָרן-ָנחֹור ְוֶאת-hְבָרם ֶאת-ֶתַרח ִׁשְבִעים ָׁשָנה ַוּיֹוֶלד ֶאת-כו   ַוְיִחי  
:לֹוט-ָהָרן ְוָהָרן הֹוִליד ֶאת-ָנחֹור ְוֶאת-hְבָרם ֶאת-ִליד ֶאת כז   ְוֵאֶּלה ּתֹוְלדֹת ֶּתַרח ֶּתַרח הֹו  

:ְּפֵני ֶּתַרח vִביו ְּבֶאֶרץ מֹוַלְדּתֹו ְּבאּור ַּכְשִֹּדים- כח   ַוָּיָמת ָהָרן ַעל  
ָהָרן -ה ַּבתָנחֹור ִמְלָּכ-hְבָרם ָשָֹרי ְוֵׁשם ֵאֶׁשת- כט   ַוִּיַּקח hְבָרם ְוָנחֹור ָלֶהם ָנִׁשים ֵׁשם ֵאֶׁשת

:ִמְלָּכה ַוֲאִבי ִיְסָּכה-ֲאִבי  
: ל   ַוְּתִהי ָשַֹרי ֲעָקָרה ֵאין ָלּה ָוָלד  

 
ְּבנֹו ְוֵאת ָשַֹרי ַּכָּלתֹו ֵאֶׁשת hְבָרם ְּבנֹו -ָהָרן ֶּבן-לֹוט ֶּבן-hְבָרם ְּבנֹו ְוֶאת- לא   ַוִּיַּקח ֶּתַרח ֶאת

:ָחָרן ַוֵּיְׁשבּו ָׁשם-ת hְרָצה ְּכַנַען ַוָּיבֹאּו ַעדַוֵּיְצאּו ִאָּתם ֵמאּור ַּכְשִֹּדים ָלֶלֶכ  
:ֶתַרח ָחֵמׁש ָׁשִנים ּוָמאַתִים ָׁשָנה ַוָּיָמת ֶּתַרח ְּבָחָרן- לב   ַוִּיְהיּו ְיֵמי  

 

  ]פרשת לך לך[-ספר בראשית פרק יב 

  

  bְבָרם- א   ַוּיֹאֶמר ְיהָוֹה ֶאל

  :ָהkֶרץ ֲאֶׁשר bְרֶאָּך-ּוִמֵּבית kִביָך ֶאלְלָך ֵמbְרְצָך ּוִמּמֹוַלְדְּתָך - ֶלְך

  : ב   ְוֶאֶעְשָֹך ְלגֹוי ָּגדֹול ַוֲאָבֶרְכָך ַוֲאַגְּדָלה ְׁשֶמָך ֶוְהֵיה ְּבָרָכה

  : ג   ַוֲאָבְרָכה ְמָבֲרֶכיָך ּוְמַקֶּלְלָך kאֹר ְוִנְבְרכּו ְבָך ּכֹל ִמְׁשְּפחֹת ָהֲאָדָמה

  

ָחֵמׁש ָׁשִנים ְוִׁשְבִעים ָׁשָנה -ר ִּדֶּבר ֵאָליו ְיהָֹוה ַוֵּיֶלְך ִאּתֹו לֹוט ְוbְבָרם ֶּבן ד   ַוֵּיֶלְך bְבָרם ַּכֲאֶׁש
ְרכּוָׁשם ֲאֶׁשר -ָּכל-kִחיו ְוֶאת-לֹוט ֶּבן-ָשַֹרי ִאְׁשּתֹו ְוֶאת-ה   ַוִּיַּקח bְבָרם ֶאת: ְּבֵצאתֹו ֵמָחָרן

  ו : ן ַוֵּיְצאּו ָלֶלֶכת bְרָצה ְּכַנַען ַוָּיבֹאּו bְרָצה ְּכָנַעןָעשֹּו ְבָחָר-ַהֶּנֶפׁש ֲאֶׁשר-ָרָכׁשּו ְוֶאת

-ז   ַוֵּיָרא ְיהָוֹה ֶאל:   ַוַּיֲעבֹר bְבָרם ָּבkֶרץ ַעד ְמקֹום ְׁשֶכם ַעד ֵאלֹון מֹוֶרה ְוַהְּכַנֲעִני kז ָּבkֶרץ
ח   ַוַּיְעֵּתק : ם ִמְזֵּבַח ַליהָוֹה ַהִּנְרֶאה ֵאָליוָהkֶרץ ַהּזֹאת ַוִּיֶבן ָׁש-bְבָרם ַוּיֹאֶמר ְלַזְרֲעָך ֶאֵּתן ֶאת

ָׁשם ִמְזֵּבַח ַליהָֹוה -ֵאל ִמָּים ְוָהַעי ִמֶּקֶדם ַוִּיֶבן-ֵאל ַוֵּיט kֳהלֹה ֵּבית-ִמָּׁשם ָהָהָרה ִמֶּקֶדם ְלֵבית
  :ט   ַוִּיַּסע bְבָרם ָהלֹוְך ְוָנסֹוַע ַהֶּנְגָּבה: ַוִּיְקָרא ְּבֵׁשם ְיהָוֹה
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 Tanach - Genesis Chapter 11 
 
And Nahor lived after he fathered Terach a hundred and nineteen years, and fathered sons 
and daughters. 26 . And Terach lived seventy years, and fathered Abram, Nahor, and 
Haran. 27 . Now these are the generations of Terah; Terach fathered Abram, Nahor, and 
Haran; and Haran fathered Lot. 
 

28 . And Haran died before his father Terach in the land of his birth, in Ur of the 
Chaldeans .29 . And Abram and Nahor took wives; the name of Abram’s wife was Sarai; 
and the name of Nahor’s wife, Milcah, the daughter of Haran, the father of Milcah, and 
the father of Iscah. 

30 . But Sarai was barren; she had no child. 
 

31 . And Terach took Abram his son, and Lot the son of Haran his grandson, and Sarai his 
daughter-in-law, his son Abram’s wife; and they went forth with them from Ur of the 
Chaldeans, to go to the land of Canaan; and they came to Haran, and lived there. 32 . And 
the days of Terach were two hundred and five years; and Terach died in Haran. 

 
Tanach - Genesis Chapter 12 
 
1 . And the Lord had said to Abram, “Go out from your country, and from your family, 

and from your father’s house, to a land that I will show you; 

2 . And I will make of you a great nation, and I will bless you, and make your name great; 
and you shall be a blessing; 

3 . And I will bless those who bless you, and curse him who curses you; and in you shall 
all families of the earth be blessed.” 

4 .  So Abram went (departed), as the Lord had spoken to him; and Lot went with him; and 
Abram was seventy five years old when he departed from Haran. 

5 . And Abram took Sarai his wife, and Lot his brother’s son, and all their possessions that 
they had gathered, and the souls that they had gotten in Haran; and they went forth to go 
to the land of Canaan; and to the land of Canaan they came. 

6 . And Abram passed through the land to the place of Shechem, to the terebinth trees of 
Moreh. And the Canaanite was then in the land. 

7 . And the Lord appeared to Abram, and said, “To your seed will I give this land”; and 
there he built an altar to the Lord, who appeared to him. 

8 . And he moved from there to a mountain in the east of Beth-El, and pitched his tent, 
having Beth-El on the west, and Hai on the east; and there he built an altar to the Lord, 
and called upon the name of the Lord. 

9 . And Abram journeyed, going on still toward the Negev.
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 ספר בראשית פרק יח

  

  :ְּפֵני ְסדֹם ְוbְבָרָהם הֵֹלְך ִעָּמם ְלַׁשְּלָחם-טז   ַוָּיֻקמּו ִמָּׁשם ָהֲאָנִׁשים ַוַּיְׁשִקפּו ַעל

  : יז   ַויהָוֹה kָמר ַהֲמַכֶּסה ֲאִני ֵמbְבָרָהם ֲאֶׁשר ֲאִני עֶֹשֹה

  :בֹו ּכֹל ּגֹוֵיי ָהkֶרץ-ָהיֹו ִיְהֶיה ְלגֹוי ָּגדֹול ְוָעצּום ְוִנְבְרכּו יח   ְוbְבָרָהם 

ֵּביתֹו bֲחָריו ְוָׁשְמרּו ֶּדֶרְך ְיהָֹוה ַלֲעשֹֹות -ָּבָניו ְוֶאת- יט   ִּכי ְיַדְעִּתיו ְלַמַען ֲאֶׁשר ְיַצֶּוה ֶאת
  : ִּדֶּבר ָעָליו-ֲאֶׁשרbְבָרָהם ֵאת -ְצָדָקה ּוִמְׁשָּפט ְלַמַען ָהִביא ְיהָוֹה ַעל

  :ָרָּבה ְוַחָּטאָתם ִּכי ָכְבָדה ְמאֹד-כ   ַוּיֹאֶמר ְיהָֹוה ַזֲעַקת ְסדֹם ַוֲעמָֹרה ִּכי

  : לֹא ֵאָדָעה-ָּכָלה ְוִאם| ָּנא ְוֶאְרֶאה ַהְּכַצֲעָקָתּה ַהָּבkה ֵאַלי ָעשֹּו - כא   ֵאֲרָדה

  :  ְסדָֹמה ְוbְבָרָהם עֹוֶדּנּו עֵֹמד ִלְפֵני ְיהָוֹהכב   ַוִּיְפנּו ִמָּׁשם ָהֲאָנִׁשים ַוֵּיְלכּו

  

  :ָרָׁשע-כג   ַוִּיַּגׁש bְבָרָהם ַוּיֹאַמר ַהbף ִּתְסֶּפה ַצִּדיק ִעם

ִתָּׂשא ַלָּמקֹום ְלַמַען ֲחִמִּׁשים - כד   אּוַלי ֵיׁש ֲחִמִּׁשים ַצִּדיִקם ְּבתֹוְך ָהִעיר ַהbף ִּתְסֶּפה ְולֹא
ָרָׁשע ְוָהָיה -ַּכָּדָבר ַהֶּזה ְלָהִמית ַצִּדיק ִעם| כה   ָחִלָלה ְּלָך ֵמֲעשֹת : ֶׁשר ְּבִקְרָּבּהַהַּצִּדיִקם ֲא

  :ָהkֶרץ לֹא ַיֲעֶשֹה ִמְׁשָּפט-ַכַּצִּדיק ָּכָרָׁשע ָחִלָלה ָּלְך ֲהׁשֵֹפט ָּכל

ַהָּמקֹום - ָהִעיר ְוָנָשֹאִתי ְלָכלֶאְמָצא ִבְסדֹם ֲחִמִּׁשים ַצִּדיִקם ְּבתֹוְך- כו   ַוּיֹאֶמר ְיהָֹוה ִאם
  :ַּבֲעבּוָרם

כח   אּוַלי : ֲאדָֹני ְוkנִֹכי ָעָפר ָוֵאֶפר-ָנא הֹוbְלִּתי ְלַדֵּבר ֶאל- כז   ַוַּיַען bְבָרָהם ַוּיֹאַמר ִהֵּנה
  ָהִעיר-ָּכל-ַיְחְסרּון ֲחִמִּׁשים ַהַּצִּדיִקם ֲחִמָּׁשה ֲהַתְׁשִחית ַּבֲחִמָּׁשה ֶאת

  :ֶאְמָצא ָׁשם bְרָּבִעים ַוֲחִמָּׁשה-אֶמר לֹא bְׁשִחית ִאם ַוּיֹ

   כט   ַוּיֶֹסף עֹוד ְלַדֵּבר ֵאָליו ַוּיֹאַמר אּוַלי ִיָּמְצאּון ָׁשם bְרָּבִעים 

  :ַוּיֹאֶמר לֹא ֶאֱעֶשֹה ַּבֲעבּור ָהbְרָּבִעים
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ְצאּון ָׁשם ְׁשלִֹׁשים ַוּיֹאֶמר לֹא ֶאֱעֶשֹה ָנא ִיַחר ַלאדָֹני ַוֲאַדֵּבָרה אּוַלי ִיָּמ- ל   ַוּיֹאֶמר bל
  : ֶאְמָצא ָׁשם ְׁשלִֹׁשים-ִאם

  ֲאדָֹני אּוַלי ִיָּמְצאּון ָׁשם ֶעְשִֹרים-ָנא הֹוbְלִּתי ְלַדֵּבר ֶאל-לא   ַוּיֹאֶמר ִהֵּנה

  : ַוּיֹאֶמר לֹא bְׁשִחית ַּבֲעבּור ָהֶעְשִֹרים

  ַהַּפַעם אּוַלי ִיָּמְצאּון ָׁשם ֲעָשָֹרה-ַוֲאַדְּבָרה bְךָנא ִיַחר ַלאדָֹני - לב   ַוּיֹאֶמר bל

  :  ַוּיֹאֶמר לֹא bְׁשִחית ַּבֲעבּור ָהֲעָשָֹרה

  :  bְבָרָהם ְוbְבָרָהם ָׁשב ִלְמקֹמֹו-לג   ַוֵּיֶלְך ְיהָֹוה ַּכֲאֶׁשר ִּכָּלה ְלַדֵּבר ֶאל
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 Genesis 18: 16-33 

Genesis 18: 16-33  -Abraham and Sodom 

And the men [= the angels] rose up from there, and looked toward Sodom; and Avraham went 

with them to bring them on the way.  

17 . And the Lord said, Shall I hide from Avraham what I am doing? 

18 . Seeing that Avraham shall surely become a great and mighty nation, and all the nations of the 

earth shall be blessed in him? 19 . For I know him [ or chose him so] that he will command his 

children and his household after him, and they shall keep the way of Adonai, to do justice and 

judgment [= tzedakah umispat]; that the Lord may bring upon Avraham that which he has 

spoken of him.  

20 . And the Lord said, Because the cry of Sodom and Gomorrah is great, and because their sin is 

very grave; 21 . I will go down now, and see whether they have done altogether according to the 

cry, which has come to me; and if not, I will know. 

22 . And the men turned their faces from there, and went toward Sodom; but Avraham still stood 

before the Lord. 

23 . And Avraham drew near, and said, "Will you also destroy the righteous with the wicked? 

24 . Perhaps there are only fifty righteous inside the city; will you also destroy and not spare the 

place for the fifty righteous who are in it? 25Far be it from you to do such a thing, to slay the 

righteous with the wicked; and that the righteous should be as the wicked, far be it from you; 

Shall not the Judge of all the earth do justly? 

26 . And the Lord said, If I find in Sodom fifty righteous inside the city, then I will spare the whole 

place for their sakes. 

27 . And Avraham answered and said, Behold now, I have taken upon me to speak to the Lord, I 

who am but dust and ashes; 28 . Perhaps there shall lack five of the fifty righteous; will you 

destroy the whole city for lack of five? And God said, If I find there forty five, I will not destroy it. 
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29 . And he spoke to him yet again, and said, Perhaps there shall be forty found there? And God 

said, I will not do it for forty’s sake.  

30 . And God said to him, Oh let not the Adonai be angry, and I will speak; Perhaps there shall 

thirty be found there.  And God said, I will not do it, if I find thirty there. 

31 . And he said, Behold now, I have taken upon me to speak to the Lord; Perhaps there shall be 

twenty found there. And he said, I will not destroy it for twenty’s sake. 

32 . And he said, Oh let not the Adonai be angry, and I will speak yet but this once; Possibly ten 

shall be found there. And he said, I will not destroy it for ten’s sake. 

33 . And the Lord went his way, as soon as he had left talking with Avraham; and Avraham 

returned to his place. 
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INTRODUCTION: 

The First Jew – A Journey Begun with a Fateful Choice 
 

Typically many Jewish schools invite their students to research their family tree, their 
own roots projects. So as Jews we are justifiably intrigued by the question of how we all 
began. We did not begin however at the beginning. The Jewish story does not begin with 
Breshit, with the Creation, with the beginning of humankind. We are not even mentioned 
with the great division of the descendants of Noah and the Tower of Babel into seventy 
nations. God has already commanded Adam and Eve and entered into a covenant with 
Noah, but the line of Avraham that emerges from Noah's son Shem, emerges as an 
afterthought - after a series of failures from Adam through Cain and on to Noah's sons.  
  
Even when Avraham is introduced it is belated and secondary. Most great ancestors and 
prophets are introduced with a miraculous birth story. However Avraham and Sarah's 
journey does not even begin with the birth of Avraham but with a belated calling of a 
middle aged 75 year old. Out of the clear blue, God's command of Lech L’cha is the first 
reported contact between the founder of the Jewish people and the one who chose them to 
be the central protagonist of the rest of the Tanakh.  
  
The mystery of the divine intervention that determines Jewish identity and the Jewish 
journey toward the unknown promised land is also the mystery of Abraham's positive 
response to the calling or the command. That mystery is rooted not in the creation of 
nature or in the line of Shem. It breaks into history by an act of Divine choice – a lengthy 
verbal command and an act of human choice – a response, silent without words.  
 
Many images have been uncovered and projected on to Avraham by great Jewish 
commentators of the ages. They too will be full participants in this conversation to which 
you are invited to join. For Jews, Christians and Moslems through the ages have 
understandably been intrigued by the character and the project of Avraham.  Seen as the 
original founder of all of the monotheistic faiths, most humans have seen themselves as 
"Children of Avraham".  Just as each of us is defined by the things in which we believe, 
we are also defined by our family name and reputation.  We might struggle to forge our 
own name and to go our own way but we all know that in one way or other we are 
wrestling with the heritage that we have received from our parents and our families.  We 
are fascinated by our parents and our ancestors, even as we seek to repudiate some of the 
things which we associate with them.  This is enough to explain the fascination with the 
figure of Avraham, "the father of many nations." We wish to know that we come from a 
good line, that we can be proud of our spiritual “bloodline” – not just on an intellectual 
level, identifying with the ideas – but on a deeply existential level.  If we are his children, 
we would like him to have been what we would have wanted him to be.  Therefore, the 
history of commentary has read closely to uncover nuances and often read into this sparse 
but provocative story.  We wish Avraham to be truly our Avraham, and we will do our 
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best to bend our readings to conform with our inner needs in this respect.  Thus history 
and tradition has produced a rich crop of images of Avraham.  It is to these that we now 
turn to learn about Avraham, to learn about how he has been interpreted and what Jews 
have wanted to become and to test our own vision of Jewish identity through our 
reactions to our first ancestral parent.1    

                                                 
1 Caveat: Avraham is of course a complex character, even a contradictory protagonist, 

and many episodes make up his life; the Akedah being perhaps the most significant  of 
them all. The great drama of the Akedah reflects back on Avraham’s original mission and 
transforms our understanding of it. However we will not treat the Akedah or any other 
epidodes in Avraham’s life but only those associated with Lech Lcha – the opening 
calling – and the Sodom narrative where the Torah explicitly defines the choosing of 
Avraham. We make no claim that this is the essential Avraham, for Avraham is a man on 
a journey, growing through tests/challenges – some of which he “passes” and others 
where his failings are revealed. So let us begin our study of the father of the Jewish 
people. 
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PART ONE: THE CHOICE OF AVRAHAM 
 

Introducing Avraham and the Chosen People  
(Gen 11:24-32 and Genesis 12:1-9) 

  
The Big Questions: Why a Chosen people? Who is Abram? 
And why was he chosen? 
 
Avraham was not God’s First Choice!  
What is God’s History of Choosing?   
 
The Missing Chapters of Avraham’s Biography: 

The Family Crisis of Avram and Sarai: 
What traumas did his family suffer? 
 
Midrashic Gap-filling in Abraham’s Biography. 
 
Fact or Fiction:  
 What Do We make of these Fantastic Reconstructions of 
Avram’s Childhood? 

 
Is Lekh l’kha a command and difficult test, or a Divine rescue  
or a stellar possibility for blessing? 
 
Was Avraham following God’s call or following in his father’s 
footsteps?  
 
EXERCISE: FOLLOWING IN FATHER'S and MOTHER’S 
FOOTSTEPS? 
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 ספר בראשית פרק יא
 

ֶעְשֵֹרה ָׁשָנה ּוְמhת ָׁשָנה ַוּיֹוֶלד ָּבִנים ּוָבנֹות-ֶּתַרח ְּתַׁשע-ִלידֹו ֶאתכה   ַוְיִחי ָנחֹור hֲחֵרי הֹו  
:ָהָרן-ָנחֹור ְוֶאת-hְבָרם ֶאת-ֶתַרח ִׁשְבִעים ָׁשָנה ַוּיֹוֶלד ֶאת-כו   ַוְיִחי  

:לֹוט-הֹוִליד ֶאתָהָרן ְוָהָרן -ָנחֹור ְוֶאת-hְבָרם ֶאת- כז   ְוֵאֶּלה ּתֹוְלדֹת ֶּתַרח ֶּתַרח הֹוִליד ֶאת  
:ְּפֵני ֶּתַרח vִביו ְּבֶאֶרץ מֹוַלְדּתֹו ְּבאּור ַּכְשִֹּדים- כח   ַוָּיָמת ָהָרן ַעל  

ָהָרן -ָנחֹור ִמְלָּכה ַּבת-hְבָרם ָשָֹרי ְוֵׁשם ֵאֶׁשת- כט   ַוִּיַּקח hְבָרם ְוָנחֹור ָלֶהם ָנִׁשים ֵׁשם ֵאֶׁשת
:ִמְלָּכה ַוֲאִבי ִיְסָּכה-ֲאִבי  

:   ַוְּתִהי ָשַֹרי ֲעָקָרה ֵאין ָלּה ָוָלד ל  
 

ְּבנֹו ְוֵאת ָשַֹרי ַּכָּלתֹו ֵאֶׁשת hְבָרם ְּבנֹו -ָהָרן ֶּבן-לֹוט ֶּבן-hְבָרם ְּבנֹו ְוֶאת- לא   ַוִּיַּקח ֶּתַרח ֶאת
:בּו ָׁשםָחָרן ַוֵּיְׁש-ַוֵּיְצאּו ִאָּתם ֵמאּור ַּכְשִֹּדים ָלֶלֶכת hְרָצה ְּכַנַען ַוָּיבֹאּו ַעד  

:ֶתַרח ָחֵמׁש ָׁשִנים ּוָמאַתִים ָׁשָנה ַוָּיָמת ֶּתַרח ְּבָחָרן- לב   ַוִּיְהיּו ְיֵמי  
 

  ]פרשת לך לך[-ספר בראשית פרק יב 

  

  bְבָרם- א   ַוּיֹאֶמר ְיהָוֹה ֶאל

  :ָהkֶרץ ֲאֶׁשר bְרֶאָּך-ְלָך ֵמbְרְצָך ּוִמּמֹוַלְדְּתָך ּוִמֵּבית kִביָך ֶאל- ֶלְך

  : ב   ְוֶאֶעְשָֹך ְלגֹוי ָּגדֹול ַוֲאָבֶרְכָך ַוֲאַגְּדָלה ְׁשֶמָך ֶוְהֵיה ְּבָרָכה

: ג   ַוֲאָבְרָכה ְמָבֲרֶכיָך ּוְמַקֶּלְלָך vאֹר ְוִנְבְרכּו ְבָך ּכֹל ִמְׁשְּפחֹת ָהֲאָדָמה
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The Big Questions: Why a Chosen people? Who was 
Abram? 

 
We have identified five questions that will occupy us in the light of our study of 
Genesis 12.  It seems to us that there are some very big questions that are not 
explained by the text.   They all flow from the syntax of “being chosen”: 

One is chosen by someone motivated by something in the chooser’s biography for 
some purpose from among others by virtue of some unique characteristic.  

 
1-     Why does God choose a particular nation for continuing the Divine dialogue 
rather than continuing the connection with a universal humankind as with Adam and 
Eve and Noah and sons?  Why narrow history from its universal panorama (Genesis 
1-11) to national history? 
 
2-     For what destiny does God come to know/single out Avraham and Sarah and 
their descendants? How is that goal related to the original goals of Creation? 
 
3-     By virtue of what qualities was Avraham chosen over any other human being? Is 
this an arbitrary choice of grace, a random experiment, a morally justified reward or a 
biologically motivated recognition of some natural genealogical superiority? 
 
4-     Why does Avraham choose to follow the call of Divine destiny? How does the 
little we know about his situation and his past justify the radical departure toward an 
uncertain future in an unspecified location?  
 
5-     Why does this beginning require an uprooting? Does a patriarch committed to 
developing children loyal to his new way have to begin by rejecting his own father's 
ways?  
  
In exploring these questions we will see how the Torah and its many 
interpreters fill in the gaps and how they draw powerful pictures of our founding 
father: a critical religious philosopher and public educator,  a spiritual man of faith 
trusting and believing in a Divine calling, and/or a moral protester defending justice 
and mercy. 

 



Contents Copyright © 2008 Shalom Hartman Institute, Jerusalem, Israel 
hartman.org.il | shi@shi.org.il 

 

22 

EXERCISE: BRAINSTORMING KUSHIOT 
 
Since we intend to spend a lot of time with midrashim of different kinds, both classic and modern, literary 
and artistic, the starting point has to be the questions that the students have.  We therefore suggest that 
every time we come to a new section and a new piece of text, the initial activity should involve the students 
looking at the text and searching out ( לדרוש (  as many questions – kushiot - as they can find in the specific 
text.  Here we make our first encounter with our initial text, the very familiar lekh l’kha (the first five verses 
of chapter 12 and the seven verses that precede it - from ch. 11:.26).  Let the students examine the text and 
list their questions.  We have listed above a number of questions that a thoughtful study of the Hebrew text 
might reveal. 
 
Let them share them one at a time and ask others to add their own questions as they connect up with the 
first ones suggested. Do not allow students to answer the questions prematurely or to denigrate any 
question as “stupid.” But do convey the value of questions, the need to let them percolate rather than 
answering them off the top of one’s head. Inquire of those who pose a question – what really bothers you? 
Why is this an important issue to you? Are there any textual hints which connect up with your question?2  

 
 
Introducing Chosenness 

 

Many non-Jews in the modern era have written essays or full length popular 
books in which they have tried to define the uniqueness of the Jews.  We bring 
one such example here from Paul Johnson's History of the Jews.   

 

...Finally, the book gave me the chance to reconsider objectively, in the light of a study 
covering nearly 4,000 years, the most intractable of all human questions: what are we on 
earth for? Is history merely a series of events whose sum is meaningless? Is there no 
fundamental difference between the history of the human race and the history, say, of 
ants? Or is there a providential plan of which we are, however humbly, the agents? No 
people has ever insisted more firmly than the Jews that history has a purpose and 
humanity, a destiny. At a very early stage in their collective existence they believed they 
had detected a divine scheme for the human race, of which their own society was to be a 
pilot. They worked out their role in immense detail. They clung to it with heroic 
persistence in the face of savage suffering. Many of them believe it still. Other transmuted 
into Promethean endeavors to raise our condition by purely human means. The Jewish 
vision became the prototype for many similar grand designs for humanity, both divine 
and man-made. The Jews, therefore, stand right at the center of the perennial attempt to 
give human life the dignity of a purpose…  

                                                 
2
 We will open up each section of the booklet in a similar way, asking the students to look for their 
own questions.  We see this as an essential skill that needs to be developed in order to make 
them into active readers.  We suggest moreover that a list is taken of all the questions so that it 
can be referred to time and again throughout the process of examining the story.  At each 
section's beginning, the new questions of the students should be added on to the ever growing 
list. 
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Historians should beware of seeking providential patterns in events. They are all too 
easily found for we are credulous creatures, born to believe, and equipped with powerful 
imaginations which readily produce and rearrange data to suit any transcendental 
scheme. Yet excessive skepticism can produce as serious a distortion as credulity. The 
historian should take into account all forms of evidence including those which are or 
appear to be metaphysical.  

If the earliest Jews were able to survey, with us, the history of their progeny, they would 
find nothing surprising in it. They always knew that Jewish society was appointed to be a 
pilot project for the entire human race. That Jewish dilemmas, dramas and catastrophes 
should be exemplary, larger than life, would seem only natural to them. That Jews should 
over the millennia attract such unparalleled, indeed inexplicable, hatred would be 
regrettable but only to be expected. Above all, that the Jews should still survive, when all 
those other ancient people, were transmuted or vanished into the oubliettes of history, 
was wholly predictable. How could it be otherwise? Providence decreed it and the Jews 
obeyed. The historian may say: there is no such thing as providence. Possibly not. But 
…the Jews believed they were a special people, with such unanimity and passion, and 
over so long a span, that they became one. They did indeed have a role because they 
wrote it for themselves. Therein, perhaps, lies the key to their story. 

                                                                              Paul Johnson  

Johnson attributes the greatness and survival of the Jews to their 
firm belief that they are a special people with special mission 
hence life is meaningful because it is places personal demand on 
us that defines our identity. That appointed task is “to be the 
pilot-project for the entire human race.”3  

                                                 
3 Rabbi Shimshon Refael Hirsch, founder of modern orthodoxy, in Germany, was inspired by the 
Emancipation and the French Revolution to see the beginning of the redemption of humanity and 
its return to the Torah as ethical monotheism. “The French Revolution was one of those hours 
when God walked among humanity.” For God since the Flood is committed to educate sinful 
humanity, not to destroy them. So Divine providence is visible in history both in rise and fall of 

nations according to moral standards. It is the role of the Jew in Galut to be a priest of Torah, a 
source of sanctity not polluted by the world but shedding light on the world as model, as light unto 
the nations. That was Abraham’s calling as a world educator. That is why Abraham left Babylonia 
for Eretz Yisrael (the original Gan Eden) because it already had a history of moral-spiritual 
paragons preaching monotheism (Adam, Abel, Noah, and then Malckitzedek).On Gen. 12:7 
Hirsch comments:  “The ability to earn closeness to God is achievable by nay nation in any land 
whether in Greece or in Lapland.”  What defines a nation however is not its land but its Torah, so 
the homeland of the Jews is really Torah.  
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EXERCISE: DEFINITIONS of CHOSENNESS 

  
Thesaurus Exercise: Give synonyms and then free associations with the word “chosen.” 
Synonyms: selected, elected, beloved above all others, called (vocation) to a mission, special 
Free associations: negative and positive with the term 
 
Personalizing Exercise: Have I ever felt “chosen” in sense? (for example, when someone showed love to 
me and I felt it an act of grace to be chosen by that loving person; for example, sense of calling; for 
example, when I was selected or elected to a particular task how did I feel?) 
 

EXERCISE: CHOSENNESS – WHO CHOSE? 

 

One of the subjects that is brought up by any study of Lekh l’kha is the question 
of chosenness.  In the Avraham story we find God choosing Avraham and by 
extension, choosing the people who will come out of Avraham, as God's special 
people. Jews have traditionally seen this story as the beginning of their status 
as a Chosen People.   

 
• Give the students the following six questions and ask them to work on them by 

themselves.   

 
1. In what way have Jews traditionally seen themselves as chosen?   
 
2.  How do you feel about the idea?  Do you feel, personally that Jews were, in any way, chosen?  
 
3. If so, who or what do you believe chose us?  In what way were we chosen? 
 
4. What have we been chosen for?  Do we have a mission in the world?   
 
5. If so, what is the meaning of that mission today? 
 
6. Do you feel comfortable with the idea of being part of people that claims itself to be chosen?  How do 
you deal with the idea? 
 

• Let them compare and discuss their answers in pairs or small groups. 
 

• As a class, discuss the feelings of the students, legitimizing the right of every option offered, 
to be expressed. 

 

• Give the group the Paul Johnson piece.  Explain that it was written by a thoughtful non-
Jewish observer as part of a Jewish history book that he wrote.  What do they understand 
Johnson to be saying?  How would he respond to the questions above?  How do the students 
respond to Johnson's opinion?  Do they like it?  Does it disturb them in any way?  Why?  Why 
not? 

 

• Now, if there is time, we suggest adding the Yaakov Glatstein poem.  Glatstein was a Yiddish 
poet that wrote in America for most of his life. He wrote the following poem (we have 
brought only a part of it) in 1946 after the Shoah.   
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Without Jews by Yaakov Glatstein 

 

If we leave this world 

The light will go out in your tent… 

 

Now the lifeless skulls 

Add up to millions… 

The memory of You is dimming. 

Your kingdom will soon be over. 

Jewish seed and flower 

Are embers. 

The dew cries in the dead grass!… 

 

Who will dream You? 

Who will remember You? 

Who will deny You? 

Who will yearn for You? 

Who, on a lonely bridge, 

Will leave You – in order to return? 

 

The night is endless when a race is dead. 

Earth and heaven are wiped bare. 

The light is fading in your shabby tent. 

The Jewish hour is guttering. 
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Jewish God! 

You are almost gone.  

 

• How do the students understand Glatstein's concept of chosenness?  How does 
that idea of chosenness inform the poem?  What is Glatstein's message in the poem?  
How do the students react to it?  
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Avraham was not God’s First Choice!  
What is God’s History of Choosing?   
 
While Avraham is the first “Jew” or member of any particular people to be chosen, it is 
important to remember that according to the Biblical record God already has a history of 
choices. The universal history of Genesis 1-11 is an essential background to Genesis 12 - 
Lekh l’kha - for it gives us a motivational background to God whose motivation for 
choosing Avraham in Genesis 12 is not made explicit.  
 

Bible scholars and philosophers like Martin Buber, Moshe Greenberg and 
David Hartman all argue that choice of Avraham is understandable only on 
the basis of series of Divine failures on one hand and a persistent Divine 
optimism on the other. God’s hope has been for a good world (Genesis 1:31) 
governed wisely by the human beings in the Divine image. However in the 
Garden of Eden, in the first generation of brothers, in the generation of the 
flood, in the drunkenness of Noah and Tower of Babel God has been deeply 
disappointed with humankind. (The flood’s pattern of anger at corruption will be 
repeated with the Sodom story thus connecting the universal and the national historical cycles. 
Here too the punishment is parallel for a sin of corrupting/destroying shicheit.)  

 
 
Three characteristics of God the Creator that prepare us to understand the relationship to 
Avraham, are evident in the choice of Avraham. 
 

1. ANGER.  God's hopes and expectations have been disappointed after all 
that God invested in human beings who bear the Divine image.  This has 
produced enormous Divine anger and a desire to wipe out God’s own 
creation (literally reversing everything God had made) i.e. the flood 
(Genesis 6:5-7). That disappointment-generated anger is a permanent 
feature of the Divine and the same terms are used when God is angered 
by the Golden Calf (Exodus 32-34). Avraham and all other prophets will 
need to manage that anger knowing that it is the other side of a 
passionately caring God who is deeply – perhaps too deeply invested and 
identified with human creatures.  

 
2.  RATIONAL OPTIMISM.  God has been willing to try again after the 
failure with Adam but only after adjusting expectations in a more realistic 
way. The new trial is with Noah, the second Adam, who has shown himself 
righteous and obedient.  His children reveal that he is similarly blessed to 
Adam and Eve. God subsequently accepts that human beings have a yetzer 
hara from childhood (Genesis 8:21), so he will not be so disappointed (and 
hence angry), as to destroy the cosmos again.  
 
3.  EDUCATIONAL GROWTH.  God has learnt from God's own errors in 
choosing to build a relationship with human beings and has grown as an 
educator. The Noah, the Second Adam, gets more explicit laws about 
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shedding blood with a rationale based on the image of God. A brit is created 
with concrete ritual signs. Thus with Avraham there will be a brit and its sign.  

 
 
EXERCISE: WHY IS GOD MAKING ANOTHER CHOICE? 
 

• On the assumption that the group has already studied the earlier parts of 
Genesis, ask them whether Avraham is the first person chosen by God.  They 
should be bought to an understanding that, according to the Torah, he actually 
represents the third attempt by God to choose a partner.  

 

• Draw up the following table.  Ask the students to fill it in the first two rows. 
ATTEMPT PERSON GOD'S 

MOTIVATION 
RESULTS GOD'S 

REACTION 
 
 
      1. 

 
 
ADAM 
(& EVE) 

   

 
 
      2. 

 
 
NOAH 

   

 
 
 
      3. 

 
 
 
AVRAHAM 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 
--------------- 

 
 
 
------------------ 

  
• Out of this, without the help of a text, the students should try and work out what the Divine 

motivation might have been for trying yet again to create another brit. 

 
• What do they learn about God's character from the analysis?   

• Let them now, in pairs, discuss what sort of a person God might be looking forward to take 
the experiment with humankind forwards.  Having done this, they should create an 
advertisement on a poster that God might have posted somewhere in the universe in order to 
find what God was looking for.    

• Let volunteers share their adverts/posters, and discuss the needs for God's prospective 
candidates.  Explain that whatever the specific demands, one of the central needs was to find 
someone who was so enthusiastic about the mission, that he would not be likely to disappoint 
God. 
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Why Avraham – what will the relationship be? 
 
In choosing Avraham God has narrowed the search from a father of all humankind to 
a potential father of one small people. That father has not proven himself but he will 
be asked to prove himself many times over before God will make a full investment – 
emotionally – in this new experiment. Despite the promises, the many delays suggest 
perhaps not only Avraham’s need to learn patience and faith but perhaps – to speak 
very anthropomorphically - God’s anxiety about committing to this new 
relationship lest God get “burned again.”  
 
God has chosen a mature adult who has know disappointment – childlessness and 
the death of a brother. God has chosen one who wants to be a father as much as God 
does. God offers him a training program – a difficult boot camp and a sensitive 
mentorship in judging Sodom. According to Ramban, Avraham fails some of the 
trials – with Sarah in Egypt and with Hagar – yet God is no longer a perfectionist, 
God keeps building the learning relationship with flawed and sometimes selfish 
fearful man. God will even consult with Avraham and expect him to rein in God’s 
just wrath where necessary. Deuteronomy. 7:7 and Isaiah.41:8 reveal that God will 
eventually fall in love with Avraham, suggesting that God has learned to commit in 
way that transcends any relationship yet described in Genesis.  
 
Most important, God has chosen Avraham to continue the worldly, universal 
dream of a just world. God is still committed to all human kind but now God has a 
partner working in small experimental lab on the frontier removed from the greatest 
and most corrupt civilizations. God has learned that law is not enough. Even a brit 
with blessings and punishments is inadequate. Choosing a righteous obedient person 
is inadequate, unless that righteous person knows how to teach – to teach the next 
generation. God needs a teacher.  So God must invest more in educational 
mentorship, share more, and take much more time to test and to temper the partner 
necessary for the pursuit of the never abandoned dream of co-Creation and co-
governance with humanity in the Divine image. Perhaps God realizes now that God - 
and not only Avraham - must view this multi-generational project as a journey, a 
walking together )התהלך לפני . 

The Missing Chapters in Avraham’s Biographical 
Background 

 
There are a number of major questions that come out of the information that we are 
given at the end of chapter eleven which illuminate the call that appears at the 
beginning of chapter twelve.  These verses introduce us to Avraham's family tree?4  
 

                                                 
4 Avraham’s family are descended from Shem son of Noah (Semites, a term related, since the 19th 
century linguistic and racial theories, to anti-Semitism). The Shem peoples  lived in Babylonia, Syria, 
Arabia as opposed to the Hammites in Canaan, Egypt and Africa generally (hence Ham = hot, dark 
brown), while Yefet is Greeks including Philistines  
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Collectively they ask what we can learn about Avraham's personality and character 
before his selection by God and about the decision that he makes?  These verses are 
often missed and some potentially important information is ignored that could 
perhaps contribute to our understanding of God's choice.  Let us see what we relevant 
information we can learn from a close evaluation of the particular piece.   
 
           EXERCISE: Opening the Text Up  

a. Read the introduction of Avraham in Gen 11:24-32 and Genesis 12:1-3 
b. Brainstorm the kushiot that emerge. 
c. Discuss the gaps with the help of the analysis below uncover the hints of Abram and 
Sarai’s traumatic family life  
d. Then examine the midrashic gap filling.  

 
 
The Family Crisis of Avram and Sarai: 
What traumas did his family suffer and how might this have affected him? 
 
Terach’s second son, Haran dies young before he - Terach - and  Avraham, leave for 
Canaan. The childless older brother Avraham adopts or cares for Haran’s orphaned 
son, Lot. Avraham’s wife Sarai is barren (even though ironically Abram’s name hints 
at fatherhood – Av, the great father – Av-ram). Terach left his native land to head 
west to Canaan but stops and settles on the way at Haran in Syria.  
 
Let us evaluate the potential meaning of this new information.  The terrible loss of a 
brother – the death of Haran – and the meaning of barrenness – Sarai - the minimal 
information provided by the family tree can perhaps suggest Abram’s responsiveness to 
a Divine offer of a relationship promising blessings and, in particular, continuity of his 
seed.  
 
Henry Abramovich, a Jungian psychologist from Israel, suggests the meaning of the 
loss of a brother and how it can affect an individual.   
 

“Haran died in the living presence of Terach his father. “ 
 
In the ongoing flow of generations, nothing shatters the 

ancestral order like the death of a child. The horrendous impact of the death of 
child, in this passage, hints at another common phenomenon in the psychology of 
siblings. When there is a death in the family, the grief of parents often 
overwhelms and obscures the mourning of siblings. There is often little or no 
emotional space for siblings to express the depth of their loss. Abram and Nahor 
are no less survivors than Terah, but their grief is given no space, even though in 
the Hebrew tradition, one mourns for a sibling no less than for a child. 

In Israel (and I suspect in most countries), when a child or a soldier dies, parents 
as chief mourners are seen to bear an almost inconsolable loss. Sometimes, the 
mourning may entirely consume the parent, so that the deceased's siblings feel 
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like they have lost, not only a brother, or a sister, but also a parent. This is 
pattern that occurs in Jacob's family, when after Joseph's "death", all of his sons 
arose to comfort him, but he refused to be comforted. (Gen. 37:35). 

I recall one man in his late fifties, whose well-known sister had been killed, 
while he was still in his teens. He said that since that time, despite 
marriage and fatherhood, he had never again had a sense of 
comfortable ease of feeling at home. "With her", he put it, "I 
could sit in my undershirt. I could let my hair down. I could be a 
fool and none of it would matter. Ever since she died, I feel as if a 
part of me is missing. I am really alone." If brothers and sisters 
symbolize home and unity, then the death of a sibling involves an 
experience of disorientation and fragmentation. The loss of a 
sibling creates a world fractured and unredeemed. 

                                                           Henry Abramovich 

 
In order to understand the meaning of barrenness for people like Avraham and Sarah, 
let us consider the meaning of barrenness in its biblical context.  We suggest three 
difficulties that would affect Biblical women, and to a lesser extent, men.  

 
a. For both partners, children, together with riches were seen as a 

major component in family status.  People who had no children 
were seen to be lacking an essential aspect of the good life.  
Bracha  entails the blessing of zera – seed.  

b. God’s mandate to and purpose for creating man and woman was 
“to be fruitful and multiply.” 

c. After being cursed and expelled from the Garden Adam’s new 
sense of mortality makes him rename his wife Hava – mother of all 
life, the only means to immortality.  

c.  For women in particular, there was specific misery involved. Child 
bearing was seen as the major role of the woman in Biblical society and 
indeed in ancient society as a whole.  A woman who failed to produce 
children was seen as not fulfilling her destined role in life.  Childbearing 
for a woman was one of the major benchmarks of femininity. If the society 
saw the woman as an agent of child bearing, women clearly tended to 
internalize that idea.  If the raison d’etre of a woman in her own eyes was 
to bear children, then it is clear that the lack of (perceived) ability to bear 
children would lead to a feeling of inadequacy in many women.  A feeling 
of meaninglessness, of having missed their calling and their “destiny” in 
life, would be sure to follow in many cases.  For men, this factor would 
work in a related but not identical way.  Not to succeed in the "production" 
of children, could be interpreted as a failure in masculinity and virility.   

d. Similarly, a man who had no children, could feel that his very loins were 
not as adequate as those of his more fruitful neighbors.  He was not a real 
man.  Thus the psychological burden of childlessness could affect both 
partners in some very serious ways, in Biblical society even more than in 
the society in which we live.  
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It seems reasonable to assume that the two problems – traumatic loss and barrenness5 
- could indeed exacerbate each other. The loss of a brother can clearly cause a vacuum, 
as Abramovich suggests.  The lack of children can also cause a terrible emptiness.  
When the two are combined in the case of Avram and Sarai, they are both primed to 
risk embracing an offer of new future with offspring like the one that God is about to 
make! The midrash in Talmud Bavli Rosh Hashana 16b emphasizes that Avram felt he 
needed to change his fate - mishaneh makom, mshaneh mazal - “changing your place, 
changes your luck.” Hence Abram is commanded to leave his former land and he 
readily agrees. 6 

                                                 
5  Abram and Mourning the Lost Brother and Seeking a Brother Replacement 

By Henry Abramovitch from his unpublished book Brothers Keepers 
 
“To lose a brother is to lose someone with whom you can share the experience of growing 
old, who is supposed to bring you a sister-in-law and nieces and nephews, creatures to people 
the tree of your life and give it new branches.”9   

 
Terah begot Avram, Nahor, and Haran; and Haran begot Lot.  Haran died in the living-
presence of Terah his father in the land of his kindred, in Ur of the Chaldees   (Genesis 11:28) 
Since Terach hated the land of Chaldeans (Ur Kasdim) due to his mourning for the death of his son 
Charan, he moved to Haran  (partial similarity of  sound but not similar spelling) (Josephus, Jewish 
Antiquities, Book one 6:5-7:1) 

 
Ten generations after Noah, we encounter the next set of brothers, Abram, Nahor, and Haran, the three sons 
of Terah. The crucial event recorded in their family life is the death of their brother. Genesis confronts the 
reader again and again with the experience of “sibling loss”. Abram loses his brother in his native land; 
Ishmael loses touch with his brother, Isaac; Jacob flees from Esau who wishes to kill him. Rachel and Leah 
flee from their brothers. Shelah witnesses the premature death of both of his elder brothers. Simon and Levi 
are galvanized into action at the presumed loss of their sister Dina. The story of Joseph and his brothers 
revolves around the presumed death of a brother This Text presents the impact of the death exclusively 
from the experience of the bereaved father: Haran died in the living-presence of Terah his father.  

 
Avram took…Lot his brother’s son… (Gen 12: 5) 
Avram said to Lot:    

Pray let there be no quarrel between me and you, 
between my herdsmen and your herdsmen, 

for we are brother-men! 
Is not all the land before you? 

Pray part from me! 
If to the left, thenI to the right 

If to the right, then I to the left. (13:8-9) 
 
From the perspective of Western kinship, Abram and Lot are uncle and nephew, but in Biblical 
Hebrew, they are called brothers, “akhim”. “Akhim” literally means brothers, but can also refer to 
other sorts of close kin or “kinsmen”.  Fox brilliantly captures this double meaning in his phrase, 
“brother-men”. For Abram, the adoption of Lot serves as a link to his dead brother; for Lot, Abram is a 
“replacement father”.   

 
6 The scientific assumptions of this midrash are that astrological fate (mazal) causally determines your fate 

but that fate can be avoided by a change of venue or name, both of which Abram pursues. 
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Midrashic Gap-filling in Abraham’s Biography 
 
 
Exercise:  

 
• Ask the class what they remember/know about Avraham's childhood.  Make a list of anything 

that they appear to recall.  (Presumably they will recall some of the midrashic stories about Terach as 
an idol-maker).  Ask them from where they have got their knowledge. 

•  Exhibits: Bring to class the cartoon version in A Different Night: The Family Participation 
Haggadah (p. 72-75 including a definition of the word “iconoclast” and midrashic versions. Bring 
illustrated children’s books of Abraham to see how they introduce Abraham. Bring the Chronicles 
newspaper version of Abraham.   
 

• Go back to the end of chapter 11.  Show them that none of these stories is in the original 
Torah text.  Explain to them the idea of midrash, and show them the following two midrashim. 

 
When our father Abraham was born, a star rose in the east and swallowed four stars in the 
four corners of heaven. Nimrod's wizards said to him: To Terach, at this hour, a son has 
been born, out of whom will issue a people destined to inherit this world and the world-to-
come. With your permission, let his father be given a house full of silver and gold, on 
condition that his newly born son be slain. 
 
Nimrod sent word to Terach, saying: Last night a son was born to you. Now give him to 
me, that we may slay him, and I will fill your house with silver and gold. Terach said: "I 
reply with a parable that will make you understand my anguish. A horse was told, "Let us 
cut off your head, and we will give you a barnful of barley." The horse replied, "You fools! 
If you cut off my head, who will eat the barley?" So, too, if you slay my son, who will make 
use of the silver and gold? King Nimrod said: From what you say, I gather that a son has 
indeed been born to you. Terach: A son was born, but he died. Nimrod: My offer was for a 
live son, not a dead one. What did Terach do then? He hid his son in a cave for three years, 
and the Holy One provided for the child two openings - out of one issued oil, out of the 
other fine flour. 
 
When Abraham was three years old, he went out of the cave and [observing the world] 
wondered in his heart: Who created heaven and earth and me? All that day he prayed to 
the sun. In the evening, the sun set in the west and the moon rose in the east. Upon seeing 
the moon and the stars around it, he said: This one must have created heaven and earth 
and me - these stars must be the moon's princes and courtiers. So all night long he stood in 
prayer to the moon. In the morning, the moon sank in the west and the sun rose in the east. 
Then he said: There is no might in either of these. There must be a higher Lord over them-
to Him will I pray, and before Him will I prostrate myself.                                                                                       
Various midrashim       

Abraham's family used to make images and sell them in the market. One day, when it was 
Abraham's turn to sell, his father Terach gave him several baskets of household gods and 
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set him up in the marketplace. A man came to him and asked: Have you a god to sell? 
Abraham: What kind of god do you wish to buy? The man: I am a mighty man - give me a 
god as mighty as I am. So Abraham took an image that was standing on a shelf higher 
than all the others and said: Pay the money and take this one. The man asked: Is this god 
as mighty as I am? Abraham replied: You good-for-nothing! Don't you know the way of 
gods? The one who sits above all others is the mightiest of all. As the man was about to 
leave, Abraham asked him: How old are you? The man answered: Seventy years. 
Abraham said: Woe to a man who is seventy, yet prostrates himself before this thing 
which was made only today. At that, the man flung that god back into Abraham's basket, 
demanded the return of his money, and went his way. 
 
A woman came carrying a bowl of fine flour and said: Here, offer it to the gods. At that, 
Abraham seized a stick, smashed all the images, and placed the stick in the hand of the 
biggest of them. When his father came, he asked: Who did this to the gods? Abraham 
answered: Would I hide anything from my father? A woman came with a bowl of fine 
flour and said: Here, offer it up to them. When I offered it, one god said, "I will eat first," 
and another said, "No, I will eat first." Then the biggest of them rose up and smashed all 
the others. His father replied: Are you making sport of me? They cannot do anything! 
Abraham answered: You say they cannot. Let your ears hear what your mouth is saying! 
                                                           Tanna deBei Eliyahu     

 
• Ask them why they think the Rabbis of the midrash might have felt it necessary to create the 

kind of scenarios that they have presented.  Why was it necessary to create a new Avraham that was 
not mentioned in the Torah? 
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Fact or Fiction:  
 What Do We make of these Fantastic Reconstructions of Avram’s Childhood? 

 
Read the following text from Ahad Ha'am's great essay on Moshe (which can be applied to any 
historical figure) and try to distinguish between the historical and mythic image of the a great human 
being. .   

 
Surely it is obvious that the real great men of history, the men, that is, who have become 
a force in the life of humanity, are not actual, concrete persons who existed in a certain 
age. There is not a single great man in history of whom the popular fancy has not drawn a 
picture entirely different from the actual man; and it is this imaginary conception, created 
by the masses, to suit their needs, and their inclinations, that is the real great man, 
exerting an influence which abides in some cases for thousands of years - this and not the 
concrete original, who lived a short time in the actual world, and -was never seen by the 
People in his true likeness.                                                                                             
Ahad Ha'am     

 

• Work through Ahad Ha'Am's ideas that people (and peoples) create the figures that they 
themselves need on the basis of historical figures.  Ask the group if the ideas make sense to them.  
Now ask the group what Ahad Ha'am would say about the motivation of the Rabbis for creating the 
midrashim.   
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Is Lekh L’kha a command and difficult test, or a Divine rescue  
or a stellar possibility for blessing? 

 
One of the central questions that we need to understand is how to interpret the idea of 
Lekh l’kha.  What was the nature of God's interaction with Avraham?   
The literal  picture is one of a command as it says: “Avram went according to what God 
had said to him.” (Gen.12:4).  God commanded and Avram obeyed.  However there are 
some additional possibilities that the traditional commentators have opened to us.   

 
a.   A CHANCE OF A BETTER DEAL. We suggested before that the death of a 
brother and the failure to have children might have had a very strong influence on 
Avraham's character and personality.  Avraham, reeling from the death of a brother and 
his own failure to produce children, might be more than willing to jump at the chance to 
change his fortune and to bring children into the world, however far-fetched it might 
sound.   
 
Rashi makes this explicit in his explanation of the apparently superfluous word “l’kha” 
in Lekh L’kha (Genesis 12:1-2): 
 

:ועוד שאודיע  טבעך בעולם,   וכאן אי אתה זוכה לבנים-  אעשך לגוי גדול- ושם, להנאתך ולטובתך. לך לך   
 
lekh l’kha - Lekh l’hanaatcha – Go for your own benefit. 
There you will become a great nation” – here you will not be privileged to have 
children.                                                             Rashi 

 
b.  DELIVERANCE FROM DANGER.  Rambam and Ramban describe 
Abram’s life as being in danger.  Basing himself on midrashim, the Ramban 
says the following. 

 
…the real reason for the Divine promise was the fact that the Chaldeans had 
persecuted Abraham for his faith in God and he had fled from them in the direction of 
the land of Canaan and had tarried in Haran. Then God appeared to him and told him 
to leave and go on further as he had intended to do, in order to serve Him and rally 
other men to the true God in the chosen land where his name would become great, and 
the nations there would be blessed through him. Unlike his experience in Chaldea, 
where he had been despised and reviled for his faith and thrown into the furnace, in 
the new land He would bless them that blessed him and any individual who would 
curse him would himself be cursed.                             Ramban 

 
By this reading Lekh l’kha is redemption for Avraham, which comes to 
offer him a chance of salvation after the trauma of the personal danger in 
which he had previously been.7 

                                                 
7 Rambam and Ramban describe Abram’s life as being in danger based on the midrashim that fill 

out the background hinted at in Joshua 24. Playing on the term Ur in Ur Kasdim they suggest there 
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c. THE TEST – Nisayon. There is a strong tradition that Lekh l’kha was one 
of a number of tests through which God tried Avraham throughout his life, 
culminating in the Akeda.  Pirkei Avot for example says: 
 

With ten temptations was Avraham our father tempted, and he stood 
steadfast in them all, to show how great was the love of Avraham our 
father.   
                                                           Pirkei Avot 5:3  

 
And in Genesis Rabbah, we find:  
 

Said R. Jonathan: A potter does not test cracked jars which cannot 
be struck even once without breaking. What does he test? Good 
jars which will not break even if struck many times. Similarly, the 
Holy One blessed be He does not try the wicked but the righteous, 
as it is said: "The Lord tries the righteous. 
                                                           Genesis Rabbah 32 

 
Thus, we have here a third reading of Lekh l’kha, as a trial.  
 

                                                                                                                                                  
was a historic  event of ur or “fire” in Ur Kasdim. The Book Jubilees 12:12-15 says: “Abraham 
arose in the middle of the night and burnt down the house of idols and torched everything in the 
house and no one knew. Then the people awakened and tried to save their gods from the flames. 
Haran hurried to rescue the gods and the fire burned him up and he died in Ur Kasdim while his 
father Terach was still alive and Terach buried him. Then Terach left Ur Kasdim with all his sons 
to head for Lebanon and Canaan."  
 
Another midrash explains the death of Abram’s brother as follows: King Nimrod, whose 
regime was threatened by Abram’s intellectual attack on state sponsored pagan worship, 
threw Abram into the furnace (like Mishael, Azariah and Hananiah in the Book of Daniel). 
Thus the phrase – “I am the God who took you out of Ur Kasdim” (Gen. 15:7; Nehemia 
9:7) is reminiscent of “I am the God who took you out of Egypt, out of the house of 
bondage” (Exodus 20:2) because in both cases God redeemed the Jewish people and its 
father from danger and oppression. Thus Lekh Lcha is redemption, not a command and a 
test. As we saw above, if Abram leaves because he hopes that in new land he and Sari 
will overcome barrenness, then this too is motivated by positive desire for blessing, not a 
test of self-sacrifice. 
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EXERCISE: LEKH L’KHA – AND HOW TO READ IT 
  

Ask the students to write down for themselves how they see God's words to Avraham.  Was it 
a suggestion, a command, a test of faith or something else?  They should explain their 
answer.  

Hear and discuss some of the answers.  
Divide the group up into four subgroups.   

 
- Group one has to prepare a dramatic scenario which presents Lekh l’kha as a command.    
- Group two has to prepare a dramatic scenario which presents Lekh l’kha as a chance of a better deal for 
Avraham.    
- Group three has to prepare a dramatic scenario which presents Lekh l’kha as a deliverance after the 
trauma of personal danger.   
 
- Group four has to prepare a dramatic scenario which presents Lekh l’kha as a Divine test. 

• After the presentation of their scenarios, discuss with them which of the scenarios seems 
more likely.   

• Now look at the comments and midrashim that we bring above for the last three 
scenarios.   

• How are we to understand the fact that one scene has been interpreted in such different 
ways? 
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Was Avraham following God’s call or  
following in his father’s footsteps? 

 
The twentieth century German Rabbi and Biblical commentator Benno Jacob, made an 
interesting observation in his analysis of the story.   
 

It is a great paradox that the history of a people which finds its strength in the family and 
in loyalty to the past must begin through a break in tradition and ancestors, for God 
calls.  
                                                           Benno Jacob, Genesis p. 85  
 

Rashi explains that a computation of Terach’s age at death (205) and Avraham’s age of 
departure to Canaan (75) shows that Abram abandoned his father while still alive even 
though that meant he would not be able to honor his father and care for him in his old 
age.  For sixty years Terach lived without Avraham after the departure for Canaan. So 
why Rashi wonders does the Torah report the death of Terach before the command of 
Lech L’cha? Rashi surmises:  
 

AND TERACH DIED IN HARAN   
Rashi: After Avram had left Haran and had come to the land of Canaan and had been 
there more than sixty years.  For it is written "And Avram was 75 years old when he left 
Haran and Terach was 70 years old when Avram was born making Terach145 years old 
when Avram left Haran, so that there were then many years of his life left.  Why then does 
the text mention the death of Terach before the departure of Avram?  So that it would not 
become generally known that Avraham abandoned his aged father and did not observe 
Kibbud Av – honoring of his parents.                                                                                                                    
 

 
Although Ramban rejects the question as technically superfluous since the Torah often 
finishes up describing the death of one generation before focusing on the next, the value 
issue raised is very problematic. Obviously in the world of Torah one will obey God 
before one obeys one’s parents.  But why would God make such a command putting 
Avraham in problematic situation? Would it be justified for Avraham to go to Canaan 
where he thinks he has a better chance of having children even if it means abandoning his 
father who has already lost one son? How can Judaism hold up Avraham’s bold journey 
away from his parent al home and at the same time teach the Ten Commandments value 
of honoring your parents? How can Avraham expect his children’s loyalty to him and to 
his new way of life if he models betrayal of one’s vulnerable parents?  
 
The midrashim and commentators answer this question in a number of ways.: 
 

a.  One view suggests that there was religious reason for rebelling against his 
father’s society. Terach was a wicked idol worshipper. This is suggested by 
Joshua 24:1-2 where Terach is described – as he is not in Genesis – as one of 
“our ancestors in Mesopotamia who worshipped other gods.” Hence Abram 
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was released for Kibbud Av, thus he cannot be blamed for leaving his father 
behind in Haran.  
  
b.  There is a different view put forward by those like Ramban who explain 
the departure as a fulfillment of Terach's own wishes: 
 

Ramban - Terach, his father went of his own free will with Avraham as it says: 
‘Terach took Avram his son etc and they went with him from Ur Kasdim to go to 
the land of Canaan and they arrived in Haran and settled there” (Genesis 11:31). 
That shows Avram went after his father and according to his father’s plan to 
leave Ur Kasdim to go to the land of Canaan. The people of Ur Kasdim did many 
bad things to Abram [cursing him, throwing him in a pit] due to his faith in God, 
hence he fled from them to go – [with his father] – toward Canaan but got held 
up in Haran.  Then God told him to leave even Haran and continue as originally 
planned to the chosen land dedicated to God’s worship where Avraham could 
call upon human beings to serve God.                                                        

 
c.  A third tack is taken by those who change the numbers to show that 
Avraham left Haran only after Terach's death.  For example, the Samaritan 
version of the Torah moves up Terach’s death to age 145 – exactly when 
Avraham at age 75 was called up to leave Haran for Canaan. A similar 
approach is taken by the New Testament book Acts which notes that: 
 

God appeared to our father Avraham in Mesopotamia (before he settled in 
Haran). There God told him – ‘Go from your land, your native land and come 
to the land I will show you.’ He left Ur Kasdim and settled in Haran and after 
his father’s death God took him from there to this land. 
                                                           New Testament, Acts 7:4 

 
Thus Avraham never left his father behind and in fact God never commanded 
him to leave “his father’s house” – that was not mentioned in the New 
Testament version of God’s original command.  
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When exactly did Avraham receive his calling and how is it related to the fact that 
Terach had already set forth on the way to Canaan (Genesis 11:31)? 
 
Various commentators have their own take on the location of the calling.  Was it back in 
Ur Kasdim or in Haran. Behind the different opinions is an important value issue.  Does 
the journey represent Avraham's own path of rebellion or an assertion of his own 
independence vis a vis his parents or  is it an act of faithful continuity to his father’s 
initial migration even though Avraham adds a new Divine dimension. To an extent this 
question adds an extra dimension to the previous one that we looked at.  The psychologist 
Peter Pitzele makes the following personal observation. 
  

There are two principal and differing schools of midrashic thought on the 
subject of Abram’s departure from his father’s house in Haran before he sets 
out to Canaan. One school sees the son’s departure as a repudiation of his 
father’s idolatry; another as the continuation of a father’s journey.  
 
As I have searched the story and searched my own relationship to my father, I 
find these perspectives inextricably linked inside of Abram and inside of me. I 
have always been in the back of my mind that mythic son who cannot himself 
decide whether he is leaving his father or living out a [part of his father’s 
unrealized dream. My evolving experience of becoming a Jew is on the 
deepest level enacted in me as a dialogue with my father. It is to my 
internalized father that I turn repeatedly to test my sense of what it means to 
me to be a Jew. It is as if he were the mirror in front of which I stand before I 
walk out into the world. Every now and then some new way of presenting 
myself to him presents itself to me, and in my mind, in actual conversation or 
in my writing, I face him.                          Peter Pitzele 
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EXERCISE: FOLLOWING IN FATHER'S and MOTHER’S FOOTSTEPS? 
 

• Ask the students how old Terach was when Avraham went to the Land of Israel.   
 

• After they have made the calculation, divide the group up into smaller groups and give 
half of the groups the text from Rashi while the other half get the text from Rambam.  
Each group has to prepare a tableau (i.e. a dramatic scene without words frozen at one 
moment in time) expressing the moment when Avraham leaves Terach in Haran.  Their 
silent scene must express the feelings of their characters as clearly as possible. 

 

• Explain to the group as a whole that you have given out two different traditional 'takes' 
on the circumstances of the parting.  Each half of the class has to look at the other groups' 
tableaux and to guess what the spirit of the comment that the group received was.   

 

• Now show the group both comments and discuss them, asking the group which scenario 
seems most likely to them, and why.   

 

• Give the piece from Acts (and mention the Samaritan text).  Ask the group to explain 
what they think is happening in these two texts.  What was the difficulty that these groups 
appear to have been facing?  

 

• Now give the whole group the piece from Pitzele and ask them to consider the relevance 
for the scenario. 

 

• Then use a Pitzele type "bibliodrama" exercise, in which the scene is played out allowing 
different players to voice the thoughts of Avraham and Terach as they see them.  The 
group sits around a couple of chairs representing Terach and Avraham.  As you go 
through the scene slowly anyone who wants, can give Terach's or Avraham's thoughts at 
the moment in question.  There can be multiple voices representing Terach and Avraham. 

 

• Finally, discuss with the group to what extent do they believe that Avraham had to 
repudiate his father and his father's belief system in order to follow the path that he felt he 
had to take.   

 
 
ADDITIONAL FOLLOW UP EXERCISE: Ask the students to interview their parents about the ways in 
which they continue or depart explicitly from their parent’s paths as Jews and as human beings. Perhaps the 
parents will be willing to share their own departure from their parent’s home and the attendant blessings 
and tensions.  
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PART TWO: THREE AVRAHAMS 
 
In the first section, we quoted the great Jewish and Zionist philosopher, Ahad Ha'am, from 
his famous essay on Moshe.  In Ahad Ha'am suggests that the images of leaders that are 
created by people and peoples, say far less about the real life individuals who lived in a 
specific time and place, and far more about the people who have looked back at them over 
the (sometimes) thousands of years of remembrance and who have created of those leaders, 
semi-fantasy figures which have proved vital for the cultural, spiritual and national life of 
the particular people.  For Ahad Ha'am, these constructed figures represent the figure as he 
or she has been lived and experienced by subsequent generations, and are, in fact much more 
important than the genuine person who lived a short span of life in a particular place.  The 
"real" figure, Ahad Ha'am calls an “archaeologically correct truth.”  By contrast, the 
“mythical image”, as built up over many generations, he calls the historical truth.  Here we 
get the developing self-image of the people trying to understand who it is that they really are 
– and just as important – who it is that they really want to be!  Through these mythic or 
midrashic depictions  we get a prismatic picture of the people themselves and their most 
important values and ideals. 
 
Recent historical and Biblical scholarship has seen a great deal more emphasis on the 
“history of tradition” rather than exclusively on the historical reconstruction of the Ur-text 
and the original “historical kernel” beneath the text. The midrashic readings are understood 
not only as projections on the text but also as exegesis of the interpretative possibilities 
implicit in the texts. So pshat and derash are not necessarily opposites – both involve gap-
filling but they are laid out on a continuum of more closely tied to context or not. Where any 
commentary lies on the continuum is a matter of various schools of thought.  Nevertheless 
whatever the objective basis of the following three schools of interpreting Avraham they at 
least contain much “historical truth” in the Ahad Haam sense that they teach something 
about the history of the people’s search for self-definition. At least they often us options for 
connecting up our lives and our students’ lives to the progenitor of the Jewish people and his 
project.  
 
We have spoken so far about the figure of Avraham.  However, as we analyze things a little 
more closely, we find that there are some contrasting pictures of Avraham that have 
developed among the Jewish people over the centuries and millennia.  Different groups of 
Jews have chosen to emphasize different aspects of the figure of Avraham, as they have 
struggled with the question of what it means to be a Jew.  It is to three of these different 
images that we now turn, Avraham as the philosopher, Avraham as the person of sublime 
blind faith and Avraham as the advocate for humanity.  It is to these three images that we 
now turn.      
 

 
I. Avraham, the Intellectual Rebel, 

the Religious Philosopher 
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There is an enormous gap in background that we confront in the story of Avraham.  How 
did Avraham come to know God and why would he want or need to leave his native 
land and his father’s home to follow God’s vision? In filling that informational gap the 
Jewish interpreters have created a new model for the ideal Jew, which continues to inspire 
many Jews.  
 
The most ancient and persistent midrashic tradition develops during the Hellenistic period 
and portrays Avraham as an iconoclastic philosopher breaking his father’s idols. This man 
searches for truth not in books but in nature until he raises his eyes above the natural to the 
supernatural – to the one God of monotheism. He is critical not only of his father’s religious 
traditions but of the political structure of Babylonian society, the highest civilization of his 
era, which not only believes in paganism but maintains its hegemony as part of its repressive 
politics.  An intellectual search for truth leads to a religious worldview committed to 
liberation both from superstition and from political-religious institutional coercion.  
 
Let us compare these philosophical midrashim. They all grow out of the intertextual 
combination of Genesis 12:1-3 and Joshua 24:2-3 where Terach is described – unlike 
Genesis – as one of “our ancestors in Mesopotamia who worshipped other gods.”  
 

{ַמר ְיהָֹוה ֱאלֵֹהי ִיְשָֹרֵאל ְּבֵעֶבר ַהָּנָהר ָיְׁשבּו ֲאבֹוֵתיֶכם ֵמעֹוָלם ֶּתַרח ֲאִבי wְבָרָהם ַוֲאִבי ָנחֹור ַוַּיַעְבדּו - ָהָעם ּכֹה- ָּכל- ב   ַוּיֹאֶמר ְיהֹוֻׁשַע ֶאל
:ֱאלִֹהים ֲאֵחִרים  

:ִיְצָחק- לֹו ֶאת- ַזְרעֹו ָוֶאֶּתן- ֶאת] ָוwְרֶּבה[ֶאֶרץ ְּכָנַען ָוwְרֶּב - אֹוֵלְך אֹותֹו ְּבָכלwְבָרָהם ֵמֵעֶבר ַהָּנָהר ָו- ֲאִביֶכם ֶאת-  ג   ָוֶאַּקח ֶאת  
 

And Joshua said to all the people.  Thus says the Lord God of Israel.  Your fathers dwelt on 
the other side of the river in old time, Terach the father of Avraham and the father of Nahor, 
and they served other gods.  And I took your father Avraham from the other side of the river 
and led him through the whole land of Canaan and multiplied his seed and gave him Isaac.  
                                                           Joshua 24: 2-3 

 
Here Joshua at the end of his life is taking leave of the tribes who had just conquered 
Canaan and he calls upon them to choose to reject the paganism of Canaan just as 
Avraham’s family’s rejected the idol worship of Babylonia. 
 
 
 
 
 
EXERCISE: COMPARING THE SOURCES: ENTER MIDRASH 
 

Here are four midrashic scenarios regarding Avraham's "conversion". 

1. R. Isaac told the parable of a man who was traveling from place to place when he saw a 
mansion in flames.' He wondered: Is it possible that the mansion is without someone to look 
after it? At that moment the owner of the mansion peered out at him and said: I am the 
owner of this mansion! So, too, as Abraham was wondering, Is it possible that the world 
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should be without someone to look after it? the Holy One peered down at him and said: I am 
the world's Owner!               Genesis Rabbah 38:13 

2. He (Abraham] grew up with this idea [of Chaldean theology and gods] and was a true 
Chaldean for some time, until, opening the soul's eye from the depth of sleep, he came to 
behold the pure ray in place of the deep darkness, and he followed that light and perceived 
what he had not seen before, one who guides and steers the world, presiding over it and 
managing its affairs. 
                                                           Philo of Alexandria   
 
3. And the child [Abraham] began to realize the errors of the land - that everyone was going 
astray after graven images and after impurity. And he [Abraham] separated from his father so 
that he might not worship the idols with him. And he began to pray to the Creator of all so that 
He might save him from the errors of mankind... 

And it came to pass ... that Abram said to his father, "O father," and he said, "Yes, my son?" 
And he said: "What help or advantage do we have from these idols before which you 
worship and bow down? For there is no spirit in them, because they are mute, and they are 
an error of the mind ... " And his father said to him, "I also know that, my son, but what shall 
I do to the people who have ordered me to serve before them [that is, the idols]. If I speak to 
them truthfully, they will kill me because they themselves are attached to them [the idols] so 
that they might worship them and praise them."                                                        Book of 
Jubilees 11-12 
 
 
4. When I was watching over the gods of my father Farah [Terah] and my brother Nahor, I was 
experimenting [to find out] which god was truly the strongest. Then, at the time when my 
[priestly] lot came up and I was to finish the service of my father Farah's sacrifice to his gods of 
wood - and stone, of gold and silver and copper and iron, I, Abraham, having entered their 
sanctuary for the service, found a god named Marumat, which had been carved out of stone, 
fallen at the feet of an iron god, Nakhin. And it came to pass that, when I saw this, my heart was 
troubled, and I thought to myself that I, Abraham, would be unable to return it to its place all by 
myself, since it was heavy, [carved] out of a great stone; so I went to inform my father, and he 
went in with me. And as we both were moving it to return it to its place, its head fell off of it in 
such a way that I was left holding on to its head. And it came to pass, when my father saw that 
the head of his god, Marumat, had fallen off of it, he said to me, "Abraham," arid I replied, 
"Here I am." And he said. "Bring me a chisel from the house." And I brought it. Then he carved 
another Marumat, without a head, out of another stone, and [placed on it] the head that had 
been broken off from [the first] Marumat, and then smashed that [first] Marumat. 

Then I said to myself, "What are these useless things that my father is doing? Is he not rather a 
god to his gods, since it is by virtue of his sculpting and shaping, by his skillfulness, that they 
come into being? It would be more fitting for them to bow down to my father, since they are his 
handiwork. Yet what is my father's reward from his labors? Behold, Marumat fell down and was 
unable to get up in his own temple, nor could I lift him on my own, until my father came and 
then we lifted him together. And even so we were unable, and [Marumat's] head fell off of him, 
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and [my father] placed it upon another stone of another god which he had made without a head 
. . ." And I said to myself; "If it is thus, how then can my father's god Marumat, having a head 
made from one stone and [the rest] being made from another stone, save someone or hear a 
person's prayer and grant him anything?" 
                                                           Apocalypse of Avraham 

 

We have brought here four midrashic versions of Avraham's "conversion" to monotheism.  The first is from 
perhaps the best-known midrashic work on Genesis, Genesis (Beraishit) Rabba.   The second comes from the 
first century Alexandrian Jewish philosopher, Philo.  The third source is from the mid-2nd century B.C.E. 
apocalyptic work, the book of Jubilees, found among the pseudepigrapha.  The fourth piece is taken from the 
"Apocalypse of Avraham" a Jewish work dealing specifically with the "conversion" of Avraham, believed to 
have been composed in the immediate aftermath of the destruction of the second Temple.   

 
• Give the piece from Joshua to the students and ask them to compare it with the pieces of Genesis that 

they have looked at up to now.  What is the major addition that we get from the text of Joshua? [The 
fact that Terach was a worshipper of idols].   Is it something that we take for granted in Genesis?  If 
so, why is that?   

• If the version of Joshua is correct (and it has always been assumed to reflect the true situation, 
meaning that Avraham indeed represents a major change of direction) when do the students think that 
the change with Avraham occurred?  Did it occur at the time of the Divine revelation ("Lekh l’kha") 
or did that revelation only come to him after he had already recognized the existence of the one God?  
The stories that we looked at in the previous part suggest the latter scenario, but the students should 
now (in pairs?) write two scenarios, one of which has Avraham discovering monotheism before the 
voice of God addresses him and the other of which leaves his conversion to the moment of the Divine 
revelation that we hear about in Chapter 12 of Genesis.   

 

• The scenarios should be shared, and the difference between the alternative possibilities should be 
emphasized. 

• Give the following four midrashim to each pair of students.  Let them read them carefully 
working out the similarities between them.  Following this they should answer the following questions. 

Which of the two versions examined before regarding Avraham's conversion is common to 
all of these midrashim? 

Why do you think that so many later commentators and ba'alei midrash would choose this 
version?  What might be attractive to them in such a version of the scenario of Avraham's 
conversion?  

What enables them to create this kind of scenario, so many centuries after the events 
described? 

How would they describe the figure of Avraham common to all of these scenarios?  What 
sort of a person is the Avraham of these stories?  What characterizes him? 
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 Finally, they should write a short story about this Avraham called "A day in the life of 
Avraham", reflecting on life for the boy or the young man, after he has already understood 
the world through monotheistic eyes. 
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EXERCISE: ENTER MAIMONIDES 
In the Mishneh Torah, we have the following account of Avraham's "conversion". 
 

After Abraham was weaned, while still, an infant, his mind began to reflect. By day and by 
night he was thinking and wondering: "How is it possible that this [celestial] sphere should 
continuously be guiding the world and have no one to guide it and cause it to turn round; 
for it cannot be that it turns round of itself." He had no teacher, no one to instruct him in 
anything. He was submerged in Ur of the Chaldees, among idolaters. His father and mother 
and the entire population worshiped idols; and he worshiped with them. But his mind was 
busily working and reflecting until he had attained the way of truth, apprehended the 
correct line of thought, and knew, that there is one God, that He guides the celestial sphere 
and created everything, and that among all that exist, there is no god besides Him. He 
realized that men everywhere were in error, and that what had occasioned their error was 
that they worshiped the stars and the images, so that the truth perished from their minds. 
Abraham was forty years old when he recognized his Creator. Having attained this 
knowledge, he began to refute the inhabitants of Ur of the Chaldees, arguing with them and 
saying to them, "The course you are following is not the way of truth."  
 
He broke the images and commenced to instruct the people that it was not right to serve 'any 
one but the God of the universe, to whom alone it was proper to bow down, offer up sacrifices 
and make libations, so that all human creatures might, in the future, know Him; and that it 
was proper to destroy and shatter all the images, so that the people might not err like these 
who thought that there was no god but these images.  
 
When he had prevailed over them with his arguments, the king (of the country) sought to slay 
him. He was miraculously saved and emigrated to Haran. He then began to proclaim to the 
whole world with great power and to instruct the people that the entire universe had but one 
Creator and that Him it was right to worship. He went from city to city and from kingdom to 
kingdom, calling and gathering together the inhabitants till he arrived in the land of Canaan. 
There, too, he proclaimed his message, as it is said, "And he called there on the name of the 
Lord, God of the universe" (Gen. 7-1:33). When the people flocked to him and questioned him 
regarding his assertions, he would instruct each one according to his capacity till he had 
brought him to the way of truth, and thus thousands and tens of thousands joined him. These 
were the persons referred to in the phrase, "men of the house of Abraham."  
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Abraham implanted in their hearts this great doctrine, composed books on it, and taught it to 
Isaac, his son. Isaac settled down, instructing and exhorting. He imparted the doctrine to 
Jacob and ordained him to teach it. He, too, settled down, taught and morally strengthened all 
who joined him. The patriarch Jacob instructed all his sons, set apart Levi, appointed him 
head (teacher) and placed him in a college to teach the way of God and keep the charge of 
Abraham. He charged his sons to appoint, from the tribe of Levi, one instructor after another, 
in uninterrupted succession, so that the doctrine might never be forgotten. And so it went on 
with ever increasing vigor among Jacob's children and their adherents till they became a 
people that knew God. When the Israelites had stayed a long while in Egypt, they relapsed, 
learned the practices of their neighbors, and, like them, worshiped idols, with the exception of 
the tribe of Levi, that steadfastly kept the charge of the patriarch. This tribe of Levi never 
practiced idolatry. The doctrine implanted by Abraham would, in a very short time, have been 
uprooted, and Jacob's descendants would have lapsed into the error and perversities 
universally prevalent. 
 
But because of God's love for us and because He kept the oath made to our ancestor 
Abraham, He appointed Moses to be our teacher and the teacher of all the prophets and 
charged him with his mission. After Moses had begun to exercise his prophetic functions and 
Israel had been chosen by the Almighty as His heritage, He crowned them with precepts, and 
showed them the way to worship Him and how to deal with idolatry and with those who go 
astray after it. 
 
                              Maimonides, Mishneh Torah, Sefer Madaah, Laws of Idolatry 1  

                                         
 

Read the text and discuss with the class the following issues. 
 

a. Which aspects of the early midrashim on Abraham that we have seen so far, did Maimonides choose to 
emphasize?  

 

b. Rambam uses this midrash as an introduction to the law that prohibits any activities that might lead to 
idolatry. If Abraham has already taught the truth and dispelled superstitions by the use of argument, why 
would one need to suppress by law these pagan beliefs and practices?  What does this say about human nature, 
including Jewish human nature? 

 

c. If such a version of Avraham's conversion is correct, where in the account does the Divine voice of Lekh 
l’kha occur?  Why does Avraham go to Canaan according to Maimonides?   

 

d. What is the picture of Avraham in Maimonides telling of the story?   
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e. What might have led Maimonides to create such a version of the Avraham story? 

 

The students should in small groups create a scene in which Maimonides meets the authors of the previous 
midrashim and they all discusses their similarities and differences.   

 

 

FOR the TEACHER: 

Maimonides develops the midrash that Avram discovered God at age 40 after a 
series of scientific investigations that led him to know that God is the ultimate 
cause behind all natural phenomena. Abraham needed neither religious 
tradition nor even Divine revelation to make this discovery. Maimonides leaves 
out the voice of heaven commanding Lekh l’kha. Abraham is a fabulous public 
educator using rational arguments and fielding questions. He is concerned not 
just with his biological offspring but with all human beings. Yet the tendency to 
intellectual errors leads people back to idolatry backed by oppressive political 
regimes and manipulative charlatan prophets and priests. God finds it 
necessary to reveal his truth directly to Moshe and to establish laws to prevent 
a relapse into idolatry.  

 
See Appendix: Rambam is asked by Ovadiah an intellectual convert to Judaism if he can be considered 
a full descendant of Abraham and recite the blessings that refer to “our God and God of our ancestors, 
the God of Abraham.” Is biology the primary connection to Abraham? How does the story of 
Abraham’s original “conversion” to the belief in God help solve that problem? How does the model of 
Abraham rebelling against his own biological father and his own ancestral religion affect the 
understanding of a convert?  
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EXERCISE: ENTER GEORGE STEINER  

                                

[According to Hegel], by leaving his native land of Ur, Abraham deliberately "breaks the ties 
of love." He breaks the natural bonds which unite a human person to his ancestors and their 
places of burial. 
 
He abandons his neighbours and culture. To Hegel [this is] the most corrosive of alienations, 
of estrangements both from the rest of mankind and the harmonious integration of the self. 
Abraham, to Hegel, is a wanderer on the earth. 
 
But I praise Abraham and the Jew whose only homeland is the text… A true thinker, a truth-
thinker, a scholar, must know that no nation, no body politic, no creed, no moral ideal and 
necessity, is worth a falsehood, a willed self-deception or the manipulation of a text.  This 
knowledge and observance are his homeland.  
                                                           George Steiner 
 

• Together as a class, work through this piece by George Steiner.  To what extent does Steiner's opinion of 
Avraham, as far as it is offered here, appear to be similar to Maimonides? 

 

• The students should be asked to look up the life of Steiner (who is still alive at the time of writing) and 
to see whether his version of Avraham seems in any way to conform with his own life as a 20th/ 21st 
century Jew.  What in his life might lead Steiner to develop his picture of Avraham? 

 

• We suggest following this with one of two exercises: 
 
Either, choose a singer/musician whose songs seem to correspond with some of Steiner's ideas on Avraham and 
bring three songs which seem to suggest this. 
 
Or 
 
Choose a 20th/ 21st individual (Jewish or non-Jewish) who seems to embody at least some of the things that 
Steiner talks about in terms of Avraham. 
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EXERCISE: ENTER YEHUDA AMICHAI 

 

We are all children of Avraham 
But we are also the grandchildren of Terach 
And now perhaps, it's the time for the grandchildren to do 
To their father what he did to his father 
Who broke his household gods and idols, his religion and his belief. 
But that will also be the beginning of a new faith. 
                                                           Yehuda Amichai 

 
• Read the Amichai poem in class.  Try and understand what Amichai seems to be saying in this 

deceptively simple little poem.  Is Amichai adding anything new to the opinions that have been 
suggested up to now about Avraham?  What would the students guess about Amichai's relationship with 
his own father based merely on this poem?     

 

• The students should be asked to look up the life of Amichai (who died in 2000) and to see whether his 
version of Avraham seems in any way to conform with his own life as a 20th/ 21st century Jew.  What in 
his life might lead Amichai to develop his picture of Avraham? 

 

• Each student should now attempt to write their own poem using Amichai's symbolic use of Avraham 
and Terach to reflect about their own feelings and ideas regarding their life and their relationships with 
their parents or authority figures (teachers, principals, Rabbis etc). 
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EXERCISE: ENTER ARI ELON 

 

Before I even knew how to read, I could already recite by heart the story of Avraham 
shattering the idols. The story was a great hit at my kindergarten and was apparently the first 
skit I ever took part in. Many times, we went back to present the story of the great idol 
"boutique" of father Terach and the stupid people who came to buy idols and the brave and 
wise kid Avraham who made fun of everybody, shattered the idols and escaped to the forest 
where he found the true God - so different from all the doll-idols that couldn't talk, couldn't 
see and couldn’t hear. In the course of the life of this story in kindergarten I managed to 
perform all the parts: the part of the stupid man who wants to buy a large new idol, and the 
part of the stupid woman who wants to feed the idol and the part of stupid father Terach and 
of Nimrod the wicked king, and of the idols themselves. The part of Avraham was, of course, 
my favorite part, just as it was for all the kids.  Not only because of the opportunity to laugh at 
the stupid grown ups but in the main, because of the license to break, shatter and hit in the 
middle of this rather proper kindergarten. The climax of course was to take a large stick and 
before the eyes of the delighted children to hit all the dolls and the idols.  
 
Avraham was unquestionably the hero of my kindergarten. Later on, when I learned to read 
Torah, I hurried to look in the book of Genesis for the story of Avraham the idol-breaker. 
When it became clear to me that in the Torah there is no trace of the "greatest" show in the 
kindergarten" I went through a serious crisis. I have no question that that crisis was one of my 
first crises of belief.  
 
Till today, I refuse to accept the clear fact that the Biblical Avraham, as opposed to the 
Avraham of the midrash is not a rebel and is not a breaker of idols. Till today I refuse to 
accept the written Torah as it stands. The Ba'alei Midrash themselves refuse to see Avraham 
as just "a good Jewish boy"' who is simply following the path laid out for him by God. They 
are not ready to accept the fact that there is no mention in the written Torah of the beginning 
of Avraham our father. It's important for them, too, to fill in the early days of their (and our) 
Avram with fabricated tales of heroic stories. 
  
That, apparently, is the reason that the monotheists amongst us see in our Avram the young 
and brave inventor of monotheism. The rebels amongst us see in him the forefather of all 
young rebels and idol-breakers. The revolutionaries among us see in him the young man that 
brought to the world the idea of building a new world. The yeshiva boys among us see in him 
someone who left the vanities of this world for a life of learning Torah in the legendary Beit 
Midrash of Shem and Ever.  And the Chalutzim [pioneers] amongst us see in him the first 
young Zionist who left his parents' home, a promising career and a homeland and went to 
redeem with his own ten fingers the promised land… 
 
I break, therefore, I am Jewish. I leave my homeland, therefore I am a rooted Jew.  I leave my 
parents home, therefore I am an extremely rooted Jew, and so on …  
 
It is a pleasure to return to a bookshelf full of broken tablets and shattered idols. Today I am 
no longer young, but I still hold on to the shattered corners of the altar. I still try to anchor my 
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rebellion in the most rooted of traditions. I don't give up on my obligation to create from 
within the tradition, and my right to rebel against it from its depths. 
 
Every so often I succeed in putting together a puzzle from the shards of my shattered Gods.  
The shards help me know myself and help me cope with my identity as a person and as a Jew.  
One of the most blessed of insights is that there is life after death – there is rich creative life 
after the death of my childhood God, and there is more depth and inspiration for the Torah 
and the other sources.  There is much richness in a broken God, it is possible to make of Him 
endless beautiful and unexpected puzzles. There is no more complete God than a broken God. 
 
Yishar Kochachem [more power to you], Moses our Teacher and Avraham our father, who 
broke the tablets for us, and shattered the idols for us, and left us a bookshelf full of broken 
tablets and shattered idols.  It is a great pleasure to renew our days of old and to return to our 
bookshelves filled with broken tablets and shattered idols.  It is a great pleasure to make 
puzzles from all these pieces of ourselves, who have been created – thank God – in the broken 
image of God.  It is a great pleasure to interpret Torah in all possible directions, and to 'take 
off' from its landing pad of inspiration day and night. 
                                                                               Ari Elon  
 

• Read through Ari Elon's piece and try and understand the main ideas.  Of the opinions that we have met 
until now, whose Avraham is Alon closest to?  What can you tell about the author's biography from what 
he has written here?   

 

• Now let the students go through all the preceding opinions that they have studied, (taking the Ba'alei 
Midrash as one group) and suggest what Ari Elon would say about each of the authors. 

 

• Finally, let them create a brief dinner table conversation between Ari Elon and Ahad Ha'am, talking 
about Avraham and their views of him. 

 
Yehuda Amichai, George Steiner and Ari Elon see in Abraham an ideal because he is an alienated 
intellectual as were many of the greatest thinkers of the 20th century – many of them Jews. The ability to 
criticize one’s homeland (and to abandon it) as well as Abraham’s willingness to criticize God’s justice, 
becomes an alternative homeland for them. How is this image similar and yet different from the one suggested 
by Maimonides? Should the Abraham who breaks away from his native culture also dare to create a new 
homeland, a new loyalty to a particular people and a particular land? To what extent are the same 
characteristics necessary for intellectual rebellion, helpful for the founder of new movement? Should rebellion 
be a stage in life or a permanent feature of a Jew’s life?  These are questions that you might want to take up 
with the students. 
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 Hillel Zeitlin – Lach Lkha from Narrow Nationalism  
 

  הלל צייטלין
עזב נא את תאוות הבשר שבהן אתה . עזב נא, בן אדם, עזב נא: קורא אל כל אדם בכל מקום ובכל זמן' קול ה

עזב נא את גאות , גבל בחושיםעזב נא את כל ההרגלים שבהם אתה קשור אל העולם המו, קשור אל החומר
  . עזב את דעותיך הקדומות ואת אמונות השוא אשר לך, עזב את יחס משפחתך, לבבך

  . ארץ של שמים, ארץ עליונה, לך ובקש לך ארץ רחוקה
  !לך ובקש? איפה תמצאנה? איפה תבקשנה

 בתכלת – ארצך :כי אם כה דבר האלהים לאדם, שם ושם היא הארץ הדרושה לך: אין האלהים אומר לאדם
  …בחביון הרז, בסתר האור, בהוד התעלומה, במרחב אין קץ, אין סוף

כי , מקרא זה מפוצץ כפטיש לא רק כל שרירות לב וכל תאות לב. 'לך לך מארצך וממולדתך ומבית אביך'
  .אם כל האמונות והדעות שבהן חיים רוב בני האדם

ביופי המיוחד של הארץ שבה , ראשית כל, מינים הםמא? כי מה הן אמונותיהם ודעותיהם של רוב בני האדם
מאמינים .  פטריוטיזם–קוראים הם לזה . כאדני השדה קשורים הם בטבורם אל הארץ המולדת שלהם. נולדו

. הפרחתה ושגשוגה, שארצם היא ארץ מיוחדת שבארצות ושצריך להפקיר הכל בשביל קיומה והצלחתה, הם
שופכים הם דמי אחיהם בשביל הטובה המדומה של . כל שרוי ומותרה'  ארץ המולדת'מאמינים הם שלגבי 

אמרת , שחן מקום על יושביו,  אמת– 'לך לך מארצך': ובת קול מפוצת על ראשי ההרים. הפטריוטיזם שלהם
, שחביבה עליך הארץ אשר כלכלה וגידלה אותך והיניקה אותך מלשדה וחביבים השמים הפרושים על ראשך

אבל יש דבר רם מאהבה זו כרום שמים מעל הארץ , מולדת זו- ד ולעמול בשביל ארץאמת שצריך אתה לעבו
מבריק ברק , מראה ומסתיר, כי אם האלהים מראה אותה לקרוביו,  הארץ הבלתי נראה לעיני בשר–והוא 

  . ומעלימו
ו  אף אלה האנשים שמשוחררים הם משעבודו של הפטריוטיזם אינם יכולים להשתחרר משעבוד– ממולדתךו

אם לאומו מחזיק . מושך את האדם בחבלי קסם עד שהוא רואה בו חזות הכל' רגש הלאום'. של הלאום
אם לאומו משעבד עמים . שגם עליו להחזיק באותן האמונות והדעות, באמונות ודעות נפסדות הוא חושב

להשתתף גם שחובה קדושה מוטלת עליו , הוא חושב, מרוצצם ומשברם, מכניעם, מושל בהם בחזקה, אחרים
החזק רק בטוב ובקדוש …!'לך לך ממולדתך': או אז בוא יבא דבר האלהים לאדם.  זו' בעבודה לאומית'הוא 

  …לא בשאיפתו לשררה ולכבוש, שלו' אגואיסמוס'אבל לא ב, אשר בלאומך
 אף אלה האנשים שמשוחררים הם גם מדעות הקדומות של הפטריוטיזם הגס וגם מן – 'ומבית אביך'

. קשורים הם בכל זאת אל המנהגים המיוחדים והאמונות והדעות המיוחדות של בני משפחתם, ת הגסההלאומיו
קרבנות הם על מזבחו של אליל המודה ושל דעות . הסביבה פועלת עליהם ומשפיע ה עליהם בלי כל מעצור

אני ': ומרובשעה שכל אחד מהם א, ושלא מדעתם, מושפעים הם מן הסביבה מדעתם. האנשים המקיפים אותם
 –כי אם , באמת לא הוא הוא הרוצה וחושב והאומר' אני רוצה כך וכך'או ' אני אומר כך וכך', 'חושב כך וכך

  …טעויותיה וקלקוליה, הסביבה שהוא חי בה עם זדונותיה ושגגותיה
והיא ' לשורש נשמתך העליונה,  לעצמותך–לך לך ' סופו של המקרא קשור בראשו – 'אל הארץ אשר אראך'

ומה היא מהותה של אותה . שהאלהים מראה אותה למבקשים אותו באמת, היא באמת גם הארץ העליונה
כי מהי מהותה . העמוק והמוחלט לאור אין סוף, הבטול התמידי, ההכנעה התמידים לזיו העולם? הארץ

זה כל ואי אפשר לה לנשמה לבקש טוב מוחלט ,  בקשת הטוב האלהי המוחלט–? העקרית של הנשמה האלהית
, לא בעיני מי שיושב בצל העולם, אבל, במה שנחשב לטוב בעיני בני העולם, עוד שהיא שקועה בטוב מדומה

  . 'שוכן בערפל, כל סוכה'בעיני 
כמו , אלא שעיניהם סגורות ואזניהם אטומות או, מאמר זה שנאמר לאברהם נאמר הוא תמיד לכל באי עולם

, ובכל זאת הכל חרשים לגביה, בוקע כל חללו של עולם' קול ה…' וןוי לאינון דשנתא בחוריה, 'שאומר הזוהר
וידעו , ויחשבו וידעו, ויאזינו ויחשבו, וישמעו ויאזינו'ורק יחידי סגולה הם אשר כרה להם אלהים אוזן לשמוע 

  . 'ויעשו
  28-25'  עמ, לך לך, ספרן של יחידים, הלל צייטלין
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Hillel Zeitlin 
The Divine voice calls to each human being at all times and in every place: Leave, mortal 
one, please leave. Leave the desires by which you are clinging to matter, leave the habits 
that keep you tethered to a world limited by the senses. Leave your pride, your family 
heritage, your superstitions and old convictions, leave and seek yourself an ancient land, 
a higher land, a land of heavens. Where will you seek it? Where will you find it? Go and 
search… 
God doesn’t  tell the person: such and such is your desired land. God says: Your land – is 
in the infinite blue, the endless expanses, the heart of mystery, the invisible light, the 
hidden secrets… 
“Go from your native land” This verse bangs on your head like a hammer! Not just every 
heart’s desire and stubbornness but every belief and opinion by which most humans live - 
must be rejected! 
For what are most people’s beliefs and opinions? First, they believe in the unique beauty 
of the land in which they were born. People are linked by their umbilical cord to their 
homeland – it is called Patriotism. They believe that their country is completely unique 
and all should be done to ensure its success and survival. They believe that for the 
homeland’s sake everything is permitted – brothers’ blood is spilled for this supposed 
good of patriotism. 
True, dwellings are liked by their inhabitants and the land in which one was born, bred 
and breast fed is favorable to one, as are the familiar childhood skies. True, one should 
work and labor for this homeland – but there is something higher than this love – as high 
as the heavens soar above the earth – and that is the invisible land shown by God to the 
ones who come closer. It is shown and then hidden again, a quick lightening - vanishing 
fast. 
‘From your birthplace’– Even those who are free of patriotism cannot detach themselves 
from the slavery of Nationalism. The sense of Nationalism attracts one with illusory 
cords until it is all one sees. If one’s nation is convinced of some faulty opinions and 
viewpoints – the individual will stick to the same ones.  If one’s nation controls other 
people, governs them fiercely, conquering and breaking them, one thinks it is a sacred 
duty to participate in this national task. 
Then, the Divine word comes again to the human: GO… cling only to what is good and 
sacred in your nation, but not to its ego – not to its desire to conquer, not to the hunger for 
power. 
‘Your father’s house’ – Even those free of Patriotism and Nationalism are still attached 
to the special ideologies of their familiar surroundings – family and friends. The 
collective shapes the individual mercilessly.  
Victims on the altars of fashionable ideas, and of other people’s opinions,  are influenced 
both knowingly and unknowingly.  When each of them says: ‘I think so and so’ - who is 
talking from that person’s throat? Who but the surrounding culture, complete with 
malice, mistakes and corruption. 
‘To the land that I will show you’ - The last part of this verse is tied to its first part: Go 
to you, to the source of your soul – this is the higher land, shown by God to those who are 
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truly seeking. And what is the essence of this land? A complete surrender to the splendor 
of the world, self-immersion in the deep and infinite light. A denial of self. 
What is the main goal of the divine soul? To seek the absolute, divine, good. It is 
impossible for the soul to seek this good while immersed in pseudo-good, which is what 
seems good to most people but not to those who sit in the world’s shadow, the dwellers of 
the mist. 
… This verse, told to Abraham, is told constantly to all dwellers of this earth, but their 
eyes and ears are shut. God’s voice penetrates the entire space of the world and still most 
are deaf to it, only few unique ones are gifted with the ears that hear, so that they will 
hear and listen , listen and think, think and know, know and do. 

Hillel Zeitlin, The book of the elect 
(translated by Melila Hellner)  
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Shlah 
The person who resides in the Land of Yisra’el must always remember the 

implication of [this land’s former name] ‘the Land of Caanan’, which carries the 
connotation of servitude and meekness [ knia towards the Creator]…thus shall you 
merit to be sojourners in your land, as [King] David declared [Psalm 119:9]: “I am a 
sojourner in the land.” Thereby [he was able to proclaim [ibid. 113:1]: “Praise! Oh 
you servants of God.” The main principle is that we must maintain a humble presence 
and be as foreign sojourners, and not pursue a policy of imposing ourselves in the 
course of settlement.  

This message comes through in what our sages have stated regarding the verse 
[Bereshit 37:1] ‘And Yaakov dwelt in the [land of the sojourning of his father, in the] 
Land of Caanan’… Yaakov wanted to dwell [in the land] with a sense of security. 
However, the blessed Holy One said to him: ‘Is what is promised for them in the 
World-to-Come not sufficient for the righteous? Better that you dwell in [ibid.] the land 
of the sojournings [of your father]’ – for- [Psalm 119:19] ‘I am a sojourner’”. Thereby, 
the Land of Caanan becomes megurei aviv- ‘the land of the sojournings of your father’ 
– which [in Yaakov’s case] refers to the Terror of Yitzhak- the awareness of the power 
of Divine retribution, as in [Yirmiyahu 46:5] ‘magor misaviv’…’terror all around’- 
[Psalm 50:2] ‘for it is tempestuous round about Him’. With this attitude we comport 
ourselves according to the verse [Vayikra 25:23] “For you are sojourners and 
resident-dwellers with Me.” 

This is the lesson of the verse [Bamidbar 13:32] “it is a land that devours its 
inhabitants” –i.e. it is a land that destroys those who desire to dwell in it with the 
attitude of security and imposition –who dwell in it for the sole purpose of eating its 
produce and finding pleasure in it.  

 
(R. Yeshayahu Horowitz, “The Holy Shla” From Shnei Luhot haBerit, Vol, 3 fol. 11a 

 

ה"של  
 

אדרבא ואדרבא , כלל העולה]... 'לה[המורה על עבדות והכנעה , כנען] ארץ[וצריך האדם הדר בארץ ישראל לזכור תמיד בשם 
ביותר אני משים , כלומר, 'גר אנכי בארץ'ה "וכמו שאמר דוד המלך ע, אלהיך דורש צריך להיות ביותר עבד ונכנע' בהארץ אשר ה

הללו ", ואז, )'תהלים קיט ט ('גר אנכי בארץ'כמו שאמר דוד , ו להיות גרים בארצכםאחר כך תזכ...עצמי לגר בארץ הקדושה
). 'שם קיג א" ('עבדי ה  

וישב : "ל"וזה שאמרו חז. לא יעשו העיקר להתיישב באיתן מושבו, וכמו גרים, יושבי הארץ צריכין להיות בהכנע, הכלל העולה
רק ; 8"?לא דיין לצדיקים מה שמתוקן להם לעולם הבא: ה"אמר הקב, ווה ביקש לישב בשל- )'ז א"בראשית ל" (יעקב בארץ כנען

 סוד פחד "מגורי אביו"ויהיה , "ארץ כנען"ויהיה , )ט"תהלים קיט י ('גר אנכי', )"בראשית שם(, ]אביו [בארץ מגורי"יהיה 
כי גרים ותושבים אתם "וזהו . )'ג' תהלים נ ("וסביביו נשערה מאד", )ו ה"ירמיהו מ ('מגור מסביב', הוא מדת הדין, יצחק

לאכול פירותיה , הרוצים לישב בה בשלווה ובתוקף] את[ מכלה ,"ארץ אוכלת יושביה היא"וסימנך ) [...] ג"כ' ויקרא כ" (עמדי
]. ולא לנו[חולין הוא להם , הם דברו לרעה והוציאו דברי קדושה לחולין, דברו בזה הפסוק]הם ש[ואף שהמרגלים . ולהנות בה לבד

המהלך מהלך , רוצה לאמר, "ישראל מובטח לו שהוא בן עולם הבא- אמות בארץ' כל המהלך ד", זהו שאמרו במסכת כתובותו
. ישראל העליונה-ואז זוכה לארץ[...] אמות של הלכה שקובע לעצמו ' מכח ד, השלימות ממעלה למעלה  

  
)ב(פרשת לך לך תורה אור  - ספר בראשית , הקדוש] שני לוחות הברית[ה " השל- ישעיהו הורביץ' ר  

 

                                                 
8

 ומבקשים לישב  בשעה שהצדיקים יושבים בשלוה: אחא'מר רא: מדרש רבה בראשית פרשה פד פסקה ג  
 לא דיין שהוא מתוקן להם לעולם הבא אלא שהם מבקשים לישב : אמר.בשלוה בעולם הזה השטן בא ומקטרג

 נזדווג לו שטנו של יוסף ולם הזהי שבקש לישב בשלוה בע" יעקב אבינו ע. תדע לך שהוא כן!?בשלוה בעולם הזה
 ,שו ולא שקטתי מלבן ולא נחתי מדינה ויבא רוגזלא שלותי ולא שקטתי לא שלותי מע) לז א' ברא ('בוישב יעק'

.וסףבא עלי רגזו של י  
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II. The Journey of Faith (Genesis 12:1-9) 
 
Avraham’s Calling – The Text and Questions  
Genesis 12:1-9 
 

Avraham as a Faithful Response to A Divine Calling 

 
QUESTION ONE: What is the nature of the call that Avraham receives?  
   What does it mean to be called? 
 

Jeremiah 20: 7-9 / Rabbi Abraham Joshua Heschel / Chana Senesh / Eugene 
Rivers, Black Protestant Minister / . Conversation on “Being Called” from Bill 
Moyer's T.V series and book Genesis: A Living Conversation 
 
EXERCISE: CALL AND RESPONSE 

 
QUESTION TWO: Why does God so emphasize the leaving? 
  Why is it so difficult? Why is it essential?  
 

Genesis 12:1 and Ramban 

 
EXERCISES: TALKING WITH THE IMMIGRANTS and Bintel Brief 
 
Avraham's Life Change: Existential Crisis or Potential for Transformation 
 

Naomi Rosenblatt, Wrestling with Angels 
 

Peter Pitzele – Abraham is called to his 
Vocation,  

from Our Father’s Wells  

 

EXERCISE: MAKING CHANGES - Writing An Obituary 
 
EXERCISE:  
CASE STUDY OF MIDDLE AGE CHANGE and YEHUDA HALEVI 

 
QUESTION THREE:  What is the motivation of Avram to set forth immediately on 
this journey? What indirect evidence can you marshal for this hypothesis (since the 
text does not open a direct window into Avram’s consciousness)? 
 

Obedience./ Fulfillment of his own desire to worship God,/ Material 
rewards motivate / In Search of Excellence /  
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EXERCISE: WHAT MAKES AVRAHAM RUN? 

EXERCISE: JOIN ABE’S ELITE CORPS 

 

Avraham as a Faithful Response to a Calling 

 

The Search for Self and The Journey as a Value in Itself 
             Aviva Zornberg / Mordechai Gafni 
 

EXERCISE: ALONG FOR THE RIDE - AVRAHAM AS SPIRITUAL SEARCHER 
 

QUESTION FOUR:  What is the nature of the blessing that is promised? 
We have already looked at the blessing from Avraham's point of view, 
and have touched on its internal Jewish importance but what is the 
meaning of the blessing to the world ְוִנְבְרכּו ְבָך ּכֹל ִמְׁשְּפחֹת ָהֲאָדָמה ? 
 

Rashi / S.R. Hirsch / Radak /  
 
EXERCISE: RELATING TO THE WIDER WORLD 
 
The Meaning of Separation 
 

EXERCISE: LEAVING THE WORLD BEHIND – THE BLESSING OF NATIONAL 
SEPARATION  

See Appendix to The Journey of Faith   
Naomi Rosenblatt, Wrestling with Angels 

 

Etty Hilversum, Dutch Holocaust Survivor Diary  

 

Walter Brueggemann – Faith in Response to a 
Great Promise from (Genesis, Interpretation – A 
Bible Commentary for Teaching and Preaching,  

 

Walter Brueggemann, “To the Land I will Show 
You” – a Yearning for a Place or for More 
Space? from The Land,  
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Peter Pitzele – Abraham is called to his 
Vocation,  

from Our Father’s Wells  

 

Moshe Weinfeld, Comparing Abraham to the 
Greek Founder of a New Colony  

from The Promise of the Land, pp. 1-21 
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Genesis 12:1-9 – Avraham’s Calling – The Text and Questions 
 

 ]פרשת לך לך[-ספר בראשית פרק יב 

 

  bְבָרם- א   ַוּיֹאֶמר ְיהָוֹה ֶאל

  :ָהkֶרץ ֲאֶׁשר bְרֶאָּך-ָך ּוִמּמֹוַלְדְּתָך ּוִמֵּבית kִביָך ֶאלְלָך ֵמbְרְצ- ֶלְך

  : ב   ְוֶאֶעְשָֹך ְלגֹוי ָּגדֹול ַוֲאָבֶרְכָך ַוֲאַגְּדָלה ְׁשֶמָך ֶוְהֵיה ְּבָרָכה

  : ג   ַוֲאָבְרָכה ְמָבֲרֶכיָך ּוְמַקֶּלְלָך kאֹר ְוִנְבְרכּו ְבָך ּכֹל ִמְׁשְּפחֹת ָהֲאָדָמה

  

ָחֵמׁש ָׁשִנים ְוִׁשְבִעים ָׁשָנה ְּבֵצאתֹו -ֶלְך bְבָרם ַּכֲאֶׁשר ִּדֶּבר ֵאָליו ְיהָֹוה ַוֵּיֶלְך ִאּתֹו לֹוט ְוbְבָרם ֶּבן ד   ַוֵּי
 ַהֶּנֶפׁש-ְרכּוָׁשם ֲאֶׁשר ָרָכׁשּו ְוֶאת-ָּכל- kִחיו ְוֶאת- לֹוט ֶּבן-ָשַֹרי ִאְׁשּתֹו ְוֶאת-ה   ַוִּיַּקח bְבָרם ֶאת: ֵמָחָרן
  ו : ָעשֹּו ְבָחָרן ַוֵּיְצאּו ָלֶלֶכת bְרָצה ְּכַנַען ַוָּיבֹאּו bְרָצה ְּכָנַען-ֲאֶׁשר

bְבָרם -ז   ַוֵּיָרא ְיהָוֹה ֶאל:   ַוַּיֲעבֹר bְבָרם ָּבkֶרץ ַעד ְמקֹום ְׁשֶכם ַעד ֵאלֹון מֹוֶרה ְוַהְּכַנֲעִני kז ָּבkֶרץ
ח   ַוַּיְעֵּתק ִמָּׁשם ָהָהָרה : ץ ַהּזֹאת ַוִּיֶבן ָׁשם ִמְזֵּבַח ַליהָוֹה ַהִּנְרֶאה ֵאָליוָהkֶר- ַוּיֹאֶמר ְלַזְרֲעָך ֶאֵּתן ֶאת

ט   : ָׁשם ִמְזֵּבַח ַליהָֹוה ַוִּיְקָרא ְּבֵׁשם ְיהָוֹה-ֵאל ִמָּים ְוָהַעי ִמֶּקֶדם ַוִּיֶבן-ֵאל ַוֵּיט kֳהלֹה ֵּבית-ִמֶּקֶדם ְלֵבית
  :ָנסֹוַע ַהֶּנְגָּבהַוִּיַּסע bְבָרם ָהלֹוְך ְו

 
Tanach - Genesis Chapter 12 
 
And the Lord had said to Abram: 
 Get out from your country, and from your family, and from your father’s house, to a 
land that I will show you; 
.And I will make of you a great nation, and I will bless you, and make your name great; 
and you shall be a blessing; 
And I will bless those who bless you, and curse him who curses you; and in you shall all 
families of the earth be blessed. 
 
 .4So Abram departed, as the Lord had spoken to him; and Lot went with him; and 
Abram was seventy five years old when he departed from Haran. 
 .5And Abram took Sarai his wife, and Lot his brother’s son, and all their possessions 
that they had gathered, and the souls that they had gotten in Haran; and they went 
forth to go to the land of Canaan; and to the land of Canaan they came. 
 .6And Abram passed through the land to the place of Shechem, to the terebinth of 
Moreh. And the Canaanite was then in the land. 
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 .7And the Lord appeared to Abram, and said, To your seed will I give this land; and 
there he built an altar to the Lord, who appeared to him. 
 .8And he moved from there to a mountain in the east of Beth-El, and pitched his tent, 
having Beth-El on the west, and Hai on the east; and there he built an altar to the 
Lord, and called upon the name of the Lord. 
 .9And Abram journeyed, going on still toward the Negev. 
 
 
 
Officially this begins the second section of Sefer Breshit – the one dealing with what will be called the Jewish 
people (Gen. 12-50) as opposed to the universal history of Adam and Eve to Noah his wife and their sons 
(Gen. 1-11). 
 
This text raises big questions about the meaning and purpose of this mission as well as the nature of the 
blessing. Let us approach the text through four prismatic questions: 

1. What is the nature of the call that Avraham receives?  What does it mean to be called? 
2. Why does God so emphasize the leaving? Why is it so difficult? Why is it essential?  
3. What is the motivation of Avram to set forth immediately on this journey?  
4. What is the nature of the blessing that is promised? We have already looked at the blessing 

from Avraham's point of view, and have touched on its internal Jewish importance but what 
is the meaning of the blessing to the world ְוִנְבְרכּו ְבָך ּכֹל ִמְׁשְּפחֹת ָהֲאָדָמה ? 

 
Let us start, once again by brainstorming the students' questions.  You can refer once more to the list of 
questions already made at the outset of the learning process, highlighting the ones that are relevant here, or you 
can brainstorm again, highlighting aspects of Avraham's call and mission. 
Let us look here at the four central questions that we think are especially worth discussing. 

 
Chosenness becomes Personal Calling – Avraham the Spiritual Seeker  
 
The traditional concept of “chosenness” meaning a supernatural God who externally chooses 
one nation exclusively to be holy, to serve God in the world as God’s priestly people, is 
deeply objectionable to many modern Jews both because they don’t believe in supernatural 
voices – except as a psychotic symptom – and because it is immoral to discriminate against 
others or to be arrogant in believing only you can be chosen. Further they wish to choose 
their own path, not to have it predetermined externally and besides we are none too sure 
about what our path in life should be.  
 
Reinterpreting Avraham as spiritual seeker dissolves many of these objections and yet 
redeems the most important psychological function of chosenness:  

1- Following the Protestant model God’s ministry, the calling or vocation, is no longer limited to a priest or 
a priestly nation but to all human beings individually called. Exclusivity disappears and individuality is 
honored. 

2- Following a Kabbalist tradition, the calling is different for each individual according to one’s unique 
spark of the Divine, so there is no comparative element of who is more chosen. In fact each must fulfill 
their own mission to bring redemption to all. The Zohar says Abraham was called to find inner self. 
The Divine is found within, not external, so the voice is an inner voice, not a hallucination of a 
psychotic.    

3- The path – lekh l’cha, hithalachta lfanai – is toward an unknown goal – the “land that I will show you,” 
so the message is one about journeying, about halacha as walking – not a closed collective legal 
system.  

4- Yet this calling and this personal journey are rooted in a Divine impetus and in a deep inner reality, not 
an autonomous and perhaps arbitrary act of will. Our choice to respond is free but when we do make 
that choice, we are offered transcendent meaning to our daily journeying. We are personally cared for 
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and have a sense of Providence and our daily acts are deeply significant to something greater than 
ourselves. In fact our choice and our path while distinctively individual are also a following in 
Abraham’s ancient prototypical path.  We are chosen and we have responded to our Buberian I-Thou 
calling but so can others be called.  
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Avraham as a Faithful Response to a Divine Calling 
 
 
QUESTION ONE: What is the nature of the call that Avraham receives?  
What does it mean to be called? 

 
Responding to a Call 
 
Look at these four examples of people who in one way or another have felt called, by 
some sort of an inner or an outer voice.   
 

a. The prophet Jeremiah, living in the 6th century B.C.E., felt that he had 
been called by God to spread the Divine word.  For years he preached what he felt he 
had to say and he had the most miserable experience as a result of it.  He was 
constantly rejected and set upon by the people he felt that he had to criticize and for all 
his feeling of being God's vessel or representative, his life was one of total misery.  At 
a certain point he felt that he simply could not go on.  And he said the following words.  
 
  

 
Oh Lord, You did persuade me and I was persuaded.  You are stronger than 
I, and have prevailed.  I am in derision daily and everyone mocks me.   
For whenever I speak, I cry out aloud, I shout of violence and ruin.      
Therefore the word of the Lord is made a reproach to me and a derision all 
the day.   
Then I said, I will not make mention of him, nor speak any more in his name.  
But his word was in my heart like a burning fire shut up in my bones and I 
am weary with containing myself and I cannot. 
                                                           Jeremiah 20: 7-9    
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b.  
 
Rabbi Abraham Joshua Heschel was one of the great inspirational voices of the 
modern Jewish world.  Born in Eastern Europe he spent the last part of his life as an 
academic at the Jewish Theological Seminary in New York.  One of his major fields of 
interest, as student and teacher, was the world of the prophets. In the mid-1960's when 
Martin Luther King initiated the freedom marches in the south of the United States, 
Heschel believed that he identified the prophetic voice and the voice of the moral 
imperative in King, left his New York classroom and traveled down south to march 
with King.  He said that after teaching the prophets for so many years, he could not 
possibly stand aside when he felt that he was being called by the voice of prophecy that 
he found inside him.  

 
We bring a brief assessment of his work and his connection with Luther King. It is taken 
from a speech by Vincent Harding, professor of theology and one of Luther King's 
biographers.    

 

I'd like you to reflect on [someone who has] spoken deeply, importantly to me…Rabbi 
Abraham Joshua Heschel, who escaped the moral and physical catastrophe of the 
Holocaust to bring his wisdom, courage, and commitment to our struggles for 
righteousness in this land. And I bring him…because Rabbi Heschel often chose to stand 
and march and sometimes risk his life with my brother friend, Martin Luther King, Jr. 
Just ten days before King was assassinated, Heschel stood with him to introduce his 
friend to a group of rabbis from the northeast section of this country. And it was 
necessary to bring Martin to the rabbis because the brother rabbis, like so many other 
religious and political people, were not sure, in 1968, that they liked the Martin King 
who was coming North as much as they had liked the King of Montgomery, Birmingham, 
Selma, and St. Augustine. Prophets on our doorsteps are always harder to deal with than 
prophets far away. So Heschel, who knew something about the world of prophets and 
who shared King's deep commitment to the necessity of fundamental change in this 
society, brought to his co-religionists a word about King that breaks through to our own 
time and to our own struggles for twenty-first century America. "Martin Luther King, Jr. 
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is a voice, a vision, and a way,'' he said. Then continuing, Heschel declared, "I call upon 
every Jew to hearken to his voice, to share his vision, to follow in his way. The whole 
future of America will depend on the impact and influence of Dr. King.''   

  
 
             

c.   
Chana Senesh was a young assimilated Hungarian Jewish girl in Budapest 
when she encountered the discrimination and anti-Semitism which ultimately 
changed her life. The discovery of her Jewishness awoke her to her 
responsibilities as a Jew and brought her towards the Zionism which caused 
her Aliyah and brought her to her ultimate death, volunteering for a mission 
behind Nazi lines, attempting to save Jews trapped in Nazi Europe. She felt 
that she, too, had been called, by an inner voice that she could not resist, the 
voice of her people that she found inside her.  In October 1938, still in 
Budapest, she wrote the following entry in her diary. 
 

October 27 1938 

I don't know whether I've already mentioned that I've become a Zionist. This word stands 

for a tremendous number of things. To me it means that I now consciously and strongly 

feel that I am a Jew and am proud of it. Of course this did not develop from one day to 

the neat; it was a somewhat gradual development. There was first talk of it about three 

years ago and at that time I vehemently attacked the Zionist movement. Since then 

people, events, time, have all brought me closer to the idea and I am immeasurably happy 

that I have found this ideal, that I now feel firm ground firmly under my feet and can see 

a definite goal towards which it is really worth striving. I am going to start learning 

Hebrew and. I'll attend one of the youth groups In short, I'm really going to knuckle 

down properly. I've become a different person and it's a very good feeling. 
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One needs something to believe in, something for which one can have whole hearted 
enthusiasm. One needs to feel that one's life has meaning, that one is needed in this 
world. Zionism fulfills all this for me.                                                                                                                   

About a year later, now on Kibbutz in Palestine after her Aliyah, she reflected on 
her situation and wrote the following entry in her diary.  

My life's goal lies here. I might also say, this is my vocation. I want my stay here to be the 
fulfillment of a vocation, and not a form of vegetating. I think everybody here is on a similar 
mission.                                                              Chana Senesh 

      

d.   

Eugene Rivers, a black Protestant minister working in the heart of inner city America 
made the following statement about being called. 

In the context of my community-the American black community - I see a 
community completely coming apart in every way. Disarray, confusion, 
nihilism, and decay - that's what I see. Using Abraham's experience as a 
model, I could say of the black community that there is no land, there are no 
people. But there is history, and there are traditions. And there is a call and 
a promise.  So - I have a decision to make: Will I obey as a person of faith? 
Because it's only on that basis that a people will come into existence.  
 
I feel God's demands on me, and I have a very intense sense of God's immediate 
presence in my life. Because of my work in poor neighborhoods, my home has 
been shot into twice over the last six years. When this last happened, a church van 
that was parked in front of our building was shot twenty times. One of the bullets 
landed within twelve inches of my son's head. My wife and I asked ourselves 
whether we should leave the neighborhood. The issue of "the call" came up-and it 



Contents Copyright © 2008 Shalom Hartman Institute, Jerusalem, Israel 
hartman.org.il | shi@shi.org.il 

 

71 

was our personal relationship with a personal God that determined the choice 
that we made. I asked my wife to decide and she said: "I believe that God has 
called us to this place to do this thing for this season." We stayed. We felt and feel 
called. 
                                                           Eugene Rivers 

 
These four examples show us different individuals who feel that in one way 
or another they have responded to some kind of an irresistible call, either 
from God or from some other powerful force that has impelled them to take 
personal decisions that have had important, risky, and sometimes fatal 
consequences for their own lives.   
 
e. Conversation on “Being Called” from Bill Moyer's T.V series on 
Genesis  
 
Look now at the following conversation that was conducted within the 
framework of Bill Moyer's T.V series on Genesis brought together in the 
book "Genesis – A Living Conversation".  In each of the pieces of the book 
discussed, Moyers brought together a distinguished group of thinkers, 
theologians, artists and writers of different religious outlooks and traditions 
to discuss the piece in question.  This is part of the discussion about the 
meaning of the call of Avraham.  (Eugene Rivers, quoted above, appears here 
as Gene).  
 

BILL: What's the moral of this story?  For example, what does it mean for a human being 
to be chosen by God? Does it elevate you to a different status? …What does it mean to 
hear God speak to you? Is Avraham hallucinating? 

LEW: Well, if he were my neighbor, and he said, "God came to me last night and told me 
to go to the Los Angeles airport and that He would tell me which airline to go on and 
which destination to go to, and I'm never coming back," I would say to him, "Either you're 
crazy, or God is doing something very peculiar." 

BHARATI: I come from a culture where people being visited by God in dreams is 
perfectly natural. Miracles are part of the ordinary life cycle for me. So I don't see any 
problem with God speaking to Avraham. 

GENE: Arid if we went to any Pentecostal church in Harlem on a Friday night, we'd find 
people who would resonate and say, "I heard the voice of God. I spoke to the Divine, and 
the Divine spoke to me." For a substantial number of people in this country who are not 
particularly theologically sophisticated, that's a very vivid reality.  

BILL: You're theologically sophisticated - is it a reality for you? 

GENE : Yes, the notion of a call shapes my entire life. 

 

BURT: I'm actually surprised to be sitting here surrounded by people who so readily hear 
voices. I'm a praying Jew, so I talk to God all the time. But I don't usually hear answers. 
It's a much more subtle process. Avraham's process is very radical. A voice comes to him 
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and says, "Get up and go. Change your life. Change everything about it." Nobody ever 
says that to me. Everything is in very slow increments. If I hear God at all, it's somewhere 
between the lines of a page. 

AZIZAH: There are many ways God gives us the call. The way God gives you a sign or 
message might be very different from the way God would give me or Avraham or the Prophet 
Muhammad a call. It might depend on our readiness-how much we can take. If we're really 
ready, we'll probably get the message in a more direct way than if we are not ready. But God 
is always in communication with people. According to the Qur'an, there are signs for us to 
see. Do we see them? That's the question. 

BOB: You know, every time I hear this story, there's one little voice in my head that wants 
to yell out to Avraham, "Don't do it. Look at all the trouble you're going to be getting 
yourself into". 

BHARATI: He needed to hear God. I think God communicates with everyone. Those of us 
who need Him, or are ready to listen, do hear and see God. 

AZIZAH: What Avraham showed was his ability to yield to God. Whatever God told him to 
do, he did it, and he took the risks because he knew God would be there for him. 

LIZ: Passive subject? That's a stretch. You don't get passivity from this story. The individual 
can always make a decision. My understanding of this reality is that God has spoken to me, 
and I can decide either to obey or disobey. I wonder: Is "call" the same thing as "chosen"? 
What is the literal translation of "call"? In musical terms, call and response is something that 
comes from within the person. You hear it within yourself, and you externalize it. Maybe the 
call does come from an external God-but maybe the call is influenced by Avraham's own 
music. If he's looking for God, maybe the call is initiated within himself, like a piece of music. 
In religious music, often the call is a long., sustained note. The shofar on Rosh Hashanah 
plays a long, sustained note…As I was listening to the story, I was reminded of the theater. 
When you're casting a play, you choose actors for what you need them to be at the moment, 
in a particular role. Sometimes people get the idea that to be chosen is to be zapped, when 
the truth is that you're being chosen for the moment to further a certain story. You're chosen 
to act out a particular story, not to be the representative of God. 
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EXERCISE: CALL AND RESPONSE 

 
• Introduce the idea of people being called.  Give the four examples brought above of people who 

felt that they were called in different ways and ask each member of the class to write a response to 
one of the four individuals, that individual to whom they feel most drawn to respond.  

• Let a number of the class share what they have written explaining in each case, why they chose the 
particular individual and what was it that attracted them (or perhaps the opposite!) to that 
particular figure or idea. 

• Now, in small groups they should discuss how they understand the "call" of Avraham.  Was it 
something physical, external or was it an internal voice.  In what way do they see the whole 
process as having happened?   

• After this, read out together the discussion with Moyers and let each person, write themselves into 
the discussion transcript in at least three different places. 

 
QUESTION TWO: Why does God so emphasize the leaving? Why is it so 
difficult? Why is it essential?  

 
Old Land, New Land 
Genesis 12:1 -“From your land, your birth place, from your father’s home to a land I will 
show you.” 
 
Ramban suggests that the order of requests is not chronological but in reverse order of 
difficulty: 

It is hard for a person to leave his/her land where one has settled. Where one’s friends and 
allies who love one are, and even more is it difficult to leave one’s native land where one 
was born and even more so when one’s whole parental family is there. Therefore it was 
necessary to mention all of this as a requirement to show love for God. 
                                                           Ramban 

 
EXERCISE: TALKING WITH THE IMMIGRANTS 

• Ask the students what, in their opinion, would have been the HARDEST part of God's 
announcement/promise/command to Avraham.  God mentions the need to leave three things, "your land, your 
birth place, your father’s home".  What are the specific things that each phrase demands that Avraham give up?  
Which of the three would be hardest?   

• Why? Why are the three things mentioned in that order?  Is it random or is there a meaning to the 
order?  Show the students the response of Ramban.  Do they agree? 

• The students should go and interview an immigrant from another country who has come in the last 
few years to America.  They should try and find out as much as possible about the immigrant experience, about 
the highs and lows of the particular immigrations story.  What was hardest? What was easiest?  What was most 
surprising? What was most perplexing?  What was most difficult?  Which things seem easier to get over?  
Which things will continue to be difficult, perhaps for life?   
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SUPPLEMENTARY EXERCISE: THE IMMIGRANT EXPERIENCE 
 
The Jewish people is – and has largely been for thousands of years - an immigrant people, 
who have gone from place to place countless times, looking for a temporary refuge or a 
permanent home. The experience of the individual immigrant is often traumatic.  There are 
perennial problems that manifest themselves in different ways according to the specific age 
and the specific historical circumstances in which the immigration finds itself.   
 
Here, for example, are two letters which appeared in the personal problem column ("A 
Bintel Brief" – a bundle of letters) of the foremost American Yiddish newspaper of the early 
20th century, the "Forverts"/The Forward.  They are characteristic of much of the Jewish 
immigrant experience in the new world at the end of the 19th century and the beginning of 
the 20th.  
 
 
We follow it with a short excerpt from a poem written by one of the greatest of all the 20th 
century Yiddish poets, H. Leyvick, who moved to America in 1913 from Russia, where he 
had undergone terrible difficulties in his life, including a life banishment to Siberia (from 
where he escaped and made his way to America).  The poem, which he wrote (in Yiddish) in 
1954, looks back on forty years in a "promised land", and forms a kind of spiritual stock-
taking of the poet's life in America. 
 

1.  Esteemed Editor, 
I hope that you will advise me in my present difficulty. I am a "greenhorn," only five weeks in the country, and a jeweler by 
trade. I come from Russia, where I left a blind father and a stepmother. Before I left, my father asked me not to forget him. I 
promised that I would send him the first money I earned in America. 

 
When I arrived in New York I walked around for two weeks looking for a job, and the 
bosses told me it was after the season. In the third week I was lucky, and found a job 
at which I earn eight dollars a week. I worked, I paid my landlady board, I bought a 
few things to wear, and I have a few dollars in my pocket. 
 
Now I want you to advise me what to do. Shall I send my father a few dollars for 
Passover, or should I keep the little money for myself? In this place the work will end 
soon and I may be left without a job. The question is how to deal with the situation. I 
will do as you tell me. 

Your thankful reader, I. M. 

2.  Worthy Editor, 
I am eighteen years old and a machinist by trade. During the past year I suffered a 
great deal, just because I am a Jew. It is common knowledge that my trade is run 
mainly by the Gentiles and, working among the Gentiles, I have seen things that cast 
a dark shadow on the American labor scene. 
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Just listen: I worked in a shop in a small town in New Jersey, with twenty Gentiles. 
There was one other Jew besides me, and both of us endured the greatest hardships. 
That we were insulted goes without saying. At times we were even beaten up. We work 
in an area where there are many factories, and once, when we were leaving the shop, 
a group of workers fell on us like hoodlums and beat us. To top it off, we and one of 
our attackers were arrested. The hoodlum was let out on bail, but we, beaten and 
bleeding, had to stay in jail. At the trial, they fined the hoodlum eight dollars and let 
him go free.  
 
After that I went to work on a job in Brooklyn.' As soon as they found out that I was a 
Jew they began to torment me so that I had to leave the place. I have already worked 
at many places, and I either have to leave, voluntarily, or they fire me because I am a 
Jew. 
 
Till now, I was alone and didn't care. At this trade you can make good wages, and I 
had enough. But now I've brought my parents over, and of course I have to support 
them. 
 
Lately I've been working on one job for three months and I would be satisfied, but the 
worm of anti-Semitism is beginning to eat at my bones again. I go to work in the 
morning as to Gehenna, and I run away at night as from a fire. It's impossible to talk 
to them because they are common boors, so-called "American sports." I have already 
tried in various ways, but the only way to deal with them is with a strong fist. But I 
am too weak and they are too many. 
 
Perhaps you can help me in this matter. I know it is not an easy problem. 

Your reader, E. H. 
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3.  H. Leyvick, poet: 
 
For forty-one years I have lived in your borders, America, Carrying within me the 
bounty of your freedom - that freedom, Sanctified and blessed by the blood of 
Lincoln's sacrifice 
And in the hymns of Walt Whitman. See, how strange it is: to this day I seek an answer 
to the contradictions, to the unrest of my life, 
I wonder, why haven't I sung you, to this day,  
With joy, with praise, with pure admiration 
To match your vast expanses, your cities, your roads,  
Your prairies, your mountains and valleys. Even more:  
For my own small world in Brownsville, or on Clinton Street, In Borough Park, 
in the Bronx, or on the Heights, 
And above all: for all my walks on East Broadway. 
That East Broadway which fills me even now with stirring vitality, With intimate 
hominess, as soon as I set foot in her streets. 
 
For forty-one years I have lived under your skies,  
For over thirty years I have been your citizen, 
And until now I have not found in me the word, the mode  
For painting my arrival and my rise on your earth 
With strokes as broad and revealing as you are yourself, America. 

I tried, and it is clear: the fault is mine, not yours, that thirty years ago I 
mourned under your skies deep inside me, lamented that I carry my Yiddish 
song in fear, through your streets and through your squares, clenched in my 
teeth, as a forsaken cat might carry Her kittens, in search of a cellar, a place 
of rest; 

You see - you yourself should have come to my aid right now,  
To ease my task of finding proper words 
Expressing intimacy and fusion and farewell. 
Fusion with your beauty and your expansive breath;  

Farewell?  The stronger the fusion, the closer I can see 
The moment of farewell. It may occur within your boundaries,  
And it may happen far away, beyond your borders: 
It may uplift me and carry me to those wonder-places,  
Where as a boy I walked with Father Avraham near Beer-Sheba,  
and with David around the gates of Jerusalem, 
I may bring me, too, to today's climbing road to New Jerusalem. 

 
You too, America, walked close with them,  
You too, have absorbed in your heart God's commandment and blessing:  
To be a land flowing with milk and honey, 
To be numerous as the sands of the sea and the stars in the sky,  
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To be prophetic and free, as your Founders dreamed you. 
O, let the dream of Lincoln and Walt Whitman be your dream today! 

In days of old age, when I stand in the bright vision  
Of one or another shining farewell, I recall again  
The moment, forty-one years ago, when I reached  
Your shore, America, and I wanted to and should have  
Fallen prostrate to your earth and touched it with my lips,  
And in confused embarrassment I did not do it, 
Let me do it now - as I stand here truthfully,  
Embracing the glare of intimacy and farewell, America. 

                                                           H. Leyvick, poet  
 
 

• Let the students read the letters from "A Bintl Briv" and the piece from Leyvick, and 
briefly précis them.  Now let them write a letter from Avraham or Sarah written shortly after 
leaving Haran and arriving in "the land which I will show you" – Canaan.  The letter can be 
to one of three destinations – to Nahor's family, back in Ur, to Terach's family in Haran or to 
the letters page of the "Canaan Chronicle", the local Canaanite journal read by the general 
population of the new country.  The letter should tell of the good and the bad, the fears and 
the expectations, and the feeling about the transition from the old land to the new.    
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Avraham's Life Change: 
Existential Crisis or Potential for Transformation 

 
Naomi Rosenblatt, the Israeli/American psychologist, who teaches many Washington 
political leaders, explains God’s challenge not as a test of love and loyalty to God but as a 
willingness to struggle in order to achieve personal growth.  There is an intrinsic connection 
between the reward - a blessing- and the mitzvah – to depart. Rosenblatt claims that there is 
no blessing of growth without individuation through separation.  Loss may produce growth 
while maturation comes from experimenting with independence.  
 

Avraham's advanced age is what makes his leap of faith so impressive. His midlife 
crisis is a familiar phenomenon, but his response to it is not. Most of us gripe about our 
lives and fantasize about making a radical change. But how many among us actually 
heed our soul's call to "go forth"? Most of us conclude we are better off bearing 
whatever disappointments we may harbor in our lives. By the time we reach middle age 
we have too much at stake to make bold course corrections. We have our reputations to 
worry about, assets to protect, bills to pay, children to feed and educate. Rather than 
take a blind leap into the unknown, we usually settle for buying a new car or taking up 
a new hobby. Avraham remains an inspirational role model because he demonstrates 
the power of faith to overcome cynicism, despair, and defeatism at any age… 
  

For Avraham, that reassessment comes relatively late in life, after he has secured for 
himself everything that life in cosmopolitan Mesopotamia has to offer - and found it 
wanting. Only when he finally allows himself to dream of a world beyond the boundaries 
of his daily routine - when he heeds the voice that commands him, "Go forth", does 
Avraham's life begin anew. Until then he has lived both literally and figuratively "in his 
father's house." He has not yet made his life his own. It has been said that our life isn't 
really our own until our parents die. Many scholars have speculated about why the Bible 
provides so little biographical detail about Avraham's life before he hears God's, call in 
middle age. One reason is that his story, and to some degree his life, does not truly begin 
until after his father Terach dies. Only then can he hear God's call to "Go forth from your 
native land and from your father's house to the land that I will show you. 
 

Though Avraham's fear never vanishes completely, God remains at his side to help 
conquer it. Avraham's faith in the future demonstrates that it's never too late in life to 
make a new beginning, and it is never too early to overcome spiritual inertia and give 
substance to our personal dreams. 
 
Our ability to conceive of a future beyond our own lifetime, and to plan for that future, 
is what separates us from other animals and unites us with God. God conceived a plan 
for the universe and invited humankind to collaborate in its implementation. To the de-
gree that we can conceive of the future as tangible - and act on that vision - we imitate 
God, in whose image we're created. 
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If we believe in the future, every choice we make today matters. Whether to plant a, tree 
or pollute a stream, whether to build more schools or more prisons, whether to make 
peace or make war - none of these choices matters unless we feel responsible to the 
generations that follow us. But viewed through the lens of the future, the impact of 
everything we do today is magnified tenfold… 

 
God's blessing of Avraham initiates a tradition of each generation conferring a 
blessing on the next. God will also bless each generation as an affirmation of the 
covenant and a sign of His continuous care and protection. God's blessing is not 
merely a feel good experience that descends from the heavens. It's a reminder to 
Avraham's descendants that they are created in His image and obliged to live up to 
their highest human potential. To be blessed by God carries a solemn responsibility 
to share that blessing with others. For Avraham and Sarah, becoming a "great 
people" and a blessing to the world entails a commitment to endow their actions 
with a significance that transcends their own lifetimes… 
                                                           Naomi Rosenblatt 

 
Peter Pitzele, the American Jewish psychotherapist, whom we have already encountered in 
the previous part, makes a series of similar points. 
 

In this moment [at the beginning of chapter 12] a beam of light picks Avraham out 
from a jumble of figures. The bustle of life in Haran recedes suddenly into deep shadow. 
A man, apparently no one special, is arrested in the middle of things; the flow of his life 

is interrupted by a voice. Insubstantial, it addresses him. No context. No preparation. No 
proof. Just a man hearing a voice…which calls to him, summons him, directs him: "Leave 

... and go." 
 

The summons follows immediately after the mention of his father's settling and 
death: The sequence suggests that the sudden release of a powerful psychic energy 
hurtling Avraham into a new life comes after his father's life force settles and dies. 

Terach's dream to reach Canaan has gone unfulfilled; Avraham is called to complete it, 
but in a way his father could never have imagined.  

 

Is there some connection between the death of the father and this release of force 
and direction in the son? Does the death of the father make possible some work for the 

son, some freeing that is at the same time a kind of continuing, a deepening, a surpassing 
of the father's dream? I think so… As a man I can see these patterns in my life with my 

father and in the lives of men I know. But the paradigm is really parent-child, the re-
lationship of one generation to the next. 

 
Terach, we are told, reached the very border of his native land but was unable to cross 
over into a new country. Terach settled within the familiar confines of the Motherland; 

there he built his house; there he raised his children; there he died. Now his son 
Avraham is called to exceed him, to leave behind the family and the familiar and to enter 

that country into which the Father of All Things calls him… 
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Excess breaks out of the conventional. It appears mad, foolish, extreme, and 

dangerous. The excessive man, as Thoreau has described him, marches to "the beat of a 
different drummer"; man or woman, one who breaks away either to be forgotten or to 
make a new world. Such a person reaches the palace of wisdom because he or she has 
learned directly what serves the soul. Avraham will become a man of faith because his 

faith will constantly be tried. 
 

The wisdom of excess is a patriarchal wisdom, and excess is arduous and frightening 
because it asks the sons and daughters to face the unfamiliar, the unfathered parts of 

themselves. It also means facing the father's limitations, the limits of the forebears, 
perhaps even becoming the means through which the previous generation faces those 

limitations, those settlings, and those deaths. 
 

For the soul that chooses to "leave ... and go," the destination is unknown… Terach 
journeyed on solid ground, but Avraham steps out into a space in which his only guide is 
what he apprehends through his imagination. In his imagination it is the ungraspable, 
unpredictable Great Father who has summoned him. 
                                                           Peter Pitzele 
 

 
EXERCISE: MAKING CHANGES – Writing An Obituary 
 

• Ask the students to write part of an obituary for Avraham, after his death.  The part of the obituary 
that they are asked to write concerns the change that came over him and his life after the call from God.  They 
should relate to the following questions. 
 

a. Was the call just a change of direction for a man who had already discovered God in his own way or 
did it constitute something totally new for him? 

 
b. What sort of change happened in Avraham's life as a result of the call? 

 
c. Would they agree to the description of Avraham's change at this point a "midlife crisis"?  Why?  

Why not? 
 

d. What, if anything, is the message for other people – for us – that we can learn from hearing about 
Avraham's decision to change his life completely as a result of the hearing of this inner/outer voice? 
 

• Let some of the group share their responses, and point out the various views as they come 
up. 
 

• Give the students, in pairs, the two pieces by Rosenblatt and Pitzele. Let them study the 
two pieces carefully and answer the above four questions for the two modern scholars (together).  
 

• Discuss the answers, concentrating especially on the second and the fourth answer. 
 

• Can the students think of anyone that they know (or have heard of) that has made a major 
mid-life change to a completely different way of life, because they thought that it would bring more value or 
meaning (not more money, status or professional advancement) in their lives?  If possible, they should go and 
interview them and bring the results to class. 
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SUPPLEMENTARY EXERCISE:  
CASE STUDY OF MIDDLE AGE CHANGE and the poet YEHUDA HALEVI 
 
We have talked of the crisis of change in middle life and the potential contained in it.  We 
have suggested that Avraham can be seen as a model of positive growth that started with 
him as an individual but which spilt over into collective channels until indeed influenced 
the entire people.  As a supplementary exercise to deepen this idea of the potential for 
new directions in middle life, we suggest the case of Yehuda Halevi.   
 
Yehuda Halevi was an 11th - 12th century poet and philosopher who lived in Spain.  At 
the height of his fame as a thinker and a cultural celebrity, at around the age of sixty, 
amidst circumstances that are not too clear (historians suspect the death of a daughter 
following the death of a wife), Yehuda Halevi went through a personal crisis.  The form 
that the crisis took is interesting. He began to feel that his life in Spain had no meaning to 
him and that the only place in which he could find meaning in his life was in the land of 
Israel.  He started to play with the idea of going there.  His friends tried to dissuade him, 
considering it virtually suicidal for a man his age to attempt the difficult and dangerous 
journey to Eretz Israel at that time.  The more they cajoled him, the more strongly 
determined he became to attempt the trip.  
 
Finally he set sail for the east, and landed in Alexandria in Egypt, after what sounds like a 
very difficult journey which confirmed many of his friends' worse fears.  The news that 
we have of him in Alexandria leave little doubt that he saw the whole thing as a most 
successful move but we lose sight of him soon after and it is not known whether or not he 
ever actually made it to the Land, although a legend developed long after his death which 
portrayed him getting to Jerusalem and losing his life to a mysterious horseman as he 
stood before the Western Wall. 
 
Whatever we know of his story, we know because he kept what might be called a 
"spiritual diary" of his inner thoughts in the form of an extraordinary series of poems that 
have come to be called his "Songs of Zion".  We bring excerpts from three of his poems 
(beginning with the most familiar poem of the series) written prior to his journey which 
reflect his state of mind at the time.   

 

 
1.  My heart  is in the East, and I in the depths of the West.  
My food has no taste. How can it be sweet? 
How can I fulfill my pledges and my vows, 
When Zion is in the power of Edom, and I in the fetters of Arabia? 
It will be nothing to me to leave all the goodness of Spain. So rich will it be to see 
the dust of the ruined sanctuary. 
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2.  My body is a room where a heart dwells 
That is bound to the wings of an eagle.  
Can it conquer a man weary of life, whose whole desire 
Is to smother his cheeks in the most precious of dusts?  
He trembles. His tears begin to fall. 
He fears to leave Spain, to travel through the world,  
To embark on board ship, to cross the desert, 
By the lion's den and the leopard's mountain lair.  
He rebukes his friends, and decides to go. 
He leaves his home and lives in the wasteland.  
The wolves of the forests seem to him 
To be as pretty as young girls in the eyes of men.  
He imagines the kites to be musicians and singers,  
The roar of the lion sounds like the shepherds' pipes.  
He sets his delight on the burning desire of his heart.  
His streams of tears are like a river's rapids. 
He will go up to the hills and down to the valleys,  
To fulfill his oath, and to complete his vows. 
He will strike camp and pass through the land of Egypt  
To Canaan, to the most precious mountain, 
While his opponents' dissuasions resound about him,  
And he hears and is silent, like a man of no words. 
Yet trust remains in him, generous of forgiveness,  
Who has power and strength to release the imprisoned.  
And if he judges and convicts, whether harshly or lightly,  
Whether for good or ill, his judgment is exact. 
 
 
 
3.  Are you, at fifty, pursuing your youth,  
As your days are preparing to fly away?  
Do you run from the worship of God,  
And yearn to serve only men? 
Do you seek the crowd's company and leave  
The One whom all that will may seek?  
Are you slow to prepare for your journey?  
Will you sell your portion for a lentil stew?  
Your desire continually conceives new pleasures,  
But does not your soul say to you, `Enough!'?  
Exchange your desire's counsel for that of God.  
Desist from pursuing your five senses. 
Please your Creator in the days that remain 
To you, the days which hasten by.  
Do not prevaricate before his will… 
 
Let your heart remain firm in the midst of the seas,  
When you see the mountains heaving and bending,  
And the sailors with their hands like rags, 
The masters of spells tongue-tied…. 
  
 
The people pray, each to his holy one,  
And you turn to the Holy of Holies.  
You recall the miracles of Red Sea and Jordan,  
Inscribed as they are on every heart. 
You praise the One who calms the sea's roaring,  
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When the waves throw up their slime. 
You will tell him: `Foul hearts are pure now !' 
He will remind you of the merits of your holy forbears…  
He will return the souls to their bodies,  
And the dry bones will live again.  
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Exercise 
• The students should be told that they are "text detectives".  They have been commissioned to get 

on the trail of one of the great personalities of Jewish history about whom there is a rumor 
circulating that he is on the verge of a mid-life crisis, and he might be about to make a very drastic 
decision.  They should know that he is a poet, writing in Hebrew and that the evidence for the 
impending crisis and possible decision is contained in a number of poems that recently were 
discovered on his desk, and that have been copied by the students' client.  Their task is to examine 
the three pieces of poetry and to work out what is happening to the author.  The only clue that they 
are allowed to know by the client is that this poet has never traveled beyond the borders of his 
native land.  

• Divide them into small groups and set them to work. 

• Bring the groups together and see if they have "cracked" the story.  With their help, build up the 
picture of the emotional, psychological and spiritual make up of the person involved and see if 
they have managed to analyse his crisis.  

• When you have milked all the information from them and from the texts, tell them the full story of 
Yehuda's state of mind while still in Spain and reveal who your personality is.   

• The second task is to predict what he is going to do.  This is the major job that the client has paid 
for.  In order to do that they must make a table of all the things that are working towards a decision 
in one direction and all the things that are working for a decision in the other direction, and then 
give relative weight to all the different factors in so far as they can judge them from the poems that 
they have before them. Each group must present a scenario of which way they think Yehuda is 
going to "jump". Taking into account all of the factors that are pulling him in each direction, will 
he go to Eretz Israel or will he decide to stay in Spain  

• Let each group predict what will happen and then tell them what decision he made and what 
happened to him.  

• Close this activity by bringing things back to Avraham's decision and talk of the difficulties of any 
of us making big decisions, taking leaps into the unknown like Yehuda Halevi or Avraham.  Do 
they think it was as easy for Avraham to make the decision as the text makes it sound?    
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QUESTION THREE: What is the motivation of Avram to set forth immediately on 
this journey? What indirect evidence can you marshal for this hypothesis (since the 

text does not open a direct window into Avram’s consciousness)? 
 
a. Obedience. The evidence is the fact that Avram does not argue or ask 
questions but acts immediately in accordance with the mitzvah (vayelekh parallels lekh 
and then the Torah adds: “as Adonai spoke to him” and repeats again vayelekh). Later 
with the akeda God repeats lekh l’kha and Avraham gets up early in the morning to obey 
(Genesis 22:1-2). In both cases Avraham must give up someone beloved – a father and a 
son - so he acts not out of pleasure or self-interest but discipline and willingness to accept 
higher authority. The Israeli novelist Moshe Shamir once said that “Avraham performed 
two akedot – as a father he performed akedat Yitzchak but already as a son he had 
performed akedat Terach. The same power ordered him with the same words - lekh l’kha 
– and he demonstrated the same inner power of obedience in obeying the order each 
time.”  

 
b. Fulfillment of his own desire to worship God and teach that faith in a 
more appropriate place. Ramban (Gen. 12:2-3) raises the difficulty that God’s choice of 
Avraham and Avraham’s responsiveness are not explained. “This text is not adequately 
explained. Why would God tell him to leave his own land and promise an unprecedented 
goodness without explaining that Avraham is a worshiper of God or perfect tzaddik [like 
Noah]? Why not say the purpose of leaving that land is to become closer to God? Usually 
the text conditions a gift of goodness on walking in God’s path or listening to God’s voice 
(like David, Solomon etc), but what sense does it make to promise all this just for leaving 
his land? The answer is that the people of Ur Kasdim had done bad things to him because of 
his belief in God and he had already fled toward Canaan though he was held up in Haran. So 
God is simply telling him to leave Haran as well and to do what he had originally planned – 
that is, to pursue [unhindered] his worship of God and his mission to others to serve God in 
the chosen land. There his own name will become great and many nations will be blessed 
through him. [The land of Canaan will be] unlike Ur Kasdim where he was despised and 
cursed, where he was placed in a pit or a furnace.” Thus as soon Avraham arrived in Canaan 
he built an altar to God and vayikra b’sheim Adonai (Genesis 12:8). For Ramban this means 
not merely that he worshipped God but that “there he called in a big voice before the altar in 
the name of God and announced God’s divinity to human beings – for in Ur Kasdim he 
would teach them but they did not want to listen.” 
 
c. Material rewards motivate Avram. God expands on the greatness of 
Avraham’s name – fame – and on the great people he will found. Later (Gen.17:8) God also 
promises Avraham the “promised land”. This is no authoritarian mitzvah - “do this because I 
say so” nor is it a demand for self-sacrifice. Avraham has much to gain and God appeals to 
that self-interest and self-aggrandizement. Perhaps great projects require a people with an 
appetite for power and fame.  This is the model that speaks of the value of offering to put 
people's names on plaques in order to get them involved in Tzedaka projects – that it is 
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possible to work through people's egotism and ego needs in order to achieve objectively 
good deeds done.   Perhaps God’s approach to Avram is radically different than his 
approach to Moshe and other prophets who protest because of inadequacy or humility. 
Avraham seems to regard the earthly blessings as legitimate incentives. 
d. Thomas Peters in his business classic, In Search of Excellence: Lessons from 
America’s Best-Run Companies, dedicates a chapter to “Man Waiting for Motivation.” He 
argues that people will transcend the ordinary and do excellent work when they believe it 
gives their lives meaning. Non-tangible, non-monetary incentives work because as Bruno 
Bettelheim, the Holocaust survivor and psychiatrist, writes: “Our greatest need and the most 
difficult achievement is to find meaning in our lives.” So the top companies offer not only 
bonuses but a chance to be part of a strong culture of excellence. That evokes a willingness 
to take risks and do the unconventional. The head of a company with transformational 
leadership attributes, knows how to generate excitement and the belief that people are 
capable of what initially seems to be impossible.  

 
EXERCISE: WHAT MAKES AVRAHAM RUN? 
 

• Divide the class into five groups or sets of groups.  Each group has to prepare a scene of a 
discussion with up to four characters, Avraham, Sarah, Lot and Terach.  In the scene Avraham 
has to explain his motives for listening to this strange proposition and for organizing the 
household to go on the long journey to Canaan. Four of the groups or sets of groups each 
receive one of the above four ideas, obedience, fulfillment of a desire to worship God, 
monetary and material benefits and non-tangible reasons, (meaning etc).  Avraham has to use 
a set of motives connected with that particular set of ideas in order to persuade his family that 
this is what needs to be done.  The fifth group or groups receive all of the other four 
possibilities – which they cannot use – and have to think of an alternative scenario to persuade 
the family. 

• Play out all the five scenarios and then discuss the following two questions. 

• Which of the five scenarios do the group think is most convincing as an explanation of what 
actually took place? 

• Which of the scenarios do they think would work best with the majority of people? 

• In the group's opinion, does it matter what the motivation was as long as the task itself got 
done?  Does it matter why a thing is done as long as it is done?  Is a good action made invalid 
if it is done for impure motives?    

• Finally, let each member of the class write down for him or herself which of the scenarios would 
have worked best with him or her. How do they feel about that?    
 

 
EXERCISE: JOIN ABE’S ELITE CORPS 
 

• Reread the words God uses to persuade Avraham to sign on to his elite people who will be a blessing 
to the whole world. Compare this to marine recruiter posters and ads that appeal to those “few good men” who 
wish to be challenged, to live up to higher standards, to be a self-selected nobility of achievement. The chosen 
people will earn higher honor because they will be tested against a higher standard.  
 

• Now prepare your own posters or radio ads to recruit Jews to join Avraham on his mission. Use key 
phrases drawn for the Torah but also contemporary appeals that might generate this high level of 
voluntary commitment.   

 

Avraham as a Faithful Response to a Calling 
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The Avraham of the philosophic quest, the rebel whom we met in the previous section, is one 
who did not wait for a Divine revelation. He did not need a Divine mitzvah – Lekh l’kha. We 
saw this clearly with the version of Avraham's story told by Maimonides.  Avraham 
originated his own search and set out on his own journey for a truth accessible to all 
thinking human beings. He was not as such chosen but perhaps we might say, as did Ben 
Gurion, that the first Jew chose God rather than being chosen by God. Reading the Torah, it 
makes perfect sense that Avraham having discovered God would follow Divine 
recommendation to set forth to a new land. There need be no aspect of command at all in 
God's words for there is no tension with what Avraham and the young philosopher already 
wanted. It is merely a directing of the will that Avraham himself had already made manifest.  
It is not an uprooting beyond what Avraham has already chosen for himself.  

 

However this logical reconstruction misses the Biblical description’s sense of surprise, the 
radical response of Avraham the man of faith going into the unknown, inspired by God’s 
vision and God’s commanding calling to a new identity. Therefore many interpreters in the 
past and particularly in the present portray a different kind of first Jew – one open to new 
way, a new calling, a prophetic revelation like Martin Buber’s I-Thou experience. This kind 
of human being is deeply moved by a new sense of purpose.  
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The Search for Self and the Journey as a Value in Itself 

 

The first mitzvah of the Jew is not be loyal but to break away from the known and go to the 
unknown. Abstract and vague promises rather than concrete reality, the future rather than 
the past, wings rather than roots, prevail. But that does not mean that uprooting is easy.  

 

God’s command in Genesis 12:1-3 is marked by a two pronged approach – thrice there is 
emphasized the demand to uproot, to deny everything that connected Avraham to his former 
identity and thrice there is given an expanded promise of greatness and blessing. Both the 
pain of what must be left behind and the ethereal nature of what is promised require God to 
be much more expansive in this command than usual.  

 

The Rabbis in their midrashim, Ramban and Rambam in their commentaries, seek to fill the 
gap that makes Abram’s responsiveness to God’s mission for the future, a logical expression 
of whom Abram already was in the past– a philosophic and religious thinker. However, 
Nahum Sarna and Aviva Zornberg emphasize the mysterious and radical transformation 
triggered by God’s call out of the blue. A faith-inspired human being may be open to change 
life’s direction even without a past background or a well-defined future goal, that might 
explain why the new journey make sense. The journey itself is the essence of the new 
Abraham. The willingness to listen to a Divine voice is the beginning of “walking with God” 
independent of the question of origins or of destination. At age 75 Abram might remind us 
the journeying of a young person in search of self the modern era. Do we think of a spiritual 
search for self-fulfillment and a response to a Divine calling as incompatible descriptions of 
the Abram experience? Perhaps but not necessarily.  

 

Nahum Sarna, JPS Genesis 
 
The story of Abraham opens without an identifying formula of preliminary 
observation of the type that introduces the Noah narrative. The patriarch 
bursts upon the scene of history with astounding suddenness. The first 75 
years of his life are passed over in total silence. God's call comes in an instant, 
without forewarning or preparation. It is brief and compelling in its demands, 
and Abram's immediate response marks the true beginning of his life... The 
divine silence that persisted for 10 generations is shattered. The voice that first 
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set Creation in motion and that, when last heard by man, brought a message of 
hope and blessing to the human race (Gen 9:8-17) resounds once more. 

 

We have talked of the reasons for leaving and for going.  We have talked of the motivations 
and of the hopes of what would be achieved in the new land. But there is a school of thought 
that gives a different perspective on journeys.  According to this perspective, the point of a 
journey is not necessarily to arrive at one's destination but to experience the journey itself.   
The experience of traveling can be the goal of the traveler.  The climbing of the mountain 
can be a goal in itself rather than being the means to an end which is to be at the top.  This 
perspective gives us another way of viewing Avraham's response to Lekh l’kha. Maybe the 
point of the response of Avraham to the command/offer/suggestion was to experience a new 
stage in his own consciousness as a man who was going on a spiritual journey where the 
goal was not Eretz Israel with all it entailed but rather the journey into the unknown, replete 
with new personal horizons and spiritual experiences to be lived.  A faith-inspired human 
being may be open to change life’s direction even without a past background or a well-
defined future goal.  That might explain why the new journey makes sense. The journey itself 
is the essence of the new Avraham. The willingness to listen to a Divine voice is the 
beginning of “walking with God” independent of the question of origins or of destination. At 
age 75 Avraham might remind us of the journeying of a young person in search of self in the 
modern era. Do we think of a spiritual search for self-fulfillment and a response to a Divine 
calling as incompatible descriptions of the Avraham experience? Perhaps but not 
necessarily.  

 

Aviva Zornberg suggests a reading along these lines (Aviva Zornberg: 
Genesis: The Beginning of Desire): 

. 

 

For the first time, a journey is undertaken not as an act of exile and dimunition (Adam, Cain 
and the dispersed generation of Babel), but as a response to a divine imperative that 
articulates and emphasizes displacement as its crucial experience. For what is most striking 
here is the indeterminacy of the journey. What is left behind, cancelled out, is defined, 
clearly circled on a map of Avraham's being; but his destination is merely "the land that I 
will show you." From "your land," the landscape of your basic self-awareness, to a place 
that you will know only when the light falls on it with a difference... 
 
Midrash Tanhuma ( Leh Lekha 3) espouses this view of Avraham's first trial: "Is there a 
man who travels without knowing to what destination, makom, he travels?" A journey 
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without apparent destination9: absurdity at each step...The imperative of transformation is 
the driving force of Lekh Lekha. To leave one's place is ultimately to seek to become other. 
...Rambam speaks of teshuvah, the penitential process as involving the same enactment of 
transformation: "the penitent should...change his name, as if to say, I am another, I am not 
the same person who did those things." (Hilchot Teshuvah 2:4). To become other is to cut 
oneself off from the existential conditions of previous nurturings....A voice urging 
discontinuity seduces him [to enter] a destabilizing process... 

 

EXERCISE: ALONG FOR THE RIDE - AVRAHAM AS SPIRITUAL SEARCHER10 

                                                 
9 This directionless traveling is in one sense a travailing that is intimately connected with the quest for birth. The Oxford 
Dictionary glosses "travel:"  
1. torment, distress, suffer afflictions, suffer pains of parturition. 
2. make a journey from one place to another 
 

10 Mordechai Gafni very sadly has turned out to be sexually exploitive teacher whose beautiful orah is not 
mirrored in his pathological behavior. With ambivalence we cite here a wonderful insight about 
Abraham but with a prayer for his healing and warning about his dangerous veil impulse. Gafni suggest 
that the goal of life – the goal of a life in the presence of God – and the goal that we can, for example see 
embodied in the Divine command to Avraham to "go" - is the search for the true authentic self.  This is 
the true Lekh l’kha, going in search of ones own true self: self-realization as a Divine commend. In his 
chapter “Live Your Story” from his book SOUL PRINTS he finds Hassidic and novelistic roots for this 
idea of Lekh Lekha.  

 Go forth to find your authentic self, to learn who you are meant to be. 

             - Mei-HaShiloach, Izbica Hassidic Rebbe 
 
Whether I shall turn out to be the hero of my own life, or whether that station will be held by anybody 
else, these pages must show… 

               --Charles Dickens, David Copperfield 

 
God has placed a pen in our hands –inviting, some would even say, commanding us, to become both the 
authors and the heroes of our own tale. Every incident, relationship, residence, and experience is part of the 
plot. The essential question of living is whether I will be the Hero of my story - or tragically, a minor character 
in my own drama.  

It is the expression of our unique and personal passion plays that signs us in the book of life. [Chaim Vital – 
(the 16th / 17th century kabbalist) - taught] - that each of us has our own letter in the Bible. Now we understand 
that only through our unique story do we realize our biblical letter and become part of the cosmic scroll. 
Existence merges with essence when you live your story. 

When Moses hears the voice from the burning bush, the first words of the call are, “Take off your shoes, for 
the earth on which you walk is holy ground.”  This charge is not some audio command that blares, “Shoes 
Prohibited!” Rather, these instructions imply the essence of Moses’ call: “The ground on which your feet are 
walking—the path of your life, your story--is sacred ground.” 

                                                  Mordechai Gafni, "Soul Prints" 
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• Introduce the new face of Avraham by emphasizing the other images that we have 
encountered. 

• Now examine the two pieces by Aviva Zornberg and Mordechai Gafni.  Work to understand 
the emphasis of these two pieces and where they contrast with the ideas encountered 
previously.   

• Ask the group to come up with a number of metaphors or other verbal images to suggest the 
difference between this image and the previous images (such as "like a journey in a car to feel 
the wind rather than a journey to get to a certain place" or " like climbing a mountain not in 
order to get to the top"). 

• Ask them to suggest poems or songs or movies or books ("The Little Prince"? "Mr God, this 
is Anna"?) that give this idea of living for the expansive experience itself rather than for any 
other goal ("getting the girl" "finding love" "getting rich"). Ask them what aspects – if any – 
of what they have brought is applicable to Avraham. 

• Finally, let whoever wants cerate something non-verbal – a painting or drawing, a model, a 
dance, a piece of music, a song…) that would convey something of the feeling of this 
Avraham on his journey. 
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QUESTION FOUR:  What is the nature of the blessing that is promised? 
We have already looked at the blessing from Avraham's point of view, 

and have touched on its internal Jewish importance but what is the 
meaning of the blessing to the world ְוִנְבְרכּו ְבָך ּכֹל ִמְׁשְּפחֹת ָהֲאָדָמה ? 

 
The blessing is central to the mission of Avraham. Benno Jacob notes: “The speech abounds 
in blessing. The word "bless" occurs five times as the word "light" occurs five times in the 
story of Creation. A second world is called into being through Avraham. (Genesis, p.87)”  
  
The phrase vnivrchu v’cha is particularly problematic and has been the subject of much 
debate.  It is to this that we now turn, if only briefly. How is Avraham’s blessing related to 
the other nations?  We suggest four major possibilities. 

 
(a) Rashi sees the blessing as basing itself on the 
material benefits that Avraham will receive so that all the nations 
will look with admiration and “bless their own children by wishing 
that they be blessed like Avraham.” (Gen. 12:3). Similarly one 
might say: May you be a rich as Rothschild or as brilliant as 
Einstein.  
 
(b) Ramban understands that Avraham will be a 
source of blessing for the nations – “they will be blessed by his 
merit.” (Gen. 12:3).  
 
(c)  All the families of the earth shall bless 
themselves by you - Shimshon Rafael Hirsch comments: "I will 
bless each nation in accordance with the respect it shows the 
Jewish spirit." Nations and empires that have treated the Jews well, 
from Moslem Spain to the USA, have flourished, owning in large 
measure to their openness to many peoples and to the specific 
contributions of their Jewish citizens (Etz Haim, p. 70) 
 
(d) Radak thinks that Avraham is parting from the 
nations in order to be a model for them of a blessed way of life that 
they might imitate. His mission is to help others as a model, not a 
ruler. “‘I will make your name great’ - among the nations due to 
your many blessings, your righteousness in action and your 
success.” If they love Avraham, then God will reward them. 
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EXERCISE: RELATING TO THE WIDER WORLD 
 

• Draw the students' attention to the prominence of the idea of the blessing.  Ask the students 
to explain the different blessings.   

 

• Now ask them to categorise them.  There are different ways that they can be categorized 
but presumably one major differentiation will be between those blessings that clearly talk 
of benefits accruing to Avraham, directly or indirectly and the "blessing to the nations".  

 

• Explain to the students that that blessing to the nations will be the centre of the current 
activity. Explain that it is important to try and understand it since the Jewish attitude to the 
rest of the world will be influenced by the understanding of the blessing to the nations 
through time.  However, the lack of clarity of the blessing means that it has been open to 
very different interpretations by Jewish scholars throughout history. In a sense the 
blessing's different interpretations can be seen as a litmus test of the approach of different 
commentators to the non-Jewish world through time. 

 

• Ask each student to write down for her or himself their own understanding of the blessing 
and then to put it away somewhere where they cannot refer to it.   

 

• Now put the four suggested ways of understanding the phrase around the walls on pieces of 
paper, with a large envelope underneath.  Put up one extra envelope somewhere else 
around the walls of the classroom.  Give each student a number of smaller pieces of paper.   

 

• Each student has to look at the four statements and say how they react to it on two different 
levels.  Firstly, so they find it convincing as an explanation.  Secondly, do they like it or 
not as an explanation and why.  Each student must go around and write his or her reaction 
to each of the statements and drop their responses in the envelope.  Anyone who has a fifth 
suggestion can put it in the fifth envelope. 

 

• After this, the class should be divided into five groups and each group receives one of the 
envelopes and has a number of minutes to sort through it and to sum up the attitude of the 
class towards that particular interpretation.   

 

• Let each group in turn explain "their" interpretation and the class attitude towards it 
quoting from any especially significant comments that have taken their attention.  The fifth 
group will bring any other suggestions that the group has come up with. 

 

• Work out together which is the most popular interpretation and the least popular 
interpretation.  What does that say about the class and the time period in which the students 
live? 
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The Meaning of Separation 
 

One of the aspects of Avraham's call by God, is the need to leave Haran and to journey 
onwards to an ultimate God directed destination.  Although Canaan, which turns out to be 
the ultimate destination, is inhabited by all sorts of people, on a conceptual level, there is an 
aspect of separation from the surrounding nations and cultures which is implicit in the 
promise.   To go to something new is to leave the old.  Avraham had grown up amidst the 
old culture in an old civilization.  In order to create the new culture, in order to build the 
new nation – the nation that was still only an idea, a concept – there was a need to put the 
old behind.  This was well put by Walter Brueggeman, Christian theologian and academic 
who put it in these terms. 

 

Avraham entered a new history. The new history is without link to the old. The new 
history begins with a call to repentance, a summons to leave and go somewhere we are 
not, a radical breaking off and departure, to become someone whom we have not been. 

We know nothing about the place Avraham left. The text is constructed to suggest that it 
also is a place of coercion and hopelessness. Avraham shares the futility of the others in 

that old history: "Sarah was barren" (Gen. 11:30)I And Avraham and his family are 
invited to leave presumably secure barrenness for the sake of a risky future which 

promises more. But without an heir, Avraham and Sarah are to be as landless as Adam 
and Eve, either early or lately expelled from the land. 

 
But this new history requires a wrenching departure, an abandonment of, what is, for 
that which is not, but which is promised by the One who will do what he says. "And he 
went!" Yahweh spoke and he went, and in so doing a new historical alternative began, 
alternative to the history of expulsion and dislocation. Sarah was barren! No way to the 
future. No heir to receive all the riches. Nothing, future closed off, everything as good as 
over and done with. And he spoke and there was newness. Lord of all things new, and his 
partners in history are pilgrims who believe he will do what he says. The barren one, 
went on a pilgrimage with the Lord of barrenness and birth, the Ruler of hopelessness 
and hope. 

 
Surely only such an improbable announcement could energize such a radical, risky 
history to a land, a new land where barrenness is overcome. Nothing is known or said 
here of the land. No description or identification, no geographical reference: For now 
the land exists only as an intention of the promiser. It is a new land and that is enough, 
not like any of the old land, tired, sterile, unproductive, filled with thorns and thistles 
(Gen. 8:18).                                                          Walter Brueggeman  
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In the idea of separation we find implied at least one of the possible interpretations of the 
idea of the blessing to the nations, that which Radak emphasized, namely the idea that 
Avraham is parting from the nations in order to be a model for them of a blessed way of life 
that they might imitate. According to this idea, Avraham's mission is to help others as a 
model, not a ruler. 

 

This, of course, is an idea with strong implications and very distinct modern echoes from 
our own time.  It plays straight to the heart of the Zionist idea.  The idea of separating from 
the nations and interacting with them from one territorial base (a kind of political 
equivalent of the kabbalistic idea of tzimtzum – withdrawal into self - and emanation), is at 
the heart of Zionism and it is conceptually central in God's plan for Avraham. It stands in 
total contrast to the idea of involvement with the nations, spreading the blessings of Judaism 
from a position of integration with the nations, as Hirsch suggests in his interpretation.   

 

It is worthwhile noting that traditional interpreters often reflect the ideas of their own time 
and place. Hirsch represents the great 19th century western Jewish hope for emancipation 
and integration among the nations.  Possibly Radak (c1160-1235) was influenced in his 
"proto-Zionism" by Saladin's readmission of the Jews to Jerusalem in 1190 after his defeat 
of the Crusaders and his invitation to Jews to come and settle there.  Possibly he was 
influenced by the mass Aliyah of about three hundred Rabbis from France and England who 
settled in Palestine in 1211.   

 

In a modern world in which both of these ideas, separation in the form of Zionism and 
integration fight for pole position among today's Jews, let us now proceed to se what the 
students do with these ideas. 

 

EXERCISE: LEAVING THE WORLD BEHIND – THE BLESSING OF NATIONAL 
SEPARATION   

• Return to the idea of the blessing to the nations implied in God's promise to Avraham.  Ask the 
students where the Hebrews / Israelites will be when the promise transpires.  Focus on the idea that whatever 
blessings develop for anyone, according to the promise of lekh l’kha, in all future scenarios Israel will be in its 
land.  That is where the promise will develop.   

• Introduce the piece by Brueggeman in order to emphasise this territorial aspect. 
• Now we suggest a formal debate on the issue of the centrality of Israel. 

 

The motion should be: 

This house believes that the Jewish people can best serve the world and thus carry out the blessing to the 
nations in Lekh l’kha when they are based territorially in their own land.  



Contents Copyright © 2008 Shalom Hartman Institute, Jerusalem, Israel 
hartman.org.il | shi@shi.org.il 

 

96 

 
There should be a formal presenter and seconder both for and against the proposition. After all four 
speakers have spoken (according to a strict time schedule) questions and comments can be taken from the 
floor.  Ultimately a vote should be taken and a discussion should follow about the voting pattern within the 
class and its implications for Jews in the modern world.  
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III. Abraham as the Advocate for Humanity and a 
Parental Educator - the Moral Mission 

 

Comparing the Traits of Noah and Abraham (Gen 5:22,24 and 
Gen 6:9 for Noah and Gen 12:1,4,9; Gen 15:6; Gen 17:1; Gen 
18:19) 

  

Abraham as the First Biblical Prophet (Genesis 20:7) 

 

The Choice, The calling: Establishing God’s personal, 
dialogical relationship with Avraham (Gen. 18: 17-19) 

 

What is the Sin of Sodom? Why might that undermine the right 
of that society to exist? 

 

Modeling the Teaching of Tzedakah uMishpat (Gen. 18:21-22) 

 

The Bargainer: The Prototypical Jewish Lawyer (Genesis 
18:23-33) 

 

EXERCISE: THE ARGUMENT FROM THE WARSAW GHETTO 

 

TEXT ANALYSIS EXERCISE: ASSESSING AVRAHAM'S PERFORMANCE 
AT SODOM AND COLLECTING QUESTIONS. 

 

Avraham's Style and Strategy: An Analysis 
B. Avraham demands Justice (Gen. 18:23-25)  

EXERCISE:  A DIVINE CONTRACT – Allan 
Dershowitz  
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EXERCISE: THE GUILTY AND THE 
INNOCENT - Allan Dershowitz  

 

C. Avraham Pleads for Mercy (Gen. 18: 26-
32)  

EXERCISE: TZADDIK IN SODOM – Elie Wiesel 

 

Theological Reflections – What have we learned about the ideal 
Jew and ideal God and their relationship?                 

 

APPENDIX to Chapter III. The Moral Mission 

 

David Hartman, “The Covenants with Noah and Abraham” from A Living 
Covenant, p. 27-33 

 

Martin Buber (in “Abraham the Seer” in On the Bible) 

 

Nehama Leibowitz, “What is the Sin of Sodom?” from  Studies in the Book of 
Genesis, pp. 172 – 179  

 

Alan Dershowitz, “Abraham Defends the Guilty – and Loses” (from The 
Genesis of Justice, p. 83-93).11  

 

 Nahum Sarna, Understanding Genesis, p. 142-151- Abraham inaugurates the 
Prophetic and the Job tradition. 

 

 Walter Brueggemann, “The People Israel’s Power to Lament/Complain to 
God” from A Shape of Old Testament Theology, p.414ff.  

 

                                                 

11 Dershowitz is himself  a daring, talented  civil rights lawyer often defending the 
underdog and even the criminal 
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Leon Kass – Abraham’s Mission to Learn to a “Patriarch” from The 
Beginning of Wisdom: Reading Genesis (p. 250 –267, 302- 330 selections) 

 

 

 

Comparing the Traits of Noah and Abraham 

(Gen 5:22,24 and Gen 6:9 for Noah and Gen 12:1,4,9; Gen 15:6; Gen 17:1; 
Gen 18:19) 

 

Gen 5:22,24 

22 . And Enoch walked with God …. 24 . And Enoch walked with God; and he 
was not; for God took him. 

 

Gen 6:9 

9 . These are the generations of Noah; Noah was a just man and perfect in his 
generations, and Noah walked with God. 

  : נַֹח-ָהֱאלִֹהים ִהְתַהֶּלְך-ט   ֵאֶּלה ּתֹוְלדֹת נַֹח נַֹח ִאיׁש ַצִּדיק ָּתִמים ָהָיה ְּבדֹרָֹתיו  ֱֶאת

  

Gen 15:6 

6 . And he believed in the Lord; and he counted it to him for righteousness. 

  :ו   ְוֶהֱאִמן ַּביהָוֹה וַַּיְחְׁשֶבָה ּלֹו ְצָדָקה

 

Gen 12:1,4,9 

And the Lord had said to Abram, Go out from your country, and from your 
family, and from your father’s house, to a land that I will show you…. So 
Abram went (departed), as the Lord had spoken to him… .And Abram 
journeyed, going on still toward the Negev. 

  :ָהvֶרץ ֲאֶׁשר uְרֶאָּך-ְלָך ֵמuְרְצָך ּוִמּמֹוַלְדְּתָך ּוִמֵּבית vִביָך ֶאל-uְבָרם  ֶלְך-א   ַוּיֹאֶמר ְיהָוֹה ֶאל

  ד   וֵַּיֶלְך uְבָרם ַּכֲאֶׁשר ִּדֶּבר ֵאָליו ְיהָֹוה ַוֵּיֶלְך ִאּתֹו לֹוט 

   ַוִּיַּסע uְבָרם ָהלֹוְך ְוָנסֹוַע ַהֶּנְגָּבה
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Gen 17:1 

And when Abram was ninety nine years old, the Lord appeared to Abram, and 
said to him, I am the Almighty God; walk before me, and be perfect. 

2 . And I will make my covenant between me and you, and will multiply you 
exceedingly. 

 

ב   ְוֶאְּתָנה ְבִריִתי ֵּביִני : ֵאל ַׁשַּדי ִהְתַהֵּלְך ְלָפַני ֶוְהֵיה ָתִמים-ָרם ַוּיֹאֶמר ֵאָליו ֲאִניuְב-ַוֵּיָרא ְיהָֹוה ֶאל
  ּוֵביֶנָך

 

Gen 18:19 

 .For I know him, that he will command his children and his household after 
him, and they shall keep the way of the Lord, to do justice and judgment 

ֵּביתֹו uֲחָריו ְוָׁשְמרּו ֶּדֶרְך ְיהָֹוה ַלֲעשֹֹות ְצָדָקה ּוִמְׁשָּפט -ָּבָניו ְוֶאת-יט   ִּכי ְיַדְעִּתיו ְלַמַען ֲאֶׁשר ְיַצֶּוה ֶאת
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Abraham as the Advocate for Humanity and a Parental Educator - 
the Moral Mission 

 

A great leader must be an educator, bridging the gap between 
the vision and the familiar. But he must also be willing to walk 
alone to enable his society to follow the path he has selected.  

                                         Henry Kissinger 

 

The third major characterization of Abraham’s chosenness – for 
what mission and by virtue of what traits – is developed in Gen. 
18:18 where God makes explicit for the first time his reasons for 
choosing Abraham. Then Abraham’s argumentative dialogue with 
God over Sodom demonstrates these epithets in dramatic form. 
This story invites us to understand Abraham by contrasting him to 
Noah in their character, in their stance toward Divine authority 
and in their response to the flood that threatens each generation.  

 

 

Comparing the Traits of Noah and Abraham  

 

The Torah sets up the contrast between Noah and Abraham.  

Martin Buber (in “Abraham the Seer” in On the Bible) measures the 
continuity and departure of Abraham, the first  prophet, from 
Noah, the righteous man in his generation, by comparing their 
characters and in particular their response to the flood that 
threatened the world for one and Sodom for the other. He notes 
three common terms used for both leaders but then indicates the 
radical difference between walking with God and walking before 
God. The common terms are: zaddik, tamim and walking 
with/before God (Gen 5:22,24 and Gen 6:9 for Noah and Gen 
12:1,4,9; Gen 15:6; Gen 17:1; Gen 18:19: Gen 24:40; Gen 48:15 
for Avraham and later Deuteronomy 18:13 and Deut. 19:13 for 
all Israel. 
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Comparing Noah and Abraham using the Commentaries 

 
Avraham is characterized, in general, as one who takes an initiative more than Noah. 
Being righteous and being a leader are not synonymous.  Tzaddik can mean both 
innocent person and ethical-spiritual leader. Noah is one but not the other.  In Breshit 
Rabbah 30(10) they contrast Gen 6:9 “God walks with Noah” versus Gen 17:1 God to 
Avraham: “walk before me.” 
  

Rabbi Yehuda – It is analogous to an official who had two sons –one big and one 
small. To the small one he said: walk with me. To the big one he said: come walk 
before me. So to Avraham who had good capabilities (kocho yafeh),” God to 
Avraham: “walk before me.” (Gen 17:1). But to Noah whose capabilities were 
deficient (kocho ra), it says: “God walks with Noah” (Gen 6:9).  

  
Thus for Rabbi Yehuda God is a great educator, encouraging independence (according to 
one’s abilities) so as not to overburden one whose abilities are limited. Walking “before” 
is an adult characteristic of self-sufficiency and initiative taking. 
  

Rabbi Nehemia says: It is analogous to the king’s friend (ohavo) who is stuck in 
thick mud. The king notices, sees him and says: Before you sink into the mud, come 
with me as it says: “God walks with Noah” (Gen 6:9). 
To whom is Avraham analogous? To the friend of the king who saw the king 
walking in dark alleys, noticed his friend and began to shine light into the window. 
 The king noticed him and said: If you are already shining the light for me from the 
window, why not come and shine the light before me [on my path]. So the Holy 
One said to Avraham: If you are already shining for me in Mesopotamia and its 
environs, why not come shine light before me in Eretz Yisrael.  

  
Thus Rabbi Nehemia reverses the direction of the friendship. God is a friend and patron 
to Noah helping him out of troubles – the flood, the mud. But Avraham is a friend and 
patron for the king! God, thus helping God in pursuing the Divine way in the dark alleys 
of the world. The emphasis is on halacha, going in the Divine way. Avraham becomes 
God’s aid and his partner and even his forerunner leading the way in God’s mission on 
earth to bring enlightenment. This image is one of a lover/admirer of the king – who is in 
need of this person. It is much stronger than mere friendship. It seems that the lover has 
been courting the king – seeking out his attention by shining light through the king’s 
palace (or noticing that the king lives in darkness and seeks to help out by lighting his 
dark paths.) Without the help of the lover/admirer the king will be unable to walk the 
paths of his own kingdom. Without him, the king is not only confined, but he is 
essentially handicapped, unable to fulfill his role as king.  
 
  
What does hithalech lfanai “walk before me.” (Gen 17:1) mean for the commentators? 
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1-       Rashi following one version of Onkelos, the old Aramaic translation – 
“worship before me.” Serve me in religious worship. (“Lfnei Adonai” in Leviticus 
often means to worship before God in the Mishkan). Here Avraham is not noted 
for independence or collaboration in a Divine mission but for devekut, persistence 
in worshipping God loyally. 

2-       Radak adds: “the root of worshipping God is the heart/mind, as it says of King 
Hizkiyahu in II Kings 20:3 “I walked before you in truth and with a 
wholeheartedly.” 

  
3-       Ramban emphasizes not worship in the heart or merely ritual worship but 

halacha: “Walk before me – in the way that I will instruct you”, meaning to 
follow after God, to fear  God and observe the Divine commandments. 

  
“V’heyei tamim” (Gen 17:1) 
  

1-       Ibn Ezra – Tamim is like being tam – simple, naïve (like the simple son) so “be 
tamim is do not ask questions about the meaning if circumcision.” (Perhaps it is 
has secret meaning based on mysticism or astrology) 

2-       Rashi – Tamim is God’s wish for Abraham to be “perfect in passing all the tests 
or trials I give you.” 

3-       Rashi – Tamim is physical status of perfection, like a animal sacrifice must be 
tamim – without a blemish. So your limbs must be perfect and the circumcision 
perfects and completes your body. 

4-       Seforno – Tamim is perfection as in Noah who is ish tzaddik tamim. “Acquire 
that perfection of human being in so far as you can, meaning know Me and know 
my ways - imitate Me in so far as you can (as in Exodus 33:13 – “Let me know 
your ways and I will know You.). For that is the telos, the purpose of human 
species since the Creation, as was said: “let us make the human in our image, in 
our likeness.” (Gen 1:26).  

Similarly Seforno explains: “Walk before me - ”Lfanai – means “It is like looking at 
Me to know my ways in so far as you can. [Keep Me before you] as in “I have placed 
God before me always” (Psalms 16:8). 

 

The Zohar contrasts Noah and Avraham, not in relative perfection, but in 
relative compassion, caring for others and being willing to defend them 
against one’s superior. Above, Breshit Rabbah saw Abraham as the older 
more independent son, here in the Zohar he is depicted as a better father, for 
his task will be not only to grow up and become an independent adult but to 
extend his love to others – first towards his fellow human beings and then 
towards his children.  

“Rabbi Yehuda: Who has seen a father as compassionate as Avraham? Come 
and see: With Noah it says (Gen. 6:13): “The end of all flesh has come before 
Me.. make yourself an ark ..” Noah was silent and did not speak and did not 
request mercy (rahamim). 
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However when God told Avraham: “The outcry of Sodom and Amora is 
great…I will go down to see ..” Immediately the Torah states (Gen 18:23): 
“Abraham approached and said: Will you destroy the innocent with the 
guilty?” 
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Abraham as the First Biblical Prophet (Genesis 20:7) 

 

Usually Abraham is seen as the founding parent of the Jewish 
people and in many midrashim he is portrayed as a religious 
philosopher, but  Martin Buber (in “Abraham the Seer” in On the 

Bible) points out that Abraham is also called the navi in Genesis 
20:7 when Avimelech is urged to use Abraham’s power of 
intercession with God to obtain mercy and remission from Divine 
punishment. However, Avraham embodies the prophet in many 
other traits as well even though this is not the term used. In fact,  
it is Avraham who founds the prophetic tradition in the Tanakh 
which involves: 

Calling a prophet to abandon his family and everyday life to go on a 
difficult mission for Israel and the other nations (Elisha, etc –I 
would delete this unless you fill in for all the other characteristics 
as well- from Moshe onwards).  

Visions. Abraham receives seven revelations (often using the root yireh) 
for Abraham is a “seer” (as we know from I Samuel 9:9, a prophet 
– navi – used to be called roeh. The seven revelations include Gen 
12:1; Gen 12:7; Gen 12:14; Gen 15:1; Gen 17:1, Gen 18:1 and 
especially Gen 22 which is replete with the root yireh (Har 
HaMoriah).  

A prophecy of the future in Brit Bein Habetarim.  

Revealing and even consulting about great historical interventions as 
Amos 3:7 says: “God will not do anything without revealing his 
secret plan to his servants the prophets.” 

Arguing with God for mercy and for justice, as does Abraham in Genesis 
18 regarding Sodom. (Moshe argues with God as well – negotiates 
– for himself in Ex. 3-4 and then later on for the people throughout 
Bamidbar. Interestingly enough, while Moshe is afraid to stand 
before the earthly King of Egypt in Ex. 3,11. Moshe has no 
problem standing before God on High and arguing with God. 
Negotiating and arguing are definite characteristics of the 
dialogical relationship between the Israelite prophet and God).  

 

Exercise: Recall prophets you know and identify four characteristics, then see 
if they fit Abraham as a prophet.  
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The Choice, The Calling:  

Establishing God’s personal, dialogical relationship with 
Avraham (Gen. 18: 17-19) 

 

 

  :ֲאֶׁשר ֲאִני עֶֹשֹהיז   ַויהָוֹה kָמר ַהֲמַכֶּסה ֲאִני ֵמbְבָרָהם 

  :בֹו ּכֹל ּגֹוֵיי ָהkֶרץ- יח   ְוbְבָרָהם ָהיֹו ִיְהֶיה ְלגֹוי ָּגדֹול ְוָעצּום ְוִנְבְרכּו

ֵּביתֹו bֲחָריו ְוָׁשְמרּו ֶּדֶרְך ְיהָֹוה ַלֲעשֹֹות ְצָדָקה -ָּבָניו ְוֶאת- יט   ִּכי ְיַדְעִּתיו ְלַמַען ֲאֶׁשר ְיַצֶּוה ֶאת
  ּוִמְׁשָּפט

  ִּדֶּבר ָעָליו-bְבָרָהם ֵאת ֲאֶׁשר-ַמַען ָהִביא ְיהָוֹה ַעל ְל

 

17 . And the Lord said, Shall I hide from Abraham that thing which I do? 

18. Seeing that Abraham shall surely become a great and mighty nation, and all the 
nations of the earth shall be blessed in him ?.  

19.  For I know him, that he will command his children and his household after him, 
and they shall keep the way of the Lord, to do justice and judgment; that the Lord 
may bring upon Abraham that which he has spoken of him 

 

Martin Buber’s ideal Biblical leader is the “dialogical man who 
commits his whole being to God’s dialogue with the world and 
who stands firm throughout the dialogue” (On the Bible p. 148). 
However the initiative for dialogue, as Abraham Joshua Heschel 
emphasizes ( in God in Search of Man), comes from God. In the 
Sodom story in Gen. 18 God deliberates within and then decides 
that God must enter into a dialogue with Avraham. God wants to 
share the process of judgment with God’s chosen one. It is 
inconceivable to God that to hide this plan from Avraham: 

 

 “Shall I hide from Avraham what I am going to do? Given that 
Avraham is to become a great and powerful nation and a source of 
blessing [or a model for blessing] for all the nations of the earth. 
For yidaativ /I have known him in order that he will 
teach/command his children and household after him and keep the 
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way of God, the doing of tzedakah umishpat / justice and 
economic-social reform, so that God can bring about for Avraham 
all God announced for him.” (Gen. 18: 17-19 – editor’s translation).  

 

Here is the key passage to understanding God’s perspective of the 
chosenness of Avraham. The crux is to understand “yidaativ /I 
have known him” and how it is related to the situation – 
destroying Sodom and to the ultimate purpose – teaching his 
children God’s way of justice.  

Here are some of the enlightening comments that map the issues: 

Onkelos (Rashi) – “I have known him, analogous to the way a man knows 
a woman (Ruth 2:1)- with love, hibbah.” So one friend may never 
keep a secret from another. That is a violation of intimacy not to 
know what the other is feeling and thinking. Rashi – “One who 
loves or cherishes another, brings him close, to get to know and 
become acquainted with him intimately.”  

Ramban – “To know him may mean to make him great, to raise him up,” 
hence God notes that Avraham is to be a great nation. Rashi 
explains: how could God do something in the world that affects 
Avraham, father of nations and future possessor of the land, 
without telling him? Sodom is in the land of Israel that will belong 
to Avraham and the people of Sodom are part of the nations of 
whom Avraham will be the father. Here “father” means not only 
biological father (Edom, Yisrael, Yishmael etc) but spiritual father 
as well  - of all the earthly inhabitants for whom God assumes 
Avraham will take responsibility. Radak adds that Avraham is 
meant to be a blessing for all nations, so he must be given a 
chance to defend them.   

Ramban – “God’s knowing is God’s providence in the lower world. There 
is general providence for the whole human species ...but for God’s 
beloved (hassidim) God knows them under particular providence, 
as individuals. “ 

Hizkuni – To let Avraham know the criteria by which Sodom will be 
judged, “so those children who come after Avraham will not be 
like the people of Sodom.”  

Martin Buber – To know means to enter into I-Thou dialogue. In Psalm 
1:6 “Adonai knows the way of tzaddikim, but the way of the wicked 
will perish.” Yada in Hebrew expresses contact between the 
person and the thing known, immediacy, intimacy, dialogue - like 
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the intense dialogical relationship between God and the elect with 
whom God communicates in this way.  

Noam Zion - God knows in the sense of a calling. God chooses or singles 
out Avraham for a purpose - to teach the way of justice, the way 
of the God. Therefore God must model the Divine process of 
judgment and involve Avraham as a kind of apprentice in the 
deliberation. In the Jeremiah to know God is to know God’s way 
of Tzedakah uMishpat (Jeremiah 9:22 and 22:15-16).  
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Modeling the Teaching of Tzedakah uMishpat (Gen. 
18:20-22)  

 

  :ָרָּבה ְוַחָּטאָתם ִּכי ָכְבָדה ְמאֹד-כ   ַוּיֹאֶמר ְיהָֹוה ַזֲעַקת ְסדֹם ַוֲעמָֹרה ִּכי

  : לֹא ֵאָדָעה-ָּכָלה ְוִאם| ָּנא ְוֶאְרֶאה ַהְּכַצֲעָקָתּה ַהָּבkה ֵאַלי ָעשֹּו - כא   ֵאֲרָדה

  : ֶדּנּו עֵֹמד ִלְפֵני ְיהָוֹהכב   ַוִּיְפנּו ִמָּׁשם ָהֲאָנִׁשים ַוֵּיְלכּו ְסדָֹמה ְוbְבָרָהם עֹו

  

 .And the Lord said, Because the cry of Sodom and Gomorrah is great, and because their sin is very 
grave; 

  .  I will go down now, and see whether they have done altogether according to the cry, which has come 
to me; and if not, I will know .22 . And the men turned their faces from there, and went toward Sodom; 

  

 

Tzedakah uMishpat is a hendiadys, a phrase that often appears as one and 
has one meaning – righteous justice. Moshe Weinfeld has shown that the term 
refers to a monarch’s society-wide reforms that seek to bring redistributive 
justice to society, offering it a new beginning. For example, in the case of 
Shmittah and Yovel the reforms cancel debts of the poor, release slaves from 
their masters and redistribute land to the people. In other cases it means 
removing criminals from… and reforming the state judicial apparatus. 
Clearly, when God examines Sodom, the issue is whether this society can be 
renewed or whether it is incorrigible and so must be destroyed. When God 
establishes a new model nation through Avraham, its principles must be 
inspired by tzedakah uMishpat. 

 

Now God models for Avraham the process of evaluating a society by these 
principles. Rashi notes that God describes the Divine “going down” (Gen. 
18:21) to check out the evil rumors about Sodom  - as a model for human 
judges in capital crimes who must see things  - examine things closely- for 
themselves. God must “know” – eida-ah –before punishing them with 
destruction.  
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Radak explains: 

 “The point of going to look at this particular case is to see if there is a way to 
excuse them from the punishment. It is like a person deliberating about the 
law and this opens the way to Avraham .. so that Avraham can examine and 
see if there is merit to excuse them and in order to teach God’s judgment 
(mishpat haEil)….I want Avraham to examine this ask me and investigate my 
judgment so that he will learn and teach.”  

 

Thus God involves Avraham in the deliberative process while God has not yet 
finalized the judgment, so Avraham can emulate God’s behavior regarding 
his own children. Thus an educational method of mentorship, which includes 
dilemmas and deliberation – becomes an essential part of what God wants 
Abraham to know in order to be an effective parent/teacher.  

 

Gen 18:21 is a great example of God’s deliberative process as well as an 
interesting text for close text reading: “I will go down and I will see whether 
what they did fits what I heard in the outcry of injustice (tzeakata) of the 
[oppressed of] city – then kallah = they will be wiped out and if not, I will 
know.” (Gen 18:21) 

 

The interpretative issues center on the words asu kallah but they also reveal 
legal philosophical issues: 

 

Rashi – If they did  - as I heard – then kallah = they will be wiped out. Hence 
the psik in the Biblical text between “asu | kallah.” But Rashi adds: “If 
they remain rebellious, I will wipe them out. But if they do not maintain 
their rebellion, then I will know how to punish them but I will not wipe 
them out.” 

 Seforno translates kallah as all of them and connects up the sentence as 
follows on the basis of the trope (the musical notes that connect asu and 
kallah.) “I will go down and I will see whether they all = kallah, did fits 
what I heard in the outcry of injustice (tzeakata) of the [oppressed of] city, 
and if not, I will know.” (Gen 18:21) 

 

For Rashi - God is interested in teshuvah, hence God is ready to 
lessen the punishment and save the city if they repent. For 
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Seforno -  God is interested in objective justice for what they have 
done.  

 



Contents Copyright © 2008 Shalom Hartman Institute, Jerusalem, Israel 
hartman.org.il | shi@shi.org.il 

 

112 

What is the Sin of Sodom?  

Why might that undermine the right of that society to 
exist? 

 

Before entering Avraham’s plea for justice or mercy before God, 
we must appreciate the severity of the crime that makes God 
consider a new flood. In order to do so, we must read ahead to 
Genesis 19 otherwise we will not understand the depth of the 
issue. The morally sensitive among us find it difficult to legitimize 
the destruction of an entire civilization and may not understand 
how truly daring Abraham was and why God ultimately does not 
save the city – though God does save the only innocent family in 
it.  

 

Exercise: What crime would you consider worthy of destroying a whole society 
– after removing the innocent? Would paganism be grounds for destruction? 
Would deep racism built into the educational system justify destruction? Would 
sexual crimes – if so what kind? Bloodshed? Pervasive Selfishness? Systematic 
explotiation of the poor and the stranger?  

 

Draw up a list of possible crimes, mark their degree of severity, and then state 
whether you think such a society should be disbanded by force. 

 

Imagine what it would take for a determined minority (Abraham’s tzaddikim) 
to change it from within. How would that minority educate its children to live 
in such a society without becoming corrupt?  What public protests or reform 
might they launch? When should the minority decide to abandon that society? 

 

Genesis 19 - list its crimes and the culture of crime:  
(1) refusal to allow strangers to be among them (beyond mere 

welcoming)  
(2) gang homosexual rape – mob violence and sexual crime 
(3) encouragement/education of their youth to partake in crime 
(4) suppression of protest or even compromise 
(5) other 

 
The Ultimate Crime: Being Inhospitable to Needy Strangers 
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Genesis 18 starts off so idyllically with a parade example of hospitality. Out of it 
comes the birth announcement for the long-awaited Yitzchak. But what does that 
domestic pleasantry teach us about the life and death of a whole society or about the 
merits of the chosen father of the Jewish people, bearers of God’s standard on earth?  
In much of the Tanakh the ultimate anger-and-punishment-engendering act is 
disloyalty to God’s brit. The religious relationship to a jealous God must be 
exclusive, otherwise destruction or exile will inevitably follow (sooner or later). 
However the sin of Sodom is not theological in that monotheist sense. The crime is 
exploitation of the strangers they should have been greeting as honored guests just as 
Abraham and Sarah did. God sends strangers-in-need as Divine messengers  in order 
to test the people of Sodom. In Gen. 20, Abraham is terrified of Avimelech lest there 
be no yirat Adonai  in Grarr and that husbands could be killed in order to take their 
beautiful wives.  It seems that Avraham has underestimated his hosts but the principle 
he evoked is the same for Sodom. Therefore Abraham and Sarah have to prove 
themselves as exemplary hosts to needy strangers in order to earn the good news that 
they will bear a child, who will be taught the way of God, the way of righteous 
justice. ……  Lot too is an exceptional – though flawed host…. 
 
In Genesis, not monotheism, but the relationship to the stranger, to the other, 
and to one’s brother are the essence of living the way of God. Violation of our 
human obligation to be our brother’s keeper includes both the biological brother 
and the other, the stranger, who is after all just an unrecognized sibling descended 
from Adam and Noah. Exploitation of the stranger (Hagar, Sodom, Pharaoh in Egypt) 
brings in its wake – exile and destruction. So does betrayal of one’s brother (Cain, 
Jacob, Joseph’s brothers), while taking responsibility for one’s brother (Abraham 
with Lot, Yehudah with Binyamin, Moshe with his brothers Ex.2:11) redeems the 
family. The most egregious example of exploitation similar to Sodom (but perhaps 
even more shocking) is the story of the concubine in Gevah (Judges 19) - a sexual 
gang rape of a stranger, a fellow Israelite. It is the story of a husband who offers his 
concubine/ wife to a violent, lustful mob in order to save himself. In contrast, the 
family of Avraham is to be known not only by their acts of justice to the vulnerable 
but by their acts of hesed – hakhanasat orchim to all those whom they may encounter. 
If chosenness comes to mean exclusiveness and if the in the pursuit of holiness and 
the fear of idolatrous neighbors, we build walls against the other or demonize them in 
whatever way, then we have essentially undermined our original mission and the 
merit of Avraham’s people which is to be a blessing to the world, by exemplifying 
hospitality (accepting and welcoming the other) and justice (confronting man and 
God).  
  
The exclusivist self-defensive notion of Jewish chosenness/holiness in pursuit of 
monotheism is a dominant theme in Shmot, Vayikra and especially in Dvarim. In my 
judgment, that concept must somehow be balanced with chosenness of responsibility 
– of blessing and of justice in Breshit.  Chosenness as holiness – a term absent form 
Genesis and Abraham – must be subject to the precondition of chosenness for 
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mishpat utzedakah and chosenness for brotherly hospitality to all human beings, 
children of the family of Adam and children of God, created in the image of God.  
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The Bargainer: The Prototypical Jewish Lawyer 

(Genesis 18:23-33) 

 

Avraham shows not just moral courage (in standing up against injustice - even in God) and 
compassion (in appealing for forgiveness for the wicked) but he exhibits the fine rhetorical 
skills of an experienced lawyer, bargainer, and mediator.12  He bargains with God to lower 
the number of tzaddikim necessary to save the cities. Avraham’s style of argumentation is 
typical of the Jewish Godwrestler epitomized in Jacob wrestling the angel – struggling with 
God and humans and proving capable. (Gen. 32: 24-32)  

 

INTRODUCTORY EXERCISE: TALKING JEWISH LAWYERS 

 

Divide the class into pairs: ask each pair of students to think of a situation in school where they see what they 
consider to be a case of flagrant injustice on the part of the school administration.  They decide to get involved 
and to ask for a meeting with the school principle or appropriate authority figure to get the decision changed.   

 

Firstly, they must define the goals of their campaign.  They should prepare two goals, a maximum position and a 
minimum, fallback position. 

 

Having defined this, they must prepare the one speech they are going to be allowed to make to achieve the goal of 
changing the decision. 

 

In small groups, they should compare the different cases and speeches,  

 

As one group, they should discuss their strategies.  What tone did they take?  What sort of argument did they use?  
Did they appeal to the sense of justice or the sense of mercy of the person they had to persuade?  How daring 
were they?  How respectful were they?  

 

                                                 
12
 Avraham will eventually bargain with Ephron the Hittite in Hevron to purchase a burial cave for 

Sarah (Gen.23).   
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Extra Credit: Describe a great example of a legal defense that you have seen on television or read in books (See 
Clarence Darrow, Attorney for Dammed, or Louis Nizer). What was the initial situation. What were the odds? 
What was the goal – justice or mercy? What were the arguments in words and in gesture and in emotional 
style.     

 

INTRODUCTORY EXERCISE:  

THE ARGUMENT FROM THE WARSAW GHETTO. 

 

Adam Czerniakow was the head of the Warsaw Judenrat (appointed Jewish urban community government 
under the Nazis).  He was appointed in May 1941, about six months after the ghetto was established.  The man 
who appointed him was Heinz Auerswald, the Nazi ghetto commissar.  Warsaw was the largest Jewish 
community in Europe.  Czerniakow, a secularist, was an engineer by profession and had been a member of the 
prewar Jewish community leadership.  But his new position was totally different.  He was responsible for 
implementing the Nazi orders and plans for the ghetto and its inhabitants.  Refusal to do exactly what was 
demanded could bring certain death and reprisals against the ghetto.  

 

Generally speaking, the heads of the Judenrate were ineffective leaders: with the best will in the world, they 
had very little opportunity to improve the situation of the ghetto inhabitants.  The residents of the ghettoes 
tended to judge them harshly and negatively.  Here is an assessment of Czerniakow and the Judenrat 
leadership, written when he was head of the ghetto, by a teacher called Chaim Kaplan.  

 
And in this lies the essence of our tragedy. Out of the frying pan, into the fire. The Judenrat is not the 
same as our traditional Jewish Community Council, which wrote such brilliant chapters in our history. 
Strangers in our midst, foreign to our spirit, sons of Ham who trample upon our heads, the president of 
the Judenrat and his advisers are bullies who were put on our backs by strangers. Most of them are 
incompetents whom no one knew in normal times. They were never elected, and would not have dared 
dream of being elected as Jewish representatives; had they dared they would have been defeated. All their 
lives until now they were outside the Jewish fold; they did not rejoice in out happiness nor mourn our 
misfortunes. Who paid any attention to some unknown engineer, a nincompoop among nincompoops, who 
was an assimilationist not for ideological reasons but because it suited his interests. History had already 
thrown these men over its shoulder, and they moved about among us like shadows. Small minds, artists at 
poker, schooled in a foreign culture. 
 

How did we come to this state of affairs? Only chance was involved. Even the conqueror didn't choose 
them, but rather found them already there. After they became his loyal and dedicated minions in heart and 
soul, he found no flaw in them and left them in their place. The president, moreover, found special favor, 
and was given an automobile to make his work easier... And the president, after being seated on the throne, 
invited all those he favored to be advisers. Everything was based on the principle of leadership. He didn't 
consult us, but acted entirely on his own.   

                                                           Chaim Kaplan     
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Czerniakow kept a diary, which was published years after his death in the ghetto.  It is considered to be a 
faithful picture of what happened behind the scenes. In one place he records a conversation that he had with 
Auerswald in November 1941, after the latter had demanded some building work done in the ghetto.  It is 
worth mentioning that many Judenrat heads were killed by the Nazis, sometimes for no other reason than to 
give the ghetto inhabitants an understanding that they dare not do anything other than carry out German 
orders down to the letter.    

 

The problem is that, although enough bricks are taken from the ruined buildings, there are not enough 
horsecarts. The Aryan horsecarts, which Auerswald himself was to make arrangements for, did not materialize.  
The Jewish drivers do not consider this job to be worth their while. Auerswald maintains that a worker should 
labor at extracting bricks from the ruins all day for a bowl of soup.  I remarked that he could also have a wife 
and children. Auerswald retorted that two bowls of soup might be made available. And [I asked him] how is he 
going to have his shoes repaired? As for myself, although I could afford it, I purchased only one pair of late.  I 
then permitted myself to observe that as a recently married man Auerswald could not understand what it means 
to have a family. I added that, although in his mind I am just a bourgeois, I nevertheless have a strong 
conviction that people should be paid for working.  

                                                           Adam Czerniakow 

 

Explain to the students the circumstances outlined above.  Make sure they understand what a Judenrat was and 
what the limitations of Jewish power were.  They should be introduced to Czerniakow and Auerswald, and the 
total power of the latter over the former should be made quite clear.  

 

Show them the piece by Chaim Kaplan.  Go through it together making sure they understand the details of the 
criticism.  Perhaps list the criticisms on the board.  

 

Now show them the piece from Czerniakow's diary.  In pairs, let them assess the strategy and character of 
Czerniakow as it expresses itself in this case.   

 

As one group, talk about the strategy and character of Czerniakow. What were the characteristics demanded of 
Czerniakow in order for him to be able to conduct this dialogue with Auerswald?  Discuss what light this sheds 
on the assessment by Chaim Kaplan. 
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TEXT ANALYSIS EXERCISE: ASSESSING AVRAHAM'S PERFORMANCE AT 
SODOM AND COLLECTING QUESTIONS. 

 

Each student should read the text and should be asked to do two things. 

 

A. To write an assessment of Avraham's performance.  Talk once again about strategy and character as they 
are expressed in the encounter with God. What do the students learn about Avraham from this encounter?  Let 
them sum up with a series of nouns or adjectives that they feel define the character of Avraham here.  (e.g, 
Avraham is...a risktaker, reckless, courageous etc.)  

 

B. Are there any questions that come out of any part of the text?  Let them note them down. 

 

In pairs, they should share their response to both parts and try and come up with a common list of six words that 
define Avraham and one cardinal question.  

 

In a group, discuss how they see Avraham and his performance, and make two class lists, of words to define him 
and of questions.   

 

Let each individual take the three words that now seem most appropriate and write a concluding 
sentence/statement which includes all the words.  Let each person list in order the three questions that trouble 
them most and which they would like addressed. 

 

Now:  

Let each student write down the question that was first on his or her list at the end of the previous exercise, and put 
the piece of question (without a name) into a bag. 

 

Divide the bag up into a number of smaller bags, so that there are three or four questions in each, and divide the 
class up into sub-groups so that there are the same number of groups as bags.  Each group sits alone and is 
given one of the bags. 

 

The group should take the questions one by one and discuss the question for a few minutes.  They should know that 
they have a certain amount of time to get their initial thoughts out regarding each question.   
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When this time is up, they should be told that they should choose the question that interests them most and prepare 
some initial suggested responses to the question.  

 

Now as a whole class, the different question of each group should be brought together with the group's thoughts.  If 
there is time, the class can add to the thoughts expressed before going on to the next question.  
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Avraham's Style and Strategy: An Analysis 

 

The power of Avraham’s bargaining style is expressed through a broad repertoire of 
approaches including the ability to move rapidly from one emotional state to another. 
Avraham moves from the hutzpah of assailing God’s malfeasance as a judge to a statement 
of extreme humility “ …I am but earth and ashes” he admits in Gen. 18: 27. Rashi captures 
Avraham’s multifaceted initiative in his interpretation of vayigash = “he approached God” 
(Gen 18: 23): 

 

Avraham approached to do war with harsh words (like Yoav), to appease anger (like 
Yehuda to Yosef), and to offer prayer for mercy (like a prophet).  

                                                           Rashi 

        

How are these three approaches evident in Avraham’s speech to God? 

To accuse God killing the innocent is warlike (the best defense is an offence). 

To appease God’s anger (af), Avraham says “do not, please, God, get angry” 

To pray for mercy to forgive the whole city for the sake for the tzaddikim.  

 

Avraham also knows how to begin the conversation – aggressively raising the unthinkable – 
yet he also knows when to cease making demands and never descends below ten tzaddikim 
in his bargaining.  

 

Avraham is “managing up.” He is trying to affect his boss’s decisions even though his boss 
has absolute power and his own status (as well as the fulfillment of all promises) depends on 
the whim of that God who chose him. There are no precedents for this initiative and yet 
Avraham begins with incredible assertiveness: without any prior invocation of God, without 
compliments (“buttering up”) as is typical in prayer (Moshe to God in Deuteronomy 3: 23-
25) and without any self-depreciation (“I am dirt and ashes” – Genesis 18: 27. (Only latter 
in the bargaining does Abraham call himself dirt and ashes). It is not even clear that 
Avraham has “legal standing” – it seems to be none of his business! Only if we assume that 
God said out loud to Avraham - what is reported as an inner monologue in Genesis 18: 20-
21 – could Avraham have then heard an implicit invitation to put in his two cents worth on 
this matter under judicial investigation.   
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Nevertheless Avraham opens with a rhetorical question that puts God into a defensive 
corner – “Will you even destroy the righteous with the wicked? (the innocent with the 
guilty)?” (Gen. 18:23). Here in Sodom, Avraham is even more daring than the snake13 in the 
garden, for he takes on God directly, imputing God with scandalous intentions. Even if God 
were to agree with the request being made, there are grounds for punishing the petitioner 
for contempt of court. Beyond the particular issue at hand, Avraham’s challenge of Divine 
justice, seeks to overthrow God. Who is Avraham to judge God and how does this affect 
God’s standing as a judge?14 

 

Yet Avraham pulls off this hutzpadic opener which is actually a complex and lengthy 
argument in order to establish the opening bargaining position. Here there are two 
contradictory yet complementary themes in Avraham’s challenge to God. Gen. 18: 23-25 
revolves around justice and mercy. Avraham demands that no innocent be killed, but he also 
asks that God forgive and give up on destroying the entire city. Let’s examine each 
approach: 

                                                 
13
 The word af (even, but) is the opening word in the snake’s seductive interrogation of the 

woman in the Garden of Eden, that begins by misquoting God to put the Divine governor into a 
negative, selfish light – “Af = even though God said: ‘you are not allowed to eat from all of the 
trees in the garden’” (Gen. 3:1). 
14
 Though not fully analogous, recall Avshalom, son of king David, who spread false rumors of 

God’s governance in preparation for a rebellion. Avshalom corrals every man (II Samuel 15:2– 
“ish”) on the way to the king’s court to assure him “The king will not give you a hearing” but “who 
would like to make me the shofeit = the judge of the land, and everyone would come to me with a 
legal suit and I would acquit them [from root tzedek]” (II Samuel 15:1-4) 
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Avraham demands Justice (Gen. 18:23-25) 

 

 :ָרָׁשע-  ַהbף ִּתְסֶּפה ַצִּדיק ִעם-כג   ַוִּיַּגׁש bְבָרָהם ַוּיֹאַמר

ִתָּׂשא ַלָּמקֹום ְלַמַען ֲחִמִּׁשים ַהַּצִּדיִקם - כד   אּוַלי ֵיׁש ֲחִמִּׁשים ַצִּדיִקם ְּבתֹוְך ָהִעיר ַהbף ִּתְסֶּפה ְולֹא
  :ֲאֶׁשר ְּבִקְרָּבּה

  ָרָׁשע ְוָהָיה ַכַּצִּדיק ָּכָרָׁשע-ָבר ַהֶּזה ְלָהִמית ַצִּדיק ִעםַּכָּד|  כה   ָחִלָלה ְּלָך ֵמֲעשֹת 

  :ָהkֶרץ לֹא ַיֲעֶשֹה ִמְׁשָּפט- ָחִלָלה ָּלְך ֲהׁשֵֹפט ָּכל

  

 .And Avraham drew near, and said, Will you also destroy the righteous with the 
wicked? 

24 .  Perhaps there are only fifty righteous inside the city; will you also destroy 
and not spare the place for the fifty righteous who are in it? 

 25  .Be it far from you to do after this manner, to slay the righteous with the 
wicked; and that the righteous should be as the wicked,  

be it far from you; Shall not the Judge of all the earth do right? 

 

In asking God whether he intends to do the judicial unthinkable – to kill the innocent along 
with the guilty – Avraham establishes the priority of justice over power and ethics over 
theology. God is capable but may not do whatever the divine whim wishes. Actions are right 
and good not because God said so but because they are intrinsically right or good. Hence 
God is subject to those criteria and even a human being can call God to account by 
appealing to these transcendent moral principles. Even though there is no higher power 
over God there is a higher authority – morality.  

 

But why should God put up with this limitation of Divine absolute power? Avraham makes 
his appeal not only in the name of abstract justice but in the name of God’s own self-image, 
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God’s self-proclaimed title as “judge of the whole earth.” Hence it would be “halila lecha” 
– a desecration of God’s own good name as God – to violate the principles inherent in the 
title “judge.” Avraham is arguing from within the system out of loyalty to God’s good name 
and God’s self-proclaimed office. It would be malfeasance in office if God behaved 
otherwise. This is an appeal to God’s identity, for God’s way in the world, as we learned 
above, is tzedakah umishpat. In fact that is Avraham’s mandate, so Avraham does have 
standing in this case to hold God up to God’s own standard.  

 

The artfulness of this speech is exceptional. Three times rasha, four times tzaddik, twice 
halila and twice the root shafat and ha-af tispeh. A scandalous, or at least audacious, 
opening rhetorical question is complemented by an even more scandalous closing rhetorical 
question. But the master stroke is that Avraham’s high-blown rhetoric about injustice is a 
cover for a request for mercy for those proven guilty – the rasha of the city. Sandwiched in 
between all these repetitions about the unthinkable injustice of treating the rasha like the 
tzaddik, is exactly what Avraham asks of God: “if there are 50 tzaddikim inside the city will 
You destroy (tispeh) – and not forgive (tisah) the place for the 50 tzaddikim inside?” (Gen. 
18:24). The double use of ha-af tispeh reveals the sleight of hand. The unthinkable is ha-af 
tispeh – will you even destroy guilty and innocent, but that becomes an argument to save the 
whole city rather than destroying tzaddikim and reshaim together.  

 

Perhaps Avraham still thinks that God intends to destroy the tzaddikim in order to punish 
the wicked in the city. After all, when a city is destroyed in war, there are no exceptions. 
Later the prophets will mourn the suffering of innocent in a wicked city. Historical 
destruction, unlike judicial proceedings, makes no individual distinctions. The fact that 
angels have already been dispatched to save Lot and his family indicates that God never 
intended to destroy the innocent, but Avraham is not necessarily aware of their mission of 
rescue.   

 

Nevertheless it is possible to suggest that Avraham knows from the outset that God would 
never destroy the tzaddikim, just as God saved Noah from the flood for being righteous. 
Thus Avraham’s daring relies on the fact that he knows God would never destroy innocent 
and guilty alike. God need not feel guilty or defensive in responding to Avraham for the 
unthinkable was never thought. Having clarified that assumption Avraham goes on to his 
real purpose in this bargaining exercise – to persuade God to be merciful towards the entire 
city, even though its overwhelming majority (including its leadership) are in fact wicked.  
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EXERCISE:  A DIVINE CONTRACT 

 

Harvard law professor Alan Dershowitz is in addition to his academic studies also known as one of America's 
top lawyers.  A few years ago he wrote a book entitled "The Genesis of Justice" in which he explored the 
concept of justice expressed in the book of Genesis, seeing this as the foundation for modern justice systems 
throughout the western world. The subtitle of the book tells it all: "Stories of Biblical Injustice That Led to 
the 10 Commandments and Modern Morality and Law".  The fourth story that he deals with – after Eden, 
Cain and Abel and the flood – is the story that we examine here.  At the end of the relevant chapter, he sums up 
the lessons that he feels we can draw from the story in terms of the Jewish concept of God's law and rule.    

The relationship between God and the Jewish people is covenantal, that is, in the nature of a 
legally binding contract. As one commentator has put it: "God is transformed from an 
'absolute' into a `constitutional' monarch. He is bound, as man is bound, to. the conditions of 
the constitution." There are certainly examples in contemporary life of parents making 
contracts with their children: allowance in exchange for tasks; rewards for good grades. 
There are even instances in history of slaveholders contracting with slaves: freedom after x 
number of years of servitude. But a contract between the Creator and those He  created? 
What a remarkable notion! This theme of mutually obligatory contract resonates through 
much of Jewish history, prayer, literature, and even song. 
God makes a covenant first with Noah, then with Abraham, and then again with Jacob. Noah 
never invokes it. Abraham does, reminding Him of His promise to do justly…  
 
A contract bestows rights on both contracting parties. The Jewish people have the right to 
insist that God keep His side of the bargain forever - or at least explain why He has not done 
so. Throughout Jewish history - from the destruction of the Temples, to the Crusades, to the 
Inquisition, to the pogroms, and especially to the Holocaust - Jews have been demanding an 
answer from their contracting partner. It has rarely been forthcoming, but we persist. 
The very word "chutzpah" - which I took as the title for one of my books and which means 
"boldness," "assertiveness," a "willingness to challenge authority" - was first used in the 
context of demanding that God keep His side of the covenant. It appears in the Talmud b as 
part of the Aramaic expression chutzpah k'lapei shemaya - chutzpah even against heaven.  
 
Abraham was the first to demonstrate such chutzpah, but surely not the last. The most famous post-
biblical exemplar of chutzpah against heaven was the eighteenth century Hasidic master Rabbi Levi 
Yitzchak of Berditchev, who repeatedly invoked God's contract in challenging God's injustice toward 
his covenantal partners. On one occasion he threatened to expose God's promises as "false." On 
another he sued God and threatened to refuse to cooperate with plans to keep the Jewish people in 
exile. 

                                                           Alan Dershowitz  
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The last part of his closing statement gives the famous example of Rabbi Levi Yitzchak of Berditchev – the 
sanegor (defence attorney) of Israel as he was known - famous in Chassidic and Jewish tradition for the 
challenges to God that he is said to have thrown out on many occasions, demanding that Divine justice be 
applied to the Jews and holding God to account for God's failures on this account.  The story is told of the 
time, one Rosh HaShanoh when the Rabbi summoned God to a Din Torah (a trial).  

 

Near the end of his life, the great Hebrew and Yiddish poet, Zalman Shneour, wrote, in both languages, a 
contemporary version of the story in which he summons up the spirit of the dead Rabbi to challenge God in a 
post-Holocaust world.  It is a long epic poem in six parts and we bring part of it here. 

 

At the time of the last special fast, when candles were lit in memory  

Of the martyrs in Poland and Russia, iIn the House of Prayer of the 
Hasidim of Habad,  

With the help of the Holy Spirit, I called forth the soul of Rabbi Levi 
Yitzchak, the son of Sarah,  

Of the holy congregation of Berdichev which, too, now lies in ruins. 
And I declared: 

"Speak your heart without fear! You were sustained in life by the Holy Spirit, and that Spirit will 
protect you now, 
Bring to a final judgment our litigation with the Master of the Universe." 

"I can raise my voice no longer," The ghost of Rabbi Yitzchak replied. "I am 

dead as far as this world is concerned.  I live only in the Hereafter." 
"Do not use the word dead, Rabbi; 

You are still alive and in our midst to this very day. 

The memory of how you summoned the Lord to a court of justice, 

On Rosh ha-Shonah in the year 1790, still lingers in our hearts, 
And your proud fervent chant still echoes in our ears. 

However, you, preceptor at worship, poet laureate of the Hasidim- . 

You withdrew from the suit, in awe, and concluded with the prayer, 
Magnified and sanctified be His Great Name! 

But now, in this day of sorrow, of shame and tribulation, before the candles that burn for our 

martyrs, 

After a Third Destruction, such as not even Titus had ever dreamed, 

After a merciless holocaust in gas chambers and crematoria, after mothers and infants were 

buried alive 

The time has come for Rabbi Levi Yitzchak to accuse the Lord once more, 

To resume the din Torah, the suit against the Lord which you broke off so abruptly 

centuries ago for you were too humble, 
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You felt too overwhelming a love for the God of Israel- Amen 

We have clung to these, Your commandments, faithfully… 

However, You, Almighty, promised to reward us  

For our observance of Your commands; 
Yes, You always promised yet the reward remained ever beyond our reach,  

Like the mirage of an ivory palace of many towers, Floating through golden clouds, 
Soaring to the Hereafter 

It was always the Hereafter . . . the era of the Messiah. . . and this promised Hereafter has only one 

entrance: the grave; An Afterworld that can be reached only through caves, to the rattling of bare bones, 

To the tormented cry of martyrs in the autos-da-fe: Hear, O Israel! 

We've had enough of worlds, both here and Hereafter, Worlds attained through martyrdom, 

From the time the Temple was destroyed  

To the mass-slaughter of this century.  

For what we really crave 
Is bliss in this world in which we live; 

We crave a segment of the bright, flowering world, A stretch of firm earth, 

Bread gained with honor, and a sip of wine To cheer us in our despondent hour. 

           There is no need to favor us above other nations, Merciful One- - 
Just let that bit of bread be served us 

At the table of the world, along with the other nations, And not as crumbs cast down to us in 

the dirt. . . . 

However, we cannot - we will not wait longer. 

Give recompense to Your children on this very spot.  

Or else acknowledge before all the heavenly host  

That You have grown destitute 
Of good deeds and all assets, 
That You are bankrupt, that You have defaulted  
Before Your poor people of Israel 
And are in hiding behind Your clouds. 

*************************************** 

"At the conclusion of our fast day, after we bless the New Moon, 
I shall cry out: 'Merciful Jews, 
Help me redeem the good name of the Almighty,  
Now weeping behind His clouds… 
I shall dry Your burning tears, O Lord,  
And install You in our Holy Ark, 
The one that the gentile butchers have despoiled; 

…`Rest, beloved Lord! May all Your promises for the future, for the Messiah, dissipate in air.  

We shall no longer await his coming, this redeemer of Yours. 

We will become our own redeemers, our own heralds, 
Bearing our own triumph, our own redemption. 

We shall toil as slaves and be tortured,  

Day and night, until the plows are dulled, and the hammers cling to our hands, 
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Yet we shall redeem the land You denied us; 

We shall rebuild the Holy Temple for the third time, As a sanctuary for all nations, still 

unaware of You. 

We shall bring You down from Your temporary retreat And glorify You again with the chant of 

the Levites,  

And the blasts of silver trumpets, 

And You shall rule again as in the days of the Hasmoneans,  

The children will forget, O Lord, that Your honor was besmirched, 

They will return to worship You with love and awe,  

Even as I, your bondman Levi Yitzchak, son of Sarah,  

Prostrate myself here before You, in tears and praise-giving;  

Magnified and sanctified be His Holy Name." 
                                                           Zalman Shneour 

 

 

The group should study, in pairs, the text of Dershowitz brought here.  Each pair must try and précis the message 
of Dershowitz's text in one or two statements. 

 

Pool all the statements together and try and makes one central statement from them.  Put this on the board as a 
proposition. It must address in one way or another the idea that there is a covenantal basis to the relationship 
between the Jews and God. 

 

Discuss the proposition with the group on three levels.  

 

A. is it a good conclusion that can be drawn from the Avraham and Sodom  story. 

 

B. Is this covenantal idea indeed the basis of a Jewish idea of the relationship between people and God in the 
Jewish tradition?       

 

C. Do the students like the idea of the covenantal relationship as expressed by Dershowitz?  Why?  Why not? 

 

Explain the reference to Levi Yitzchak, and give them the Zalman Shneour poem, apart from the last piece (below 
the line).  Explain that it is a philosophical / theological poem and let the students struggle with the meaning, 
individually (or in pairs) and then as a whole group. Finally clarify the meaning of the poem. 
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Now let each student write an ending to the poem (homework?), finishing it off as they see fit, expressing the 
message with which they agree. 

 

Let them share their endings and the ideas behind those endings with the whole group. 

 

Finally, give out Shneour's ending – Zionist and secular – and compare it with what they have written.    
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EXERCISE: THE GUILTY AND THE INNOCENT 

 

One of the questions that comes up in Avraham's dialogue with God is the relationship between the "guilty" 
and the innocent.  It seems clear that Avraham is trying to defend the guilty as much as the innocent.  The 
question is why?   

 

Alan Dershowitz addressed this question and made the following observations.   

 
 It is easy to assure that no innocent will ever be convicted, if that is the sole object: 

Simply acquit everyone about whom there is the slightest doubt as to their guilt, no matter 
how unreasonable. It is also easy to assure that no guilty person is ever acquitted, if that is 
the only goal: Simply convict everyone against whom there is even the slightest suspicion of 
guilt, no matter how farfetched. No system in history has ever managed to convict all of the 
guilty without also "sweeping, along" some innocents. Every rule of evidence or procedure 
that makes it easier to acquit the innocent - for example, the "two witnesses" rule of the Bible 
- also makes it easier for some guilty people to escape justice.  Likewise, every rule that 
makes it easier to convict the guilty-for example, current reforms that no longer require 
"corroboration" of rape accusations - also makes it easier to convict some innocents. The 
difficult task is to strike the proper balance. 

 

In the end, every system of justice must decide. which is worse: convicting some innocents 

or acquitting some guilty. Tyrannical regimes always opt for the former: It is far better that 

many innocents be convicted than that any guilty be acquitted. Most just regimes tend to opt 

for the latter: It is far better that some guilty go free than that innocents be wrongly 

convicted. This is the approach ultimately accepted in the Bible, with its generally rigorous 

safeguards for those accused of wrongdoing. 

 
In addition to deciding on this basic preference, every system of justice must also quantify 

- at least implicitly. The Anglo-American system, for example, has proclaimed that "it is 
better that ten guilty persons escape than one innocent suffer." That is surely an 
approximation, but it sends an important message: Our preference for not convicting the 
innocent is a 

very strong one, but it is not absolute; we acknowledge that in order to convict large numbers 
of guilty, we will sometimes have to convict an innocent. We will try our best to prevent such 
an injustice, but we will not simply acquit everyone in order to avoid it. This is the way a 
mature and just system operates. 

…By accepting Abraham's moral principle-that a sufficient number of innocent people in a 
group requires the sparing of the entire group, including the guilty-God was teaching 
Abraham how to strike the appropriate balance. Since human beings are never capable of 
distinguishing precisely between the guilty and the innocent, it would be unjust to destroy a 
group that might contain as many as fifty innocents. The same would be true of forty-five, 
forty, thirty, twenty, and even ten. It would not be true of only one of two. 
 
It is significant that Abraham ends his argument at the number ten. Why did he not continue 
to try to bargain God down even further?...My own interpretation is simple. Ten, although an 
arbitrary number, suggests an approximate balance between convicting the innocent and 
acquitting the guilty. Without knowing the number of wicked people in Sodom, it is 
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impossible, of course, to come up with a precise ratio. But the number ten, even standing 
alone, is neither trivial nor daunting. Since it is always possible that any substantial group of 
guilty people could include one or two innocents, selecting so low a number would make it 
impossible to construct a realistic system for convicting the guilty. But tolerating the 
conviction of as many as ten innocents would make any system of convicting the guilty unjust, 
or at least suspect. When the number of people on Illinois' death row who were freed because 
of their possible innocence recently reached double figures, the public began to express 
concern. Seemingly, the execution of one or two possibly innocent people was not sufficient to 
stimulate reconsideration of the death penalty, but once the number climbed beyond ten, even 
many death penalty advocates began to question whether the system was working fairly.  
 
The Anglo-American ratio - better ten guilty go free than even one innocent be wrongly 
convicted is also somewhat arbitrary, but it too uses the number ten in attempting to strike 
the proper balance. 
 
What we see, perhaps, is an extraordinary example of interactive teaching and learning. God 
is willing to accept Abraham's rebuke…in order to teach Abraham that he, a mere mortal, 
will need to construct a just and effective system for distinguishing between the innocent and 
the guilty. In the process God too may have learned that He has been insufficiently sensitive 
to the plight of the innocent who are swept along with the guilty. 

                                                           Alan Dershowitz 

 

Let us examine these ideas with the students.  
• Divide the class up into two parts.  Both groups get the Dershowitz piece.  One group has to understand 

his ideas and prepare a defence of his basic premise, namely that it is far more important to protect the 
innocent even if some of the guilty get off  than to take the opposite line, in order to net all the guilty.  The 
other group has to come up with arguments against the thesis. 

• Put two chairs at different sides of the room.  Discuss the first premise in the following way.  One 
volunteer from each side starts sitting in each seat and the two people open the discussion.  When someone 
from that side wants to enter the discussion, taking it on from the point at which the debate rests, they 
replace the person on their side by touching that chair (after you, the teacher, have given permission and 
called on them) and sitting down in place of their team mate.   

• Conclude with a general discussion out of role where the pro's and con's of the issue is discussed.   
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Avraham Pleads for Mercy (Gen. 18: 26-32)  

 

Avraham repeats his major request – tisa lamakom – “forgive the place for the sake of the 
…tzaddikim in its midst” and goes on to bargain down the number of tzaddikim. The 
bargaining is often understood as bargaining down from 50 tzadikim per city to ten. 
However Rashi suggests that the first bid is for at least 10 tzaddikim in each of the five 
cities. As the speech progresses to the bargaining, the word tzaddik is understood no longer 
as (1)  innocent ( hence it is unthinkable for a judge to punish innocent and guilty alike), but 
as (2) righteous and exemplary leaders whose merit can bail out others vicariously.  

 

Radak explains that for those tzaddikim to save the city they must be (3) public activists in 
their protest, so they eventually overturn the negative direction of the city. Radak explains 
that God wants people who stand in the breach of the broken fence, to prevent its 
destruction (Ezekiel 22:30). These tzaddikim must be in the streets (Jeremiah 5:1) - people 
who “will return or rehabilitate those doing evil and will go about in the streets and the 
outskirts of the city to reform them.” If the tzaddikim who are innocent lack the strength to 
go public because they fear for their lives, then the city will not to be saved, though the 
innocent will not be punished. (Radak on Gen. 18: 24 Ha-Af) 

   

Lot is in fact an example of the third and highest level of tzaddik – he not only offers 
strangers hospitality but he seeks to rescue the messengers, thinking them strangers who 
will sleep out in public and be exploited cruelly. Then he seeks to convince the people of 
Sodom to change their evil plan – by foolishly and immorally offering his virgin daughter to 
sate the mob beast. They ridicule his attempt to set himself in judgment (shofeit) over them 
(Gen 19:9 – Will a stranger who comes to reside among us presume to judge us?”). In so 
many other ways Lot is flawed, for choosing to live in Sodom, for offering his daughters to 
the mob, for his hesitation when given a chance to escape. But he is still a tzaddik who, with 
help,  might have justified the continued survival of his place.  

 

Avraham has simultaneously appealed for lower standards for granting mercy to the rasha 
and at the same time established a higher bar for being a tzaddik. He too is such a tzaddik 
but he proves his courage in protesting against God. Perhaps that was an easier challenge 
than Lot’s.  
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The bargaining proceeds towards asking for lower numbers but it also progresses from a 
higher level of confrontation and self-assertion to lower and lower levels – ashes and dirt 
and finally acquiescence to a minimal standard of ten tzaddikim. Requests for mercy 
generally use a tone of humility and even self-abasement throughout the petition: here it 
appears, as one among many tactics only at the end of the request". Yet at least one 
commentator, Rav Simcha of Dvinsk, thinks that one needs to be equally demanding even for 
mercy: 

 
Avraham's words to God - "The judge of the whole earth shall not do justly?' -  [are 
not a question but a demand]. Do not exact strict justice upon these people! You, 
Adonai, know how weak human nature is. You know how hard it is to be a good 
person in Sodom. Treat them more leniently than strict justice would require.  
                                                           R. Simcha of Dvinsk  

 
EXERCISE: INSIDE THE MINDS 
 
Use the technique of Bibliodrama to enact the bargaining between God and Avraham.  Because of the 
complexities of "playing God" we suggest that you use two chairs for this exercise.  One chair can stand for 
Avraham, and either the Avraham of the moment can come and sit on that chair while she or he speaks, while 
the other chair remains empty the whole time with people speaking from their places in a circle surrounding 
the chair, or both chairs can remain similarly empty and symbolic.   
 
Then review the action and thoughts as they developed in the activity to see how Avraham and God reflect on 
the meaning of the scene. Who do they think won the argument? Was God angered at any point? Why? Was 
Avraham scared at any point? When? Why did Avraham not push God to save the city – giving it a second 
chance with just one tzaddik? Would God have gone lower?  

 

EXERCISE: TZADDIK IN SODOM 

 

Elie Wiesel wrote the following short story a number of years ago, about the position of the 
Tzaddik in Sodom.  

 
One of the just Men came to Sodom, determined to save its inhabitants from sin and 
punishment. Night and day he walked the streets and markets preaching against 
greed and theft, falsehood and indifference. In the beginning, people listened and 
smiled ironically. Then they stopped listening: he no longer even amused them. The 
killers went on killing, the wise kept silent, as if there were no Just Man in their midst. 
One day a child, moved by compassion for the unfortunate preacher, approached him 
with these words: "Poor stranger. You shout, you expend yourself body and soul; 
don't you see that it is hopeless?" 
"Yes, I see," answered the Just Man.  
"Then why do you go on?" 
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"I'll tell you why. In the beginning, I thought I could change man. Today, I know I 
can't. If I still shout today, if I still scream, it is to prevent man from ultimately 
changing me." 

                                                           Elie Wiesel        

 
• Give the story to three or four of the students ahead of class to turn into a dramatic presentation.  

They must prepare a small two minute piece which goes up to the child's question – and not beyond!  Don't tell 
them who the author of the piece is.   

 
• They should present their piece and at the point where the child asks the question, the actors should 

freeze.  

 
• Then in pairs or small groups, the students should come up with the best answer – in the first person - 

that they can to that question. 

 
• Now replay the last moments of the scene a number of times with one of the students from the different 

groups giving their answer each time. After each presentation ask a few students from other groups for their 
response to the comment that the Tzaddik makes.  The different responses should be written on the board. 

 
• When the groups have finished, (or enough groups have presented) give out Radak's comment and 

discuss what he means.   

 
• Following this go back to the list of the endings that the groups created.  According to each ending, 

would Radak's condition be fulfilled so that it justified the salvation of the whole city?   

 
• The actors should now replay their scene from the beginning with the "real" ending.  When they 

finish, discuss that ending with the group.  What is the author saying through this story?  Do the group think 
that his ending would qualify the society for salvation in Radak's eyes? 

 
• Finally, reveal that it was written by Elie Wiesel.  Review briefly what the group knows of his life and 

try and understand what he – with his life experience- was trying to say.  Is there a message there for us?  

 
 



Contents Copyright © 2008 Shalom Hartman Institute, Jerusalem, Israel 
hartman.org.il | shi@shi.org.il 

 

134 

 

Theological reflections – What have you learned about 
the ideal person of faith and his relationship to God?  

What does the story of Sodom teach us about the God-human relationship? 
1- God makes room for the human being’s autonomy and 

moral sense (Divine self-limitation or tzimzum) as a 
parenting/teaching strategy to make a more independent 
adult believer 

2- God wants to be interdependent with a human partner 
(shutaf bmaasei bershit and maasei tikkun olam) and to 
consult with human beings 

3- God acknowledges a rationality and morality to which God 
is also accountable, whatever God’s superior power, and 
human beings have a duty to argue for those standards 

4- God is not an Oedipal Greek god frightened by 
Promethean man, but rather wants to father strong and free 
human beings to follow in God’s way without being passive 
followers 

5- God’s choice of Avraham is not to exclude or discriminate 
against others but to help God bring justice and mercy to 
all human beings 

 

 

Exercise: Building Analogies 

Which of the two following analogies comes closest to the God-human relationship in this 
story? Why? 

b. parent-adolescent  b. general-soldier c. husband –wife d. creator-creature e. founder of 
company and CEO f. friends g. client – salesperson h. judge – intern 

 

 After reading Abraham’s argument with God, what traditional understanding of God-human 
relations does that call into question?  

the infinite gap between Creator and creature both in knowledge and in power 

Divine omniscience – what could a merely  human point of view add to what God already 
knows or how could humans change God’s mind? 

The ethics of religious humility (Abraham’’s immediate obedience in the Akeda story 
(Gen.22) or in Islam which means submission or in Christianity’s sin of pride) forbid a 
challenge?? to God’s authority, even if there were something to criticize  
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If God should not be understood anthropomorphically, how can one relate such a 
conversation  

 

Exercise: Compare Abraham and God of Gen 18 with Rabbi Joshua and God of Tanur Shel 
Aknai (See David Hartman, A Living Covenant, Chapter Two, not included in appendix)  

 

Exercise: See below in Curriculum on Spiritual Judaism by Yonatan Yussman the protest 
prayer tradition. What does it presuppose about God-human relations? Write your own 
protest prayer around a contemporary issue that touches you deeply 
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Exercise: What does Rav Haim Volozhin have to teach us about Jacob's and his own 
Godwrestling?  
Compare and contrast his view with the behavior of Avraham at Sodom  

 
Avot 1:4 

Yosi ben Yoezer from Tzereda said: Make your house a meeting house for the wise. Roll 
yourself ( mitabek) in the dust (afar/avak) of their feet and drink their words with thirst.  

 

Ruach HeHayim on Avot 1:4 
 
One of the 48 ways of acquiring Torah (Avot 6) is to help your teachers become wiser by asking 
sharp questions and that way learning traditions expand. For study is called "war" – "the war of 
Torah," so students are called fighters, warriors. That is how the Rabbis interpret the verses:  

"Happy is the man who fills his quiver (with heroic warrior sons). They will not be 
ashamed when they speak to enemies in the city gate" (Psalm 127:5) [and "In the book of 
God's wars: et vaheiv b'sufa (Numbers 21:14)].  

That means "that even a parent and child or a teacher and student who become like enemies in the 
battle of Torah will not stop arguing until they become lovers" (TB Kiddushin 30b).  
 
Therefore it is forbidden for students to accept the words of the teacher if the students have 
kushiot\ challenging objections \ questions. Sometimes the student will have the truth, just as a 
little branch can light a large log.  
 
That is the meaning of: "Be one who is mitabek." Mitabek comes from the description of Yaacov 
"wrestling with the man/angel" (vayeiaveik - Gen 32: 25) which is a context of combat. This is 
indeed a mitzvah war (milhemet mitzvah). So too we (the students of this generation) struggle 
against our holy rabbis who are in the land (a metaphor for the land of life, the world to come), 
whose souls are high in heaven. These great authors whose books are with us. By virtue of their 
books being in our houses, our houses become "a meeting house for the wise" (Avot 1:4). So (the 
Mishna in Avot has) warned us and given us the permission to wrestle and battle with their words 
and to find solutions that resolve their difficulties. Do not show deference to anyone15 (even the 
great scholars who wrote these books). Just love the truth. 
 
Yet with all this beware in your soul lest you speak with pride and arrogance, because you have 
found something on which to disagree (with these great authors) and you imagine that you are as 
great as your teacher or as one of these authors to whom you have raised an objection. Know in 
your heart that sometimes you have not understood their words and their intentions. So maintain 
great humility and acknowledge that you are not worthy (when raising objections and finding 
difficulties in the views of your rabbis and the books of the great authors), but (what can you do, 
you have no choice) for this is Torah (and you must be loyal to the truth you see).  That is the 
meaning of Avot 1:4: "mitabek – wrestling with your teachers" and yet do so (on condition that 
you stay) "in the dust (afar) of their feet" – that is with humility and subordination, arguing 
before them, while still sitting on the ground (in deference). 

 

                                                 
15

 Deuteronomy 1: 16-17 "Judge righteously between one person and his brother and his resident alien. Do 
not recognize (and prefer) one face (one known personage) in judgment. Listen to the small and the great 
equally. Do not fear any person for the judgment belongs to God."  
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CURRICULUM APPENDIX: 

Will the Real Avraham Please Stand Up? 
Adapted from Yonatan Yussman’s Curriculum 

 
 
 

Genesis 18:17-33 - S’dom V’Amora 

 
Text Overview 
 

This text is the first time in Jewish history where we see an individual (Avraham) deeply 
concerned about the justice and righteousness of humankind (the people of S’dom and 
Amora).  In this text we are presented with a profound ethical situation, and it teaches us 
fundamental moral principles, concepts, and values.  It makes known what God wants 
from the Jewish people, and what the core of the Jewish mission on earth is.  It illustrates 
the nature of our covenantal relationship with God, and the very nature of God. The text 
emphasizes that we must not be passive, but we must challenge injustice in any place, 
affecting any people, even if it means challenging God Himself.    
 
2. Background Concept: Brit as two-sided Covenant 
 
It is likely the students will question the odd fact that Avraham not only impudently 
argued with God, but that God listened.  Seize the opportunity to reflect on why they 
think God would “stoop” to argue with, and listen to, human beings?!    
 
 

Arnold Eisen in “Contemporary Jewish Religious Thought” 
 
(Dr. Eisen is a professor of Jewish thought, religion, and philosophy.) 
 

The monarchs of the biblical period, we learn from recent scholarship, entered into 
several sorts of covenant (biritu in Akkadian) with their peers and subjects.  In one 
type, generally known as the suzerainty treaty, the king bound his vassals to a set of 
obligations, which he defined.  In return, the sovereign promised nothing…Parity 
treaties, by contrast, stipulated the mutual obligations undertaken by two equal 
parties.  A third set of pact, the promissory grant, presumed the inequality of the 
parties, but nonetheless bound the sovereign unilaterally.  Out of sheer beneficence, 
he agreed to the performance of stipulated acts on behalf of his inferiors. (pp.107-
108) 

Here lies the terror of the brit—and its comfort.  The awesome creator of mankind is 
brought into the human camp, demanding a degree of ethical and ritual purity that mere 
mortals are hard pressed to achieve.  Yet [God] is thereby rendered accessible and, to a 
degree, comprehensible…[I]srael can rest confident that God will submit to the seeming 
indignity of human conversation.  He will negotiate, with Abraham, over the destruction 
of Sodom… 
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God, it seems, has no choice.  This is the true daring of the covenant idea: God, who 
inscrutably commands Abraham to bind his son, no less inscrutably binds himself to his 
own children through cords of immutable obligation. A moral God who seeks a moral 
world, he has created humanity free to disobey.  Perforce a moralist, he is compelled to 
bargain.  Suppose there are fifty righteous men in Sodom, Abraham asks hesitantly—
then, more boldly, what if there are forty, thirty, twenty, ten? p. 108 

 
According to Eisen, why did G-d choose to be forced into ethical arguments with His 
creations?  Eisen notes that the whole backdrop of our first text hinges on understanding 
this notion of brit.   In short, the God of covenantal history acts in a relational context.  
By virtue of the brit, God needs to consult with His partner. 
 
It might be helpful for the students to discuss different types of government.  Which types 

of government voluntarily permit the people to exercise power?  The citizens of the USA 

actually wield a great deal of power over their leaders, in contrast to dictatorships.  Why 

would the leadership/founders agree to this?  Or you might discuss different types of 

parents—some give more power to their children while others are more dominating.  

These concrete/relevant examples might help the students understand why God would 

voluntarily give humans power (a power in which sometimes we can argue with and 

change God!) 

 
3. Avraham’s Mission: Tzedek U’Mishpat 
 
Crucial in understanding our text is the concept of the purpose of Avraham’s mission on 
earth, as well as the mission of the nation he is founding.  Try to get your students to 
figure out, from our text, what Avraham’s mission is (see 18:19).   
 

 Ramban on Gen. 18:18 
 
(Ramban: Acronym for Rabbi Moshe ben Nachman, “Nachmanides”.  1194-1270, from Gerona, 
Spain.  One of the leading Torah scholars of the Middle Ages; successfully defended Judaism at 
the dramatic debate in Barcelona in 1263; author of numerous basic works in all aspects of 
Torah, including a classic commentary on the Torah) 
   

ן בראשית פרק יח פסוק יח"רמב  
 

לכן לא , ויהיה זכרו בזרעו ובכל גויי הארץ לברכה, הנה הוא עתיד להיות לגוי גדול ועצום, אמר. השם יתברך דבר בכבוד אברהם
הם או איך נתאכזר הצדיק על שכיניו החונים עליו ולא ריחם ולא התפלל עלי, איך כיסה ממנו, כי יאמרו הדורות הבאים, אכסה ממנו

:כלל  
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ולכך , שאני עושה משפט רק בצדקה, כלומר, אוהב צדקה ומשפט' כי ידעתי בו שהוא מכיר ויודע שאני ה, והגלוי אליו טוב ויפה
ואם חייבין הם לגמרי , יתפלל לפני להניחם וטוב הדבר, אם בדרך צדקה ומשפט יפטרו, והנה. יצוה את בניו וביתו אחריו לאחוז דרכי

:'ולכן ראוי שיבא בסוד ה, םגם הוא יחפוץ במשפט  
 
God spoke respectfully of Avraham, saying: “Since Avraham is destined to become a 
great and mighty nation, and all of mankind and future generations will blessedly 
remember him, it is appropriate that I tell him what I plan to do.  Otherwise people will 
wonder, ‘How could God have hidden this from him?’  Or, ‘How could Avraham have 
been so callous that he failed to pray for his neighbors?’  Furthermore, it is entirely 
acceptable that I reveal this to him because he knows that I love tzedaka u’mishpat, 
righteousness and justice.  That is to say, I only perform justice in a righteous manner.  
This is what I will command of him and his children, to follow in my footsteps… 

 
Avraham and his descendants have a special role on earth: to spread God’s message of 
tzedek u’mishpat.  Thus, as representatives of God, it is appropriate for Avraham to 
“consult” with God on how best to carry out his mission.  Since God has made Avraham 
a kind of “partner” in the enterprise of establishing justice in the world (see Eisen), it 
would be wrong to “hide from Avraham” such a dramatic, justice-related event.  God is 
almost saying: “This is Avraham’s business as much as it is mine.”   
 
A more concrete example is if the President has a representative who helps him carry out his mission (his Secretary of State, for 
example).  While the President may be the one calling the shots, and is the one ultimately responsible for fulfilling his goals and 
responsibilities, it’s entirely appropriate (and necessary) for him to consult with his various representatives.  Avraham (and the Jewish 
people) is God’s representative on earth, and help God fulfill His mission of spreading the message of tzedek u’mishpat.   

 
4. Testing Avraham: Can a Human Being be like G-d? 
 
 
Another important, related question to discuss is, Why did God need to “go down and 
see”?!  Discuss why this is a kushia in the first place. 
 

Rashi on 18:21 
 
(Rashi: Acronym for Rabbi Shlomo Yitzchaki, 1040-1105.  Considered the commentator par 
excellence.  Rashi’s commentary on the Torah as well as his commentary on the Talmud are 
considered absolutely basic to the understanding of the text.) 
 

י בראשית פרק יח פסוק כא"רש  
 

). לעיל יא ז(הכל כמו שפירשתי בפרשת הפלגה ,  למד לדיינים שלא יפסקו דיני נפשות אלא בראיה- ארדה נא ואראה )כא(

:דבר אחר ארדה נא לסוף מעשיהם  
 
This teaches judges that they should not decide cases of life and death unless they have 
see all of the evidence…Another interpretation is that “I will go down to examine their 
deeds to the very end (completely).   

 
According to Rashi (based upon the Midrash), God is teaching humans an important 
ethical idea.  He is teaching human judges how to conduct themselves.  They must decide 
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cases based only on direct, careful examination.  They must not rush to make a judgment, 
they must be sure of the facts, and give benefit of the doubt.  Similarly, God could have 
been modeling his humility as a leader in asking for advice (see Rashi on “Naaseh 
Adam” in 1:26).  When these ideas are raised, this is the prime time to discuss the 
concept of Imitatio Dei (see below, page X.)  We will also bring this concept up again 
when discussing the worth of human life (Part 2). 
 
If we assume that God is a good and moral Being, then it could also be argued that God 
was testing Avraham’s spiritual growth.  In other words, God was hoping Avraham 
would struggle with Him over this issue.  This idea of testing can also be seen in the 
Rashi on why God would ask Cain where his brother Hevel was…God knew very well 
the answer to his question; He was just seeing what Cain’s response would be.   
 
Alternatively, if it wasn’t necessary for God to “go down and see”, then His true intention 
may have to alert Avraham that he could still influence the fate of the cities.  God was 
giving Avraham a “head’s up”. 
 
5. Summary:  
Reasons why God would consult with and listen to Avraham 
 

* Because he is a kind Ruler, God obligated Himself to listen to humans by virtue 
of the “promissory britot” he signed with Avraham (Eisen) 
* God has representatives who carry out His mission of spreading tzedakah 
u’mishpat.  It is appropriate for God and His representatives to have consultations.  
And, his representatives need to act ethically because of what the other nations 
would think of them and God. (Ramban) 
* God is modeling for humans how to judge appropriately, and is modeling how to 
be an effective and humble leader (Rashi) 
* God was testing Avraham’s response (Rashi) 
* God was giving Avraham a “head’s up” 

 
 
6. “But I was just obeying orders…” 
 

Scenario #2 
You are a soldier in the army, and you have been sent to Iraq on a peace-keeping mission.  
Your commanding officer is someone whom you have complete respect for.  You 
literally would do anything for him.  One day, you and your commander are on a routine 
night patrol around the city you were sent to protect.  Suddenly, someone rushes in front 
of your jeep.  It’s difficult to tell who it is, and what their intentions are.  The person is 
dressed all in black, and is covered from head to toe, just how all Muslim women dress.  
You immediately think that this is some old woman who mistakenly walked into the 
street.  But it’s incredibly out-of-the ordinary that someone would do such a thing.  Your 
commanding officer, obviously thinking this is a suicide bomber, orders you to shoot and 
kill the person.  You have your doubts.  All of this happens in a split-second.  You need 
to act immediately: do you obey your commanding officer, or do obey your conscience?   
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Let’s suppose you obeyed your commanding officer, and it turned out that the person was 
an innocent civilian.  Who is responsible for this act of injustice, you or the commanding 
officer?   

 
This is not the first time a righteous individual has been informed by God that God was 
about to destroy the wicked.  See Genesis 6:13.  Compare how Noach and Avraham 
handled the situation.  Then see the Zohar. 
 

 Zohar  
 
(Zohar: The basic work of Kabbalah, said to have been composed by Rabbi Shimon bar Yochai, 
but more likely Moses de Leon in the 13th century in Spain.  It is in the form of a commentary on 
the Torah and the Megillot.) 
 
"And Abraham drew near and said, will You also destroy the righteous with the wicked?" 
(Genesis 18, 23)  
Rabbi Yehuda said: Who has seen a father as compassionate as Abraham? Come and see: 
Regarding Noah it is stated (6, 13) "And God said to Noah, the end of all flesh is come 
before me;...and behold I will destroy them from the earth. Make you an ark of gopher 
wood..."; And Noah held his peace and said nothing, nor did he intervene. But Abraham, 
as soon as the Holy One said to him: "Because the cry of Sodom and Gomorrah is great 
and because their sin is very grievous, I will go down now and see..."; Immediately, as it 
is stated, "and Abraham drew near and said: Will You also destroy the righteous with the 
wicked?"   

 
The Zohar takes Noach to task for “obeying orders” from God.  Do you agree with the 
Zohar’s assessment of Noach? Avraham clearly does not assume that every action of God 
is just merely because God does it.  He believes that he can understand right and wrong 
just as fully as God can.   Do you think it is appropriate to doubt God’s actions?  See 
Exodus 32:7-14; Jeremiah 12:1-6; Habakkuk 1; Psalms 44:10-27; and selections from 
Job.   
 
The fact that confronting God in this fashion is considered legitimate by the Torah is a 
powerful statement about the active role of human beings in standing up for what is right.  
The basis for being able to do such a thing probably stems from the concept of the brit, 
discussed above.  Thus, the Torah tells us not only that it is appropriate to challenge God, 
but God expects nothing less!   
 
Further support for this argument is seen in the text of chapter 18 itself.  Notice the bold 
repetition in the text of Avraham’s disbelief that God would do such a wicked thing.  
Avraham also boldly states that “It is a disgrace for you” (twice).  That word “disgrace” 
(chilul) is as chutzpadik as one can get when talking to God.    Nonetheless, God accepts 
the appeal, and its style of presentation.  God welcomes Avraham’s protests. One gets the 
impression that God is pleased with Avraham in his protest, that Avraham is a fit partner 
in the task of making the world a place of righteousness.  God, like a good parent, was 
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pleased that His child matured into an adult capable of independent spiritual and ethical 
thought and deed.   
 
Here is an example of an actual chevruta guide for “But I was just obeying orders…” that 
successfully got the students thinking and talking amongst themselves before our class 
discussion: 
 

Avraham vs. Noach 
 
In chevruta or groups of 3, please discuss the following questions.  Your written 
responses to the questions will be collected. 
 
1. Compare the story of Avraham in S’dom v’Amorah (Genesis 18:17-33) with a similar 
story about Noach (Genesis 6).  Note the similarities and differences between the two 
stories.  In particular, what was the response of the “hero” in each story to God’s 
announcement that He was going to destroy the world? 
 
2. See the excerpt from the Zohar.  Who does the Zohar think is the greater tzadik, Noach 
or Avraham?  Why do you think the Zohar feels this way? 
 
3. See Rashi on 6:9 (b’dorotav).  Which opinion do you agree with?  Why? 
 
4. What’s so wrong with Noach “just obeying orders”?!  Maybe it wasn’t so bad for 
Noach to silently obey God.   
 
5. Look up the following: Shmot 32:7-14; Habakuk 1:1-5; Yirmiyahu 12:1-6; Tehillim 
44:10-23.  Do these sources challenge your conception of what the appropriate way of 
confronting God is?  Do you agree with them? 
 
6. What’s your final verdict…Who’s the more righteous, ethical, and Godly human 
being, Avraham or Noach?  Be able to support your answer! 

 
It might also be useful to compare the relationship between God and Noach, with God 
and Avraham, in the context of the brit (see analysis above).  The fact that Avraham and 
God shared a brit allowed a certain mutuality, while God’s relationship with Noach was 
outside the context of a brit. Thus, He was only the God of nature to Noach, and acted 
alone without having to justify His actions or consult with anyone. 
 
7. Imitatio Dei 

Talmud Bavli, Sotah 14a 
 
(Compilation of oral teachings and legal proceedings of 3rd-6th century scholars in Babylonia 
[Amoraim]; final redaction in the 6th-7th centuries.) 
 
Rabbi Chama, the son of Rabbi Chanina, said: What does the verse mean, “You shall 
follow after the Lord your God” (Dev. 13:5)?  Can a person really follow after the 
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Shechinah?!  Has it not already been stated, “For the Lord your God is a consuming fire” 
(Deuteronomy 4:24)?!   
 
Rather, the verse means that we should imitate the attributes of the holy One: 
Just as God dresses the naked (as it is written in Gen. 3:21, ‘The Lord God made leather 
garments for Adam and his wife and dressed them’), so too you should dress the naked.   
Just as the Holy One visited the sick (as it is written in Gen. 18:1, ‘The Lord appeared to 
him [Avraham] at the Oaks of Mamre’), so too you should visit the sick.   
Just as the Holy One comforted mourners (as it is written in Gen. 25:11, ‘Then after the 
death of Avraham, God blessed Yitzchak his son’), so too you should comfort mourners.   
Just as the Holy One buried the dead (as it is written in Deut. 34:6, ‘He buried him 
[Moshe] in the valley’), so too you should bury the dead. 

 
Be sure to look up the context in the Chumash of Rabbi Chama’s statement.  Deut. 13:5 
states that “You shall follow after the Lord your God and Him shall you revere; God’s 
commandments you shall keep and His voice you shall obey; Him you shall serve and to 
Him you shall cling.”  It should be noted that one of the common methods of Talmudic 
interpretation was to uncover the fine differences in meaning between apparently 
equivalent words.  Thus, Rabbi Chama’s assumption is that “following after the Lord” 
has a significance distinct from the rest of the verse; the Torah did not merely find six 
ways to repeat itself.  It also reflects a desire of the Rabbis to translate abstract statements 
from the Chumash into practical Rabbinic laws. 
 
But here we have an apparent impossibility.  How could we be commanded to follow 
after God, to imitate him, when God’s very nature means that it is impossible to be like 
Him?!  (This is similar to the question of what exactly it means that we are made in 
God’s image [Br. 1:27]…humans have an intrinsic worth based on being created in His 
image; this concept will be raised and challenged below in Unit 2).  If we tried to get 
close to Him in such a way, we would surely not survive the encounter (Dev. 4:24).  Yet 
we are commanded to do this explicitly in Dev. 13:5 and 13:15.  But if God is 
commanding it, surely there must be a way. 
 
The solution is the recognition that we cannot know or understand the essence of God, 
but we can observe His actions.  Rabbi Chama chose certain actions, probably because 
they represent from birth to death (the birth of Adam and Chava to the death of Moshe), 
or from the beginning to the end of Torah (Adam to Moshe), as if to say that the central 
theme of Torah is following God and practicing Gemilut Chasidim.  “Following after 
God”, or Imitatio Dei, is not an impossibility, nor is it an abstract spiritual activity; it’s a 
practical way of serving God and being a moral human being.  Being ethical and doing 
good to others is the most divine way to live.  Imitatio Dei is perhaps the ultimate ethical 
principle which provides both a method and a motive for human morality. Practically 
speaking, how would they recommend fulfilling the commandment from 13:5?   
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CURRICULUM: 
The People’s Advocate: Prayer as Moral Protest 

Adapted from Yonatan Yussman, Spiritual Judaism Curriculum 

 
The Hassidic Prayer of Protest 
 

Text 1, Levi Yitzchak of Berditchev and Menachem Mendel of Kotzk16 
 

Levi Yitzchak of Berditchev (c. 1740 - 1810) was one of the most famous personalities of the 
third generation of Chasidut. A disciple of Dov Baer, the Maggid of Mezhirech, Levi Yitzchak 
brought Chasidut to Poland. He stressed the importance of joy, devekut (adhesion to God), and 
fervent prayer.  He was also famous for defending the Jewish people before God.  His major work 
is a collection of his sermons entitled Kedushat Levi. 
 
Menachem Mendel of Kotzk (1787-1859) was a brilliant Chassidic rabbi that had many 
followers. He was known for being a zealot for truth, and more of an elitist Chasid as opposed to 
the commoner personality of the Baal Shem Tov, the founder of Chasidut. 

 
Once, in the Musaf service of Rosh HaShana, when he reached the words “And Your 
throne will be established in mercy and You shall sit upon it in truth,” Levi Yitzchak 
stopped praying [from the prayerbook and began to argue with God about the practical 
import of those prayers]: 
 
 “O Lord!  If you want the throne of Your glory to be established so that You may sit 
upon it in that glory which alone is fitting for the King of kings, then deal in mercy with 
Your children and issue decrees for their salvation and consolation.  But if You deal with 
us harshly and issue harsh decrees, Heaven forbid, then Your throne will not be 
established and You will not sit upon it in truth.  For the tzadikim of the generation will 
not permit You to sit upon Your throne.  You may decree, but they will annul.” 
 
The Ultimate Ultimatum 
One Chasidic master, perhaps the most complex and enigmatic, Rabbi Menachem 
Mendel of Kotzk, argued from a different vantage point, on that narrow ridge between 
faith and despair.  Torn in his life between love of God and rebellion against Him (he 
remained in seclusion for the last twenty years of his life), the Kotzker Rebbe is said to 
have once uttered this totally desperate and defiant prayer: 
 
“Master of the Universe!  Send us our Messiah, for we have no more strength to suffer.  
Show me a sign, O God.  Otherwise I rebel against You.  If You do not keep Your 
covenant, then neither will I keep the promise, and it is all over: we are through with 
being Your chosen people, Your unique treasure.” 

 

                                                 
16
 From Anson Laytner, Arguing with God in the Jewish Tradition 
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This genre of protest-prayer has a long, rich history, going back to the Tanach, as we’ll 
see shortly (Anson Laytner’s Arguing with God in the Jewish Tradition is a 
comprehensive analysis).  It particularly gained prominence in the European Yiddish-
speaking communities.  The motif of the common Yid arguing with God, often using 
humor to lighten life’s load, became popular.  The writer Sholom Aleichem made this 
“holy humor” into an art form, such as in the prayer monologues of Tevye the milkman 
from Fiddler on the Roof.  It would be worthwhile to show the students parts of that 
movie, in particular illustrating Tevye’s love-hate relationship with God.  There are many 
powerful scenes in that movie in which Tevye passionately argues with God in an 
accusatory manner.   
 

The Tanach Tradition of Protest Prayers 
 
Tanach supports this notion of protest-prayer: 

a. Avraham challenged God over the planned destruction of Sdom saying, “Will the 
Judge of the whole earth fail to do justice?!” (Gen 18:25).   

b.  Moshe refuses to allow God to let the Jewish people be wiped out after the 
Golden Calf episode (Ex. 32).   

c. Jacob earned the name Yisrael (God Wrestler) for his struggle with the angel/God 
(Gen. 32).  That motif of God-wrestling supports this notion of protest-prayer.  

d.  Job 
 
Most of these protest-prayers are based upon the notion of “brit”, covenant.  As Arnold 
Eisen writes (Contemporary Jewish Religious Thought, pp. 107-108): “Here lies the 
terror of the brit—and its comfort.  The awesome creator of mankind is brought into the 
human camp, demanding a degree of ethical and ritual purity that mere mortals are hard 
pressed to achieve.  Yet [God] is thereby rendered accessible and, to a degree, 
comprehensible…[I]srael can rest confident that God will submit to the seeming 
indignity of human conversation.  He will negotiate, with Abraham, over the destruction 
of Sodom…God, it seems, has no choice.  This is the true daring of the covenant idea: 
God, who inscrutably commands Abraham to bind his son, no less inscrutably binds 
himself to his own children through cords of immutable obligation. A moral God who 
seeks a moral world, he has created humanity free to disobey.  Perforce a moralist, he is 
compelled to bargain.  Suppose there are fifty righteous men in Sodom, Abraham asks 
hesitantly—then, more boldly, what if there are forty, thirty, twenty, ten?”  
 

Biblical and Rabbinic Prayer of Channah 
 
The students should first familiarize themselves with Chanah’s prayer.  The students will 
likely need to have the context set for them before they can understand her prayer.   
 

Text 3, Shmuel I 1:10-17 
 

: והיא מרת נפש ותתפלל על ידוד ובכה תבכה)י(  
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 ותדר נדר ותאמר ידוד צבאות אם ראה תראה בעני אמתך וזכרתני ולא תשכח את אמתך )יא(
:ונתתה לאמתך זרע אנשים ונתתיו לידוד כל ימי חייו ומורה לא יעלה על ראשו  

: והיה כי הרבתה להתפלל לפני ידוד ועלי שמר את פיה)יב(  

: מדברת על לבה רק שפתיה נעות וקולה לא ישמע ויחשבה עלי לשכרה וחנה היא)יג(  

: ויאמר אליה עלי עד מתי תשתכרין הסירי את יינך מעליך)יד(  

 ותען חנה ותאמר לא אדני אשה קשת רוח אנכי ויין ושכר לא שתיתי ואשפך את נפשי לפני )טו(
:ידוד  

: דברתי עד הנה אל תתן את אמתך לפני בת בליעל כי מרב שיחי וכעסי)טז(  

: ויען עלי ויאמר לכי לשלום ואלהי ישראל יתן את שלתך אשר שאלת מעמו)יז(  
 
10. And she [Chanah] had a bitter soul, and prayed to God, and wept bitterly.   
11. And she vowed and said, “O Lord of hosts, if You look upon the affliction of Your 
handmaid and remember me, and not forget Your handmaid, but give to Your handmaid a 
child, then I will give him to God all the days of his life, and no razor will touch his 
head.”   
12. And it came to pass that as she continued praying before God, that Eli watched her 
mouth. 
13. Chanah spoke from her heart; only her lips moved, but her voice was not heard.  
Therefore Eli thought she was drunk. 
14. And Eli said to her, “How long will you be drunk?  Put away your wine.” 
15. And Chanah answered and said, “No, my lord, I am a woman of sad spirit.  I have 
drunk neither wine nor strong drink, but have poured out my soul before God. 
16. Do not regard your handmaid as a worthless woman, for out the greatness of my 
complaint and grief have I been speaking.” 
17.  Then Eli answered and said, “Go in peace, and the God of Israel will grant you your 
petition which you have asked of Him.” 

 
Perhaps the best way to start is in “reader response” mode.  How would they characterize 
Chanah’s prayer?  Is it polite, pushy, appropriate…?  How is it similar or dissimilar to the 
“protest prayers” they’ve learned so far?  

 
More than two full pages of the Talmud (Brachot 30-32) are devoted to Chanah’s prayer, 
and the 3rd century Palestinian Amora Rabbi Elazar ben Pedat used it as the paradigmatic 
mode of petitionary prayer: a prayer characterized by boldness, strength, and a 
willingness to argue with God Himself.  This isn’t mere agadah, either; it may have 
halachic ramifications.    The Talmud makes clear from the beginning that according to 
Rabbi Elazar, the attitude taken by Chanah in prayer is the embodiment of the Mishnaic 
demand for koved rosh (“seriousness”)—the normative attitude to be taken by everyone 
in preparation for prayer, as we see in Text 4 below.  The simple, overwhelming need of 
the barren woman for children is the ground from which Rabbi Elazar sees the classic 
petitional prayer developing.17 
 

                                                 
17
 This analysis of Chana’s prayer was very influenced by David Dishon’s work Petitional Prayer 
and Human Need Awareness 
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Text 4, Talmud Bavli, Masechet Brachot 30b 
 

… אין עומדין להתפלל אלא מתוך כובד ראש. משנה  
. והיא מרת נפש+ 'א' שמואל א: +דאמר קרא; אמר רבי אלעזר? מנא הני מילי. גמרא  

 
Mishna: “One should not stand up to say Tefillah except with koved rosh (in a serious, 
reverent frame of mind.” 
Gemarah: What is the scriptural source for this law?  Rabbi Elazar said: “And she 
[Chanah] had a bitter soul...” (Shmuel I 1:10) 

 

Text 5, Talmud Bavli, Masechet Brachot 31b 
 

: אמר רבי אלעזר, צבאות' תדר נדר ותאמר ה … מכל צבאי צבאות שבראת , רבונו של עולם: אמרה חנה לפני הקדוש ברוך הוא
בא עני אחד ועמד על ,  למלך בשר ודם שעשה סעודה לעבדיו- משל למה הדבר דומה ? עולמך קשה בעיניך שתתן לי בן אחדב

מכל סעודה שעשית קשה , אדוני המלך: אמר לו. דחק ונכנס אצל המלך; ולא השגיחו עליו! תנו לי פרוסה אחת: אמר להם, הפתח
? בעיניך ליתן לי פרוסה אחת  

כל מה שבראת , רבונו של עולם: אמרה לפניו. על עסקי לבה:  אמר רבי אלעזר משום רבי יוסי בן זמרא- ל לבה חנה היא מדברת ע
רגלים להלך , ידים לעשות בהם מלאכה, פה לדבר, חוטם להריח, ואזנים לשמוע, עינים לראות, באשה לא בראת דבר אחד לבטלה

תן לי בן ואניק בהן?  להניק בהןלא, דדים הללו שנתת על לבי למה; דדים להניק בהן, בהן  
 
 “And she vowed and said, “O Lord of hosts, if…” (Shmuel I 1:11) 
Rabbi Elazar said: …Chanah said before God: “Sovereign of the Universe!  Of all the 
creatures You’ve created in Your world, is it so hard to give me just one son?!”  A 
parable: To what is this story like?  To a King who made a feast for his servants, and a 
poor man [note: see Unit 1, Text 4] came and stood by the door, and said to them, “Give 
me a bite”, and no one took notice of him.  He forced his way into the presence of the 
King and said: “Your Majesty!  Out of all the food you have made, is it so hard in your 
eyes to give me just one bite?!” 
 
“Chanah spoke from her heart…” (Shmuel I 1:13) 
Rabbi Elazar said in the name of Rabbi Yose bar Zimrah: She spoke regarding her heart.  
She said before Him: “Sovereign of the Universe!  Among all the things which You have 
created in a woman, You have not created anything without a purpose: eyes to see, ears to 
hear, a nose to smell, a mouth to speak, hands to do work, legs to walk with, and 
breasts…These breasts that You have put on my heart, are they not created for babies to 
breastfeed from?  Give me a son, so that I may breastfeed with them!!” 

 
Note the remarkable similarity in style to the protest prayers of Levi Yitzchak, Kotzker 
Rebbe, etc. from above. It is acutely-felt needs-awareness and an indignant, bold demand 
for justice.  Rabbi Elazar’s portrayal of Chanah is a consistent one: acute awareness of 
need leads to boldness and power in the indignant demands for justice before God.  
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Modern Protest Prayers and Theologies 
 

There are other modern examples of rabbis and philosophers utilizing protest-prayer:   
a. Elie Wiesel wrote a full-length play (The Trial of God) describing a Din Torah 

that he witnessed during the Shoah.  A Din Torah in this context is a formal 
lawsuit against God by the Jews, similar to R’ Levi Yitzchak’s prayer above.   

b. The Din Torah, though, took on a different form in the Shoah, as described in the 
true story below.  Alter Schneor was an Ultra-Orthodox Jew in the Shoah.  Just 
prior to the Yom Kippur described below, Schneor’s children had been taken 
from him and killed by the Nazis.  A group of Haredim asked Schneor to lead 
them in a Din Torah against God. 

 

Text 2, Din Torah against God18 
 

On Yom Kippur…Alter Schneor led the services on Musaf in his shtiebel [local, 
small synagogue].  Dressed in a white mantle stained with the blood of a victim, he 
prayed with a torn heart before the God of Selichot (Forgiveness), asking for Him to 
pardon Israel’s sins and to speed the redemption.  The synagogue broke into sobs. 

 
The day arrived for the Din Torah…The members of the shtiebel had fasted and read 
Psalms all day.  At sundown with candles burning, the prosecutor Alter Schneor, wrapped 
in his tallit, opened the doors of the ark of the Torah.  He spoke with a broken heart: 

 
“Master of the Universe!  Parent of Your chosen children!  We invite You to the Din 
Torah.  In what way did we sin before You?  In what ways have our infants and our 
children sinned?  Even if we sinned, was the crime so great that our suffering so far has 
not been enough?  You have punished us with more than enough evil decrees.  By the 
authority of the Jewish community that observes Your mitzvot, I tell You that You are 
forbidden to punish us anymore.  Our good deeds are greater than our evil ones.  You are 
forbidden to punish us anymore!  No more!” 

The community responded, “No more!  No more!”  and then recited Kaddish. 

 
  
  
Two other contemporary protest-prayer philosophers: 

c. Rabbi Irving (Yitz) Greenberg writes in Voluntary Covenant that God and the 
Jewish people signed a covenant which binds both sides.  God didn’t live up to his 
end of the bargain by letting the Shoah happen, and therefore the covenant 
between the Jewish people and God is broken due to God’s irresponsible actions.  
If there is to be any relationship between God and the Jews, it will be a voluntary 
one, initiated by the more responsible party, the Jews.  

d.  Conservative rabbi David Blumenthal, in The Abusing God, writes that God 
made mistakes and sinned against the Jewish people during the Shoah.  He 

                                                 
18
 From Noam Zion’s Hanukah book, A Different Light, based on an article that appeared in the newspaper 

HaDoar, #38, 29 Elul 5723 (1963). 
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compares God to an abusive parent.  He writes that God needs to do Tshuvah 
(repentance), to stop abusing us, and to commit to never abusing us again.  He 
claims that until God does Tshuvah, the proper stance towards God in this post-
Holocaust era is a theology of protest, sustained suspicion, and unrelenting 
challenge. 
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APPENDIX: Theology of Chosenness19 
 

1- Meir Soloveitchik, God’s Beloved: A Defense of Chosenness 
2- The Chosen People in the Tanakh by Benjamin Oppenheimer 
3- Israel Knoll’s lecture on Sanctity and the Election of Israel 
4- Chosenness in Yehuda Halevi and in Rambam by Micha Goodman 
5- Chosenness Ideas in Israel and the Nations by Shmuel Ettinger 
6- Modern Critique of Chosenness and A Response by Mordechai 

Kaplan 
7- David Hartman – Chosenness as Calling for Help 
8- The Theology of Criticizing God - MENACHEM FISCH 
9-  Abraham - The Charismatic Personality - J.B. Soloveitchik 

 

Meir Soloveitchik, “God’s Beloved: A Defense of Chosenness”20 

(from Azure Journal Winter 2005 p. 59 f) argues that the chosenness of Abraham and the central 
motivation for Jewish survival has not been merely a intellectual knowledge of God’s existence, 
nor obedient faith in Divine authority or even a sense of Divine moral mission. Rather we have 
been nourished by a sense of chosenness called personalized love. Isaiah calls Abraham God’s 
friend, his beloved – ohavi.  Abraham is buried in Hevron, understood midrashically as place of a 
friend (haver). In Deuteronomy which first articulates a strong concept of the chosen people it is 
justified not based on Israel’s merit but because “God loved your fathers, therefore God chose 
their seed after them…” (Deut. 4:36-37). “God did not love you nor choose you because you were 
more numerous than another people.. but because God loved you…” (Deut. 7:8).  
 
This is not like the Christian agape love which loves all human beings indiscriminately despite 
their lack of merit and regardless of their individuality. Jewish love is parental, one loves one’s 
own particular children for their uniqueness. Meir Soloveitchik writes:  

“God fell in love with Abraham because he loved Abraham’s desire to found a faithful 
and righteous family (Gen 18:19).God was drawn to Abraham’s character and his 
hopes for the future. More importantly, God desired to enter a covenantal relationship 
with Abraham – to make Abraham’s family his own family, Abraham’s dream his 
own dream, and Abraham’s children his own children. In forging a covenant with 
Abraham, God expressed his desire to be, along with Abraham, a father to the Jewish 
people, and it is on this familial basis that God’s love for Israel is founded.” 

 
That does not imply that others will be treated unjustly. Justice is independent of love. In fact 
love may be more demanding (Amos 3:2).  In regard to Sodom Abraham demanded justice for 
Sodom even though they were not family, not loved. The image of God in all human beings earns 
all the right to justice and care but not the preferential love reserved for family.  
 

                                                 
19 Contemporary essays on Chosenness: 

Meir Soloveitchik, “God’s beloved: A Defense of Chosenness” from Azure, Winter 2005 
 Arnold Eisen, The Chosen People In America: A Study in Jewish Religious Ideology 
Daniel Gordis, Does the World need the Jews? Rethinking Chosenness and American Jewish identity 
 Raayon HaBichira edited by Shmuel Ettinger and Michael Heyd, Zalman Shazar Center, Jerusalem 

 
20
 (see full article in appendices) 
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In Christianity the highest love is love of stranger, love of sinner, love as blind grace, hence the 
Catholic ideal is till for the holiest servant of God – the priest to be celibate lest he give 
preference to his own. In Judaism even the rabbi must marry and in parental love we emulate 
God. But we are still obligated to bring up those children to demand justice from God for all – 
“for God knew Abraham, that he will command his children and his household after him to keep 
God’s way, to do what is just and right” (Gen. 18:19) – even for the people of Sodom.    

 
 
 

The Chosen People in the Tanakh by Benjamin Oppenheimer[1] 

  
The notion of Israel's21 chosennness, though not always using that term, 
develops in many forms shaped both by Jewish history and by various semantic fields 
such as political treaties and familial relationships. 
  
1-     In Exodus 19 chosenness is taken from the political treaty language 
of a covenant between a personal vassal and his king. The covenanted vassal is called 
segulah and, as Martin Buber explains, the relationship of God and the chosen people is a 
political-theological one. Not only does the king choose the vassal but the vassal chooses 
the king by committing to the mitzvot of the Lord (Deuteronomy 26:17-18 - "You 
declared God to be your lord and to follow his ways and God declared you to be am 
segulah and to keep God's mitzvot.."). In Exodus 19 chosenness is also compared to 
priestly status of mamlechet kohanim who represent the world or the rest of society as 
those dedicated to ritual service to God (like the firstborn or like the tribe of Levi that 
came to replace the firstborn in service of God). 
 
2-     The father-firstborn imagery in Exodus 4:22-23 (bni bchori yisrael) is expanded 
in Deuteronomy 7:6-8 and 14:1-2 to express the motiveless love of a father for his son. 
Without covenant or expectation, there is still love (ahavat Hashem) and now the term 
choice (vayivchar..am segula) from among all other nations based on the original promise 
to the chosen ancestral fathers 
3-     In ancient lyric epics we are God’s chosen in sense of being protected by God as our 
champion to fight the wars of Israel (Exodus 15:3 and Numbers 23:21-23 and 24:8-9) 
4-      The classical prophets (Hosea ) used marital language to emphasize 
the exclusive religious/sexual loyalty of Israel to her husband God in 
contradistinction to the other “husband”,  Baal - the fertility god of Canaanites. Thus 
justifying the Divine wrath that is an expression of God's exclusive marital tie to Israel 
who betrayed God and aroused Divine jealousy. They also use the father-son language to 
emphasize the betrayal of filial obligation (banim gidalti vromamti v'heim pashu bi).  
5-     Amos develops chosenness as a special extra responsibility to live up 
to one's moral calling (prohibition of murder, deceit, exploitation of poor) 
and therefore be punished for failing in these extra demands. Amos 3:2 - 
"Only you I have known from all the families of the earth. Therefore I will hold you to 
account for your sins." (Even though Amos also argues that Israel's historical journey is 
not unique for God also determined the migrations of Philistines etc - Amos 9:7).  

                                                 
21
 Biblical choice also includes David's dynasty, Jerusalem, the Temple (II Samuel 7). 
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6-     Isaiah 53 transforms Israel's suffering from a punishment for 
betraying its unique chosen status to a mark of its selfless vicarious 
suffering for all humankind as messianic suffering servant. Our national 
mission to redeem the world is reflected in a suffering without our own sin for the sins of 
the world.  
7-    Israel is chosen in the sense that Israel lives by Divine promises and predictions (brit 
bein habetarim , maasei avot siman lbanim).  
8-      In book of Maccabees II and IV Israel is chosen in its status as passive martyrs -
kedoshei elyonecha – whose willing acceptance of suffering brings redemption.   
9- Isaiah 19 that Israel is model of “exclusive chosenness” may apply equally to other 
nations – so Assyria and Egypt can be called by God “my people” and their land can be a 
special location for worship of God, eve thouigh normall only Eretz Yisarel can have an 
altar.  
10 –Yisrael Knoll defines chosenness in Deuteronomy 7 and Leviticus 21 as an act of 
will by God motivated by love – not the merit of the one chosen – making the nation ( 
Dvarim) or the priests (Vayikra) holy exclusively. Then the chosen one is obligated to 
avoid impurities especially those associated with food, sex and idolatry. The notion of a 
God related to a people in exclusive jealous love relations using marital imagery is 
unique to Israel since polytheist have no objections to worshipping additional gods as 
long as one is also faithful to one’s local god.  
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Israel Knoll’s lecture on Sanctity and the Election of Israel 
Reconstructed notes from Jeffrey Spitzer 

 
 ספר דברים פרק ז 

:ִּכי ַעם ָקדֹוׁש wָּתה ַלידָֹוד ֱאלֶֹהיָך ְּבָך ָּבַחר ְידָֹוד ֱאלֶֹהיָך ִלְהיֹות לֹו ְלַעם ְסֻגָּלה ִמּכֹל ָהַעִּמים ֲאֶׁשר ַעל ְּפֵני ָהֲאָדָמה) ו(  
: ַהְמַעט ִמָּכל ָהַעִּמיםלֹא ֵמֻרְּבֶכם ִמָּכל ָהַעִּמים ָחַׁשק ְידָֹוד ָּבֶכם ַוִּיְבַחר ָּבֶכם ִּכי wֶּתם) ז(  

ִּכי ֵמwֲהַבת ְידָֹוד ֶאְתֶכם ּוִמָּׁשְמרֹו ֶאת ַהְּׁשֻבָעה ֲאֶׁשר ִנְׁשַּבע ַלֲאבֵֹתיֶכם הֹוִציא ְידָֹוד ֶאְתֶכם ְּבָיד ֲחָזָקה ַוִּיְפְּדָך ִמֵּבית ֲעָבִדים ִמַּיד ַּפְרעֹה ) ח(
:ֶמֶלְך ִמְצָרִים  
 

Professor Knoll understands this statement of Deuteronomy as indicating that Israel is 
holy by virtue of having been selected. God loves Israel and selected Israel in fulfillment 

of an oath to the ancestors. In chapter 7, Israel (as presently constituted) is the recipient of 
God’s love. Chapter 10 formulates this slightly differently. 

 ספר דברים פרק י 
:ַרק ַּבֲאבֶֹתיָך ָחַׁשק ְידָֹוד ְלwֲהָבה אֹוָתם ַוִּיְבַחר ְּבַזְרָעם wֲחֵריֶהם ָּבֶכם ִמָּכל ָהַעִּמים ַּכּיֹום ַהֶּזה) טו(  

God loved the ancestors, and therefore chose their descendants from among all of the 
nations.22  
 
Professor Knoll emphasized that the term חשק created an image of passionate love. 
Although the metaphor of a marital relationship between God and Israel is not explicit in 
the Torah, this term may indicate a reflection of that metaphor. Professor Knoll also 
noted that the most prominent aspects of the marriage metaphor are in texts that describe 
the betrayal of that marital relationship.23  
 
The reference to the love of the ancestors which leads to the choosing of the descendants 
fits naturally with the image of Israel as children of God. 
 
 ספר דברים פרק יד 

                                                 
22
 Similarly 

  :ְוַתַחת ִּכי ָאַהב ֶאת ֲאבֶֹתיָך ַוִּיְבַחר ְּבַזְרעֹו ַאֲחָריו ַוּיֹוִצֲאָך ְּבָפָניו ְּבכֹחֹו ַהָּגדֹל ִמִּמְצָרִים) לז(: ספר דברים פרק ד
 
23 Indeed, the marriage seems strange here. The term חשק does not seem to reflect the positive, intimate 
aspect of that marriage metaphor, but rather the opposite. The only uses of the term in the Torah actually 
appear in rather sketchy relationships. Specifically, consider the cases of Shechem and of the beautiful 
captive. 
 
 ספר בראשית פרק לד 

:ם ֵלאמֹר ְׁשֶכם ְּבִני ָחְׁשָקה ַנְפׁשֹו ְּבִבְּתֶכם ְּתנּו ָנא אָֹתּה לֹו ְלִאָּׁשהַוְיַדֵּבר ֲחמֹור ִאָּת) ח(  
 
 ספר דברים פרק כא 

:ְוָרִאיָת ַּבִּׁשְבָיה ֵאֶׁשת ְיַפת ּתַֹאר ְוָחַׁשְקָּת ָבּה ְוָלַקְחָּת ְלָך ְלִאָּׁשה) יא(  
Perhaps חשק reflects an illegitimate love, a lust, a forced relationship and an abuse of power. This is 

something more disturbing than  שבת פח(שכפה עליהן הר כגיגית( . The theological implications of this 
warrant more research, especially in light of midrashic descriptions of God as an abusive husband. 

Interesting in this regard is another use of חשק which might simply mean desired or wanted:  
 ספר מלכים א פרק ט 

ְוֵאת ָּכל ָעֵרי ַהִּמְסְּכנֹות ֲאֶׁשר ָהיּו ִלְׁשלֹמֹה ְוֵאת ָעֵרי ָהֶרֶכב ְוֵאת ָעֵרי ַהָּפָרִׁשים ְוֵאת ֵחֶׁשק ְׁשלֹמֹה ֲאֶׁשר ָחַׁשק ִלְבנֹות ) יט(
:ירּוָׁשַלם ּוַבְּלָבנֹון ּוְבכֹל ֶאֶרץ ֶמְמַׁשְלּתֹוִּב  

But this same passage about Shlomo might be a negative comment, in that his desire to build all of these 
cities for his horses and cavalry, etc. reflects a violation of the law of the king. 

רק יז ספר דברים פ  
ַרק לֹא ַיְרֶּבה ּלֹו סּוִסים ) טז(  
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:ָּבִנים wֶּתם ַלידָֹוד ֱאלֵֹהיֶכם לֹא ִתְתּגֲֹדדּו ְולֹא ָתִׂשימּו ָקְרָחה ֵּבין ֵעיֵניֶכם ָלֵמת) א(  
:ָדָמהִּכי ַעם ָקדֹוׁש wָּתה ַלידָֹוד ֱאלֶֹהיָך ּוְבָך ָּבַחר ְידָֹוד ִלְהיֹות לֹו ְלַעם ְסֻגָּלה ִמּכֹל ָהַעִּמים ֲאֶׁשר ַעל ְּפֵני ָהֲא) ב(  

לֹא תֹאְכלּו ָכל ְנֵבָלה ַלֵּגר ֲאֶׁשר ִּבְׁשָעֶריָך ִּתְּתֶנָּנה ַוֲאָכָלּה אֹו ָמכֹר ְלָנְכִרי ִּכי ַעם ָקדֹוׁש wָּתה ַלידָֹוד ֱאלֶֹהיָך לֹא ְתַבֵּׁשל ְּגִדי ַּבֲחֵלב ) כא(
:ִאּמֹו  
The holy people are distinct from the other nations. The rules which follow are rules 
which distinguish Israel from gentiles. Most significantly, they separate Israel from death, 
both in terms of the prohibition against making marks and gashes and in the prohibition 
against eating the 24.נבלה Note that the eating of נבלה is prohibited only for the biological 
people of Israel. The נבלה can be given to a גר (towards whom Israel has a responsibility) 
or sell it to a נכרי (towards whom Israel has no responsibility, according to Deuteronomy). 
 
The primary metaphor in Deuteronomy, and the underlying basis for most of the law in 
Deuteronomy, is not the קדושה of the people but the general rule of the covenant. 
 ספר דברים פרק כט 

:ְטֵריֶכם ּכֹל ִאיׁש ִיְׂשָרֵאלwֶּתם ִנָּצִבים ַהּיֹום ֻּכְּלֶכם ִלְפֵני ְידָֹוד ֱאלֵֹהיֶכם ָראֵׁשיֶכם ִׁשְבֵטיֶכם ִזְקֵניֶכם ְוׁשֹ) ט(  
:ַטְּפֶכם ְנֵׁשיֶכם ְוֵגְרָך ֲאֶׁשר ְּבֶקֶרב ַמֲחֶניָך ֵמחֵֹטב ֵעֶציָך ַעד ׁשֵֹאב ֵמיֶמיָך) י(  

:ְלָעְבְרָך ִּבְבִרית ְידָֹוד ֱאלֶֹהיָך ּוְב{ָלתֹו ֲאֶׁשר ְידָֹוד ֱאלֶֹהיָך ּכֵֹרת ִעְּמָך ַהּיֹום) יא(  
 and the general laws of Deuteronomy apply to them as ברית are considered part of the גרים
well. They are forbidden from working on Shabbat (5:14), they are included in social 
support systems (10:18-19), they must be made to rejoice in the festival (16:14), they are 
grouped with the widow and the orphan who have rights to justice which may not be 
distorted (27:19), and they are obligated to learn the terms of the covenant along with the 
rest of Israel (31:12). Nevertheless, they are distinct from Israel; the ascendancy of the גר 
over the native Israelite is seen as a punishment for violating the covenant. 
 
Leviticus does not ascribe קדושה to the people as a whole. Rather, קדושה is a goal, the object 
of Israel’s observance of a wide variety of moral and cultic laws, including the protection 
of the גר. 
 ספר ויקרא פרק יט 

:ַוְיַדֵּבר ְידָֹוד ֶאל מֶׁשה ֵּלאמֹר) א(  
:ַּדֵּבר ֶאל ָּכל ֲעַדת ְּבֵני ִיְׂשָרֵאל ְו{ַמְרָּת ֲאֵלֶהם ְקדִׁשים ִּתְהיּו ִּכי ָקדֹוׁש ֲאִני ְידָֹוד ֱאלֵֹהיֶכם) ב(  

:....ִּתְׁשמֹרּו ֲאִני ְידָֹוד ֱאלֵֹהיֶכםִאיׁש ִאּמֹו ְו{ִביו ִּתיָראּו ְוֶאת ַׁשְּבתַֹתי ) ג(  

                                                 
24 At this point, Jonny raised a question about the relationship between choosing and קדושה. In this 

connection, it might be worthwhile looking at God’s chosen city (המקום אשר יבחר, Deut 12 et. passim). 
None of the references to God’s chosen place state that the place is holy. An interesting case of election 
with ambiguous sanctity is the law of the king. 

 

 ספר דברים פרק יז 
ּה ְוָאַמְרָּת ָאִׂשיָמה ָעַלי ֶמֶלְך ְּכָכל ַהּגֹוִים ֲאֶׁשר ִּכי ָתבֹא ֶאל ָהָאֶרץ ֲאֶׁשר ְידָֹוד ֱאלֶֹהיָך נֵֹתן ָלְך ִויִרְׁשָּתּה ְוָיַׁשְבָּתה ָּב) יד(

:ְסִביבָֹתי  
ׂשֹום ָּתִׂשים ָעֶליָך ֶמֶלְך ֲאֶׁשר ִיְבַחר ְידָֹוד ֱאלֶֹהיָך ּבֹו ִמֶּקֶרב ַאֶחיָך ָּתִׂשים ָעֶליָך ֶמֶלְך לֹא תּוַכל ָלֵתת ָעֶליָך ִאיׁש ָנְכִרי ) טו(

....:ֲאֶׁשר לֹא ָאִחיָך הּוא  
:ְוָהָיה ְכִׁשְבּתֹו ַעל ִּכֵּסא ַמְמַלְכּתֹו ְוָכַתב לֹו ֶאת ִמְׁשֵנה ַהּתֹוָרה ַהּזֹאת ַעל ֵסֶפר ִמִּלְפֵני ַהּכֲֹהִנים ַהְלִוִּים) יח(  

ל ִּדְבֵרי ַהּתֹוָרה ַהּזֹאת ְוֶאת ְוָהְיָתה ִעּמֹו ְוָקָרא בֹו ָּכל ְיֵמי ַחָּייו ְלַמַען ִיְלַמד ְלִיְרָאה ֶאת ְידָֹוד ֱאלָֹהיו ִלְׁשמֹר ֶאת ָּכ) יט(
:ַהֻחִּקים ָהֵאֶּלה ַלֲעׂשָתם  

The king is chosen, but isn’t chosen at God’s instigation. The people will request a king, and God will 
choose a king. The king may not be a foreigner (because the foreigner can’t bear the ושהקד  of the office?). 
Inasmuch as the king is part of עם ישראל, Deuteronomy will see the king as holy, but he isn’t identified as 
holy. At the same time, the king must also write and have a copy of the Torah. Is the physical possession of 

the Torah a sign or perhaps an instrument of whatever קדושה inheres in his office as a result of his election?  
 



Contents Copyright © 2008 Shalom Hartman Institute, Jerusalem, Israel 
hartman.org.il | shi@shi.org.il 

 

155 

:ְוִכי ָיגּור ִאְּתָך ֵּגר ְּבwְרְצֶכם לֹא תֹונּו אֹתֹו) לג(  
:ְּכֶאְזָרח ִמֶּכם ִיְהֶיה ָלֶכם ַהֵּגר ַהָּגר ִאְּתֶכם ְו{ַהְבָּת לֹו ָּכמֹוָך ִּכי ֵגִרים ֱהִייֶתם ְּבֶאֶרץ ִמְצָרִים ֲאִני ְידָֹוד ֱאלֵֹהיֶכם) לד(  

 
Unlike Deuteronomy, where the people are קדוש and may not נבלות (while the גר is 
permitted to eat נבלות), in Leviticus, both Israelites and גרים are permitted to eat נבלות.  
 

ספר ויקרא פרק יז ) 2(  
:ְּבתֹוָכם ֲאֶׁשר ָיצּוד ֵציד ַחָּיה אֹו עֹוף ֲאֶׁשר ֵי{ֵכל ְוָׁשַפְך ֶאת ָּדמֹו ְוִכָּסהּו ֶּבָעָפרְוִאיׁש ִאיׁש ִמְּבֵני ִיְׂשָרֵאל ּוִמן ַהֵּגר ַהָּגר ) יג(  

:ְכָליו ִיָּכֵרתִּכי ֶנֶפׁש ָּכל ָּבָׂשר ָּדמֹו ְבַנְפׁשֹו הּוא ָואַֹמר ִלְבֵני ִיְׂשָרֵאל ַּדם ָּכל ָּבָׂשר לֹא תֹאֵכלּו ִּכי ֶנֶפׁש ָּכל ָּבָׂשר ָּדמֹו ִהוא ָּכל אֹ) יד(  
:ְוָכל ֶנֶפׁש ֲאֶׁשר ּתֹאַכל ְנֵבָלה ּוְטֵרָפה ָּבֶאְזָרח ּוַבֵּגר ְוִכֶּבס ְּבָגָדיו ְוָרַחץ ַּבַּמִים ְוָטֵמא ַעד ָהֶעֶרב ְוָטֵהר) טו(  

:ְוִאם לֹא ְיַכֵּבס ּוְבָׂשרֹו לֹא ִיְרָחץ ְוָנָׂשא ֲעֹונֹו) טז(  
Of course, eating the נבלה וטרפה leads to a state of cultic impurity; still, both the Israelite 
and the גר have the same remedy of washing and immersing. 
 
On the other hand, in the context of Leviticus, the כהן is holy and must not eat the נבלה. 
 
 ספר ויקרא פרק כב 

:מֶׁשה ֵּלאמֹרַוְיַדֵּבר ְידָֹוד ֶאל ) א(  
....ַּדֵּבר ֶאל wֲהרֹן ְוֶאל ָּבָניו ) ב(  

ְנֵבָלה ּוְטֵרָפה לֹא יֹאַכל ְלָטְמ{ה ָבּה ֲאִני ְידָֹוד) ח(  
 

In this context, Professor Knoll referred to the midrash concerning Korah. 
 
 מדרש רבה במדבר פרשה יח פסקה ג 

ועשו להם ציצית קפץ קרח ואמר למשה טלית שכולה תכלת מהו שתהא ) במדבר טו(ן הענין ויקח קרח מה כתיב למעלה מ) ג(
ל חייבת בציצית "פטורה מן הציצית א  

This was seen as a משל; all of Israel is holy, why do we need an extra little thread, i.e., the 
יל תכלתפת and the ציץ to be holy. The image of the כהנים  draws up the image of the כהן גדול 
upon who is bound a פתיל תכלת and who is designated is קדש לה' . 
 ספר שמות פרק כח 

:ְוָעִׂשיָת ִּציץ ָזָהב ָטהֹור ּוִפַּתְחָּת ָעָליו ִּפּתּוֵחי חָֹתם קֶֹדׁש ַלידָֹוד) לו(  
:ְוָהָיה ַעל ַהִּמְצָנֶפת ֶאל מּול ְּפֵני ַהִּמְצֶנֶפת ִיְהֶיהְוַׂשְמָּת אֹתֹו ַעל ְּפִתיל ְּתֵכֶלת ) לז(  

ְוָהָיה ַעל ֵמַצח wֲהרֹן ְוָנָׂשא wֲהרֹן ֶאת ֲעֹון ַהֳּקָדִׁשים ֲאֶׁשר ַיְקִּדיׁשּו ְּבֵני ִיְׂשָרֵאל ְלָכל ַמְּתנֹת ָקְדֵׁשיֶהם ְוָהָיה ַעל ִמְצחֹו ָּתִמיד ְלָרצֹון ) לח(
:דָלֶהם ִלְפֵני ְידָֹו  

But Korah misunderstood the law of צצית. The Torah prescribes צצית as a way for Israel to 
become holy and not as a sign that they are holy. Indeed, wearing the צצית allows Israel to 
have a reminder of the goal to try to become holy (like the כהן already is) through 
adherence to the מצות. 
 ספר במדבר פרק טו 

:ַוּיֹאֶמר ְידָֹוד ֶאל מֶׁשה ֵּלאמֹר) לז(  
:ַּדֵּבר ֶאל ְּבֵני ִיְׂשָרֵאל ְו{ַמְרָּת ֲאֵלֶהם ְוָעׂשּו ָלֶהם ִציִצת ַעל ַּכְנֵפי ִבְגֵדיֶהם ְלדֹרָֹתם ְוָנְתנּו ַעל ִציִצת ַהָּכָנף ְּפִתיל ְּתֵכֶלת) לח(  

ְוָהָיה ָלֶכם ְלִציִצת ּוְרִאיֶתם אֹתֹו ּוְזַכְרֶּתם ֶאת ָּכל ִמְצֹות ְידָֹוד ַוֲעִׂשיֶתם אָֹתם ְולֹא ָתתּורּו wֲחֵרי ְלַבְבֶכם ְוwֲחֵרי ֵעיֵניֶכם ֲאֶׁשר wֶּתם ) לט(
:זִֹנים wֲחֵריֶהם  

:ים ֵלאלֵֹהיֶכםְלַמַען ִּתְזְּכרּו ַוֲעִׂשיֶתם ֶאת ָּכל ִמְצֹוָתי ִוְהיִיֶתם ְקדִׁש) מ(  

 
Strikingly, the language of election and holiness is repeated in the challenge posed to 
Korah by Moses. 
 ספר במדבר פרק טז 

: ּבֹו ַיְקִריב ֵאָליוִיְבַחרב ֵאָליו ְוֵאת ֲאֶׁשר  ְוִהְקִריָּקדֹוׁשַוְיַדֵּבר ֶאל קַֹרח ְוֶאל ָּכל ֲעָדתֹו ֵלאמֹר ּבֶֹקר ְויַֹדע ְידָֹוד ֶאת ֲאֶׁשר לֹו ְוֶאת ַה) ה(  
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The episode of Korah is clearly written from the perspective of Leviticus, although we 
jokingly suggested that Moses was, perhaps, convinced by Korah (after Korah had been 
swallowed up) and so Deuteronomy revises Leviticus in light of Korah’s opinion! ;-) 
 
Finally, we looked at the prelude to the revelation at Sinai, in which Israel is told to 
become a ממלכת כהנים וגוי קדוש. 
 ספר שמות פרק יט 

:ָהר ֵלאמֹר ּכֹה תֹאַמר ְלֵבית ַיֲעקֹב ְוַתֵּגיד ִלְבֵני ִיְׂשָרֵאלּומֶׁשה ָעָלה ֶאל ָהֱאלִֹהים ַוִּיְקָרא ֵאָליו ְידָֹוד ִמן ָה) ג(  
:wֶּתם ְרִאיֶתם ֲאֶׁשר ָעִׂשיִתי ְלִמְצָרִים ָוֶאָּׂשא ֶאְתֶכם ַעל ַּכְנֵפי ְנָׁשִרים ָו{ִבא ֶאְתֶכם ֵאָלי) ד(  

:ִוְהִייֶתם ִלי ְסֻגָּלה ִמָּכל ָהַעִּמים ִּכי ִלי ָּכל ָה{ֶרץְוַעָּתה ִאם ָׁשמֹוַע ִּתְׁשְמעּו ְּבקִֹלי ּוְׁשַמְרֶּתם ֶאת ְּבִריִתי ) ה(  
:ְוwֶּתם ִּתְהיּו ִלי ַמְמֶלֶכת ּכֲֹהִנים ְוגֹוי ָקדֹוׁש ֵאֶּלה ַהְּדָבִרים ֲאֶׁשר ְּתַדֵּבר ֶאל ְּבֵני ִיְׂשָרֵאל) ו(  

In this context, like in Leviticus, Israel is not inherently holy. On the other hand, Israel 
can become קדוש through the observance of the laws of the covenant. This text provides a 
counterpoint to Leviticus in that the entire people can become holy, and, in some ways 
replace (or supersede) the actual כהונה.  
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Chosenness in Yehuda Halevi and in Rambam by Micha Goodman 
Summarized by Noam Zion from lecture 

 
Halevi and Rambam both treat chosenness via their reconstruction of Abraham. Both imagine Abraham as 
a natural scientist/philosopher in the Aristotelian mode. They follow a tradition that the mysterious ancient 
Jewish book Sefer HaYetira , the book of Creation, was written by Abraham as philosophical reflection on 
the cosmos and its Creator. (Later that book was reinterpreted by 12th century Kabbalists as mystical work). 
However Halevi, unlike Rambam, thinks that Abraham’s experience of conversion to faith in God 
transformed him from a philosopher believing in natural laws of the stars (then in the medieval era one of 
the accepted scientific views) into one experiencing God (taamu uru) rather than abstracting speculation 
about God. The philosophic view is associated with idolatry, the Greek cultural world. Thus Halevi 
understands the rabbinic midrash that God told Abraham, after showing him the stars, to “abandon 
itztagninut “= astrology = natural philosophy. (Halevi scholars debate whether the philosophical stage is a 
necessary one for reaching the experiential stage).  
    
Rambam cites and perhaps believes in another ancient tradition that the Jews were once great philosophers 
of the cosmos, that Abraham wrote books based on his research and that these ultimately shaped Greek 
philosophical thinking. However the books and oral tradition were lost to the Jews because of all the 
destruction and exile and when medieval Jews study Aristotle they are reclaiming a Jewish worldview that 
had been distorted somewhat by the Greeks. For Rambam then access to God through natural speculation is 
something that belongs to all human beings and was the accepted view in the era of Adam but was 
gradually lost. Abraham rediscovers it on his own. For Rambam the universality of Abraham is self-
understood but the difficulty is to explain why God narrowed his choice to one people. The answer is that 
intellectual error and political oppression led to the forgetting of true religion = philosophy, first in the 
generations before Abraham and again in his descendants in Egypt. So God chose Moshe and revealed out 
of love for Israel a Torah = Law that would rescue and preserve this particular people from again losing the 
universal heritage of philosophy.  
 
For Halevi, the problem is inverted. It is self-understood that Israel is unique but how can he explain that 
God spoke to Noah and walked with Hanoch. Israel’s chosenness is an objective trait, a latent spiritual 
faculty for seeing spiritual realities. It allows for revelation, for prophecy. That is the tzelem Elohim in 
Adam and thereafter in Abel and then in Abraham and Isaac (but not Ishmael and Esav), then down to 
Jacob and all his sons. Abraham did not discover God by his imitative through rational speculation but 
transcended rationality when he experienced divine prophecy. He was not unique but simply the inheritor 
of the divine image. Though not all children inherit this genetic power and those who inherit it do not 
always develop its potential, basically it is a gift of grace, not an achievement of autonomous reason.  It is a 
natural characteristic restricted to families – though not automatically passed down to all biological 
descendants. So Jews are ontologically, naturally different than others into heir genetic potential and 
hierarchically better. (Shlomo Pines thinks Halevi’s conception of genealogically determined excellence is 
influenced by Shiite thinkers who seek Muhammad as endowed uniquely as a result of his genes). Thus 
Halevi is racist and he denies the Biblical humanist axiom that all human beings share in the image of God. 
So Halevi’s Abraham seeks to preserve the uniqueness, chosenness, by keeping it all in the family, not by 
creating a school to teach the world ala Rambam. For Halevi it is a waste of time to teach a prophetic 
religion to those constitutionally incapable of prophecy.  
 
So Halevi, unlike Rambam, has a problem with converts. In the Rambam’s Letter to Ovadiah the Ger he 
insists that the Ger is perfect follower of Abraham his spiritual father and in Hilchot Shemitah vYovel he 
envisions open recruitment to a spiritual tribe of Leviim devoting their lives to philosophy. But Halevi tells 
the potential convert the Kuzari that no ger can be equal to the biological-spiritual Israel. Spiritual 
possibilities are dependent on physical qualities genetically transmitted and only then developed through 
discipline and education. Nevertheless Micha Goodman’s thesis is that Halevi the artist is not so sure of his 
own theological postulates. Halevi chose to present his racist anthropological views about the fault line 
between Jew and gentile in a book seeking to convince a gentile to convert. That convert begins with a 
dream, a touchstone for truth, received as a revelation from God. For Halevi views dreams as a lower form 
of revelation, yet still restricted to those with a spiritual eye, an image of God born in them. In short there is 
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formal contradiction between the theology and literary presentation. This Ger is not so different than the 
Jew, not only in observing the law, but also in partaking of prophecy. 
 
Similarly Halevi narrows the gap between Jew, Christian and Moslem in his reading of world history. The 
Kuzari is actually titled “The Book of Answers to defend a humiliated religion with proofs.” Havi faces the 
Augustinian challenge that the historical fate of the Jews since the second Hurban is proof of their religious 
error since their downfall and exile as the perennial “wandering Jew” began immediately after rejecting 
Jesus. History reflects truth; political power corresponds to Divine vindication of faith. So the Crusaders 
and Moslems battling in Spain and Jerusalem seek military victory to confirm Divine favor. But the Jews 
are clearly wrong as their state of humiliation shows. Unless, Halevi and in his footsteps Rambam, argue 
that the political success and religious success of Islam and Christianity in eradicating idolatry and 
establishing monotheism is a sign of the inner truth of the Jewish message they received from Israel. Israel 
is the fruit prefiguring the final fruit at the end of days when the approximation of true religion embodied in 
Islam and Christianity will give way to its true form – Judaism in its messianic state. This is our chosen 
task to teach gentiles to spread the word of God and also to call them back to this pure goal (Franz 
Rosenzweig). Thus the ontological chasm between Jew in the image of God and gentile is being narrowed 
as history marches on.  
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Chosenness Ideas in Israel and the Nations by Shmuel Ettinger 
  
            "How odd of God to choose the Jews" - English writer Belloc 
  
1-     Psychological theory of reaction formation: Israel suffers terribly 
in its historical fate yet it does not see this as absolute rejection but as 
sign of Divine chosenness - a destiny, not an arbitrary accident of power 
relations.  
2-     Racial purity notion typical of Spanish nation during the 
Inquisition.  
3-     Lessing's notion that Israel was chosen precisely because its natural 
characteristics make it the worst, wildest nation hence God will prove the 
power of education to conquer nature.  
4-     Modern notion of both Modern Orthodox S.R.Hirsch and Reform thinkers that Israel 
is chosen to be a moral light unto the nations.  
5-     Anti-Semitic notion that Israel is chosen by its jealous God to take 
over and exploit the world.  
6-     Divine providence that protects Israel from any danger as in Megilat Esther where 
Zeresh recognizes that if Mordechai is from zera hayehudim then anyone is destined to 
fall before him.  
7- The ironic secular sociological Jewish notion that we are “chosen” to suffer by our 
enemies, to be a pariah. So our antisemitic exceptionalism is all we have of being chosen 
but it often produces a particularly creative and perceptive “marginal man” who si 
unique. 
  
 _____   
 
[1] from "The Idea of Chosen Israel in the Bible" in Raayon HaBichira edited by Shmuel Ettinger and 
Michael Heyd, Zalman Shazar Center, Jerusalem 
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Modern Critique of Chosenness and a Response by Mordechai Kaplan 
  Summary of lecture by Jonathan Cohen, Hartman Institute 

 
Spinoza in Political Theological Tractatus denies the modern problem with the very 
notion of chosenness to which Jewish thinkers and everyday modern Jews must find a 
response to justify their separate identity as Jews and especially their sense of importance 
as a unique community. Therefore it is an essential topic to discuss with our students.  
Spinoza attacks chosenness on two grounds – metaphysical (or scientific) and moral. 
(A). The metaphysical critique is that based on modern science we can no longer believe 
in a personal supernatural God who relates to human beings as individuals or nations. 
God as manifest in nature relates to human beings through general laws. Those laws are 
universal and necessary so there is no notion of God or nature choosing at all and no 
singling out of one as d different from another. Any anthropomorphic projection on God, 
world or nature as having a personal will, as caring about individuals, is only a 
wishfulment dream, not a scientific possibility.   
 
(B). The second attack is even more devastating. Even if believe in possibility of personal 
God who cares about us and chooses us, that belief reflects an immoral character. To 
believe you are chosen, better than others and take pride in being better or more 
privileged reflects selfishness, a childish self-centeredness and even a malicious pleasure 
in others being more deficient than oneself rooted in our pride. God’s character is also 
morally deficient – loving one more than another of God’s creatures in an arbitrary, 
discriminatory way. All this might make sense when God speaks to a mass of slaves in 
the desert but it is no sense an ideal.  
 
Some modern Jews respond by submission to the ancient traditions as wiser than I am, as 
mysterious, hence they refuse to judge them. Others take historicist approach arguing 
that when we understand the idea of chosenness and other Jewish ritual and ideas in their 
historical context they make good sense and might even be progressive for their time. 
However today they are no longer relevant except as pointers toward the eternal need to 
harmonize our practices and beliefs with society as it changes.  
 

Mordechai Kaplan seeks to answer both the scientific and ethical critique: 

 
(A). To the critique of personal supernatural God, Kaplan says you are right. It is not God 
who chooses Israel but Israel that chooses God by choosing to enter a covenant, a brit at 
Sinai based on common roots in past, common hopes for future, and common solidarity. 
Thus brit becomes emblematic of modern values of democratic consent. “To be chosen” 
by a personal God maybe a problem for moderns but not “to choose” values and build a 
political-religious community based on individual choice.  
 
(B). To the moral critique of chosenness, Mordechai Kaplan responds as a social 
scientist, as a functionalist who says that traditional Jewish concepts and rituals did in the 
past and most can in the present serve universal human needs of the individual and of 
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the community as we define an ideal healthy individual and community even today. 
Those eternal needs and values are to have (1) a sense of belonging to a larger 
community, (2) to feel my life matters by virtue of my contribution to larger project, and 
(3) to seek constant growth in self-fulfillment toward a richer life of human experience. 
But these traditional notions must be reinterpreted to harmonize them with obviously 
superior modern values.  
 
For example, family and nationalism are positive values helping us transcend narcissism 
and selfish individualism. Chosenness reinforces those values of belonging, especially in 
times of suffering and it calls us to live by higher ideals. But we should purify our 
nationalism/group identity to remove its exclusiveness and its primitive instinctual self-
centeredness. Nationalism like any institution can be corrupted, so we must critique our 
loyalty to group by a higher moral standard but not therefore try to live as individuals 
without any community.  The prophets taught us to place law above loyalty but not to 
deny our natural tendency to be part of a group. In fact the group can encourage 
individuals to live up to an ideal image of the group. The group needs to feel itself 
special, called to a higher standard, “chosen” but not exclusively chosen.  
The basis of group identity is not biological but consensual. Israel is a people 
constituted by individual choice of a covenant at Sinai, then reinforced in every 
generation. Israel is motivated not by a will to power but ideally by a will to ethics. Any 
people can choose to become “chosen” that is to become a choosing community, such 
that there is no exclusivity of which people will be chosenness.  
 
Individual self-fulfillment is served not as Spinoza and many Greek philosophers 
believed by transcending body and natural connections (for example, Spinoza was never 
married) but by using the resources of a rich varied civilization rooted in past and with 
hopes for the future to build a rich personal life. So individual autonomy is not curtailed 
by group identity but enhanced by the added resources to a rich life.  
 
Kaplan gives the tradition and the Jewish people the benefit of the doubt. While fully 
aware of the potential corruption of nationalism and especially the “chosen” people 
concept, he argues it still serves an important social function. Many post-moderns and 
many students will not re-interpret Judaism generously looking for its positive function 
but rather they reinterpret every phenomenon which claims to represent the good – 
knowledge, morality, religion, ideological liberalism  - as an excuse for will to power, to 
hypocritical oppression in name of the good. Even Kaplan recommended reformed 
Kiddush without the chosen people notion, which he felt he could not easily reinterpret in 
terms of a democratic ethos.  
 
Kaplan like all pragmatists describes the positive functions that Jewish identity has so it 
is worth choosing, however Jonny Cohen points out that Jews will not follow Judiasm 
because it si useful unless they also belive it is true. So Buber, Heschel, Rosenzweig, 
Will Herberg argue that there is a transcendent will behind this identity – that is 
chosenness.  
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Will Herberg begins by showing the Jewish people are still identifiable entity even in era 
of assimilation in 1960s in USA. In fact they are historically inassimilable especially in 
20th century under Stalin and Hitler. So Jews are chosen by anti-Semites in a way that 
leaves them no choice. To be chosen is to be fated by outside force. Yet that chosenness 
is not arbitrary irrational anti-Semitism but a rational conclusion of all totalitarian 
regimes, all Hegelian conceptions of history like Nazism and Communism, that Jews 
must be eradicated to achieve their homogenous ideal that involves absolutizing of the 
state. In short Jews always stand out willingly and unwillingly as a denial of human self-
deification, of idolatry as did Mordechai to Haman. The Jewish condition is not chosen 
but it should be chosen by Jews, should be reaffirmed as a worthy destiny. Jewish 
education means consciousness raising, rediscovering who you are willy nilly, making 
Jews who think they are like everyone else aware of their culture of criticism – moral and 
intellectual – that makes them stand out and stand up as the other to all deification and 
absolutization of human institutions.   
 
In choosing our identity as other, as protestor, we must be ready to make a difficult 
existential choice involving suffering. Being a Jew is not a post-modern identity in which 
we can be eclectic mixture of anything, hyphenated, but on some key issues we must be 
for something and against something else, that otherness is our uniqueness. However we 
do not choose it utterly freely from multiple possibilities of whom we can become but it 
is a rediscovery of whom we are and a valuing of that distinctiveness.  
 
What the origin of that unique Jewishness is best sought in racial characteristics but in a 
gesture to transcendence, a Divine Buberian calling to which we must respond positively 
because that is who we are.  
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David Hartman – Chosenness as Calling for Help 
 lecture summarized by Noam Zion 

 
(1) The Biblical narrative of Genesis sets the context for chosenness. God arrives at the need to 

choose someone after realizing Divine inadequacy to make the world as ideal as God had intended. 
God chooses because God is not omnipotent, so God needs a human partner in Creation. God, as we 
see in Sodom negotiations, wants someone to offer another perspective on how to run the world. The 
judge of the whole earth acknowledges a need for another point of view and Abraham is chosen to be 
God’s partner not only in the work of tikkun olam but also in consultation on the ideal of tikkun 
olam.  In fact God wants human beings to bear the Divine standard for God, to walk before God, to be 
models of the ideal behavior of God’s ways so that all who see their behavior will praise God (see 
story of Shimon ben Shetach who would not take a gem found on the donkey he purchased but rather 
returned the gem to its non-Jewish owner and aroused an exclamation of kiddush hashem from the 
owner. We are called upon to be God’s witnesses to the justice of God’s ways. Thus God gets a 
partner and we get a sense of transcendent significance. God is not interested in restricting chosenness 
only to a biologically delimited few but in having them help spread the calling to all who are willing to 
listen. Jews are called upon to join God in a dramatic historical project to make a better world.  The 
necessity of Abraham being called to a land and later to build a political entity is to provide a model, a 
pilot project for what can be done. Thus to be chosen is to get God’s vote of confidence that you can 
fulfill this mission, it adds to one’s sense of dignity, not demanding blind obedience like Akeda. 
Mitzvah implies capability, “ought implies can”, calling implies confidence; involving Abraham is an 
invitation to criticize God if necessary and defend Divine values against Divine providence.  

 
(2) Abraham is chosen also to be a teacher – for his children and his entire household and according 
to many midrashim for all who would listen to his missionizing. To be a Jew is to be chosen as a 
person to mediate the living meaning of Torah to others who will see in you an embodiment of 
Torah. God chooses teachers because God believes in Teshuvah, in the ability to learn, hence God’s 
chosenness is open to all human beings who choose to learn Torah (even nonJews as Rabbi Yishmael 
argues according to Marc Hirschman’s book about kol baei olam). Hence Abraham goes to teach in the 
faith that all can learn.  

 
(3) In The Living Covenant Hartman expands this notion to fight a false sense of chosenness, a belief 
that one nation is the Hegelian “concrete universal” that establishes what all should be the standard for 
all. Hegel, Marx, Hitler represent a demand for universalism which is embodied in a chosen people 
(modern Germany, the proletariat, Aryan Germany). That false triumphalist choseness is sin. [Recall 
Yehuda Halevi identified the first human as a Jew with tzelem Elohim that is restricted only to Jews}. 
But Judaism historically has denied such absolutized universalism for Adam and Noah were not 
Jews. When God chooses one people that implies NOT that only they can embody God’s mission BUT 
that even though they are a particular people, tied to peculiar history and family they can embody one 
aspect of God message. Jews are chosen as a particular people because God dignifies finitude with 
transcendent meaning but they do not take over the whole field. Other finite ways of life can be 
chosen.  
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The Slonimer rebbe on Lech Lcha  
Paraphrased from Netivot Shalom by Reb Shalom Noach Barzovsky, born 1911 
 
In Genesis 12:1 God tells Abram “to go forth” – Lech lcha in Hebrew – which literally means “walk, 
you.” We encounter here two salient aspects for exploration: 
1) We do not need the extra “you”, since the commandment makes perfect sense without it, so why is 

it there? 
2) The verb “walk” – it so happens that in three significant places God uses this language of walking 

with Abraham – Gen 12:1;Gen.17:1 and Gen.22:2 – with the Akeda. 
 
!) Why the extra “you” here in “lech lkha”? This reminds all of us that each one of us as an individual 
possesses a unique task for which God brought him or her forth into being. Each one of us is here to 
repair an aspect of facet of the world. So the commandment is saying literally “go forth to yourself”, 
as if to say to each one of us: discover that task, that special purpose for which you are here! Delve 
deep in yourself and leave behind the outward and materialistic sense of identity you may have 
acquired – depart from that and go forth into yourself, just as Abraham our father departed from his 
native land and house of his father. Perfect yourself, transform yourself into the utterly unique person 
that God made, and in so doing begin repairing that aspect or facet of the world whose repair you were 
assigned. This is why this command in this form is given to Abraham, the first Jew, for this is the duty 
of each and every Jew…. 
 
3) Why the language of “walking”? This teaches us that walking, that is, moving forward or making 

progress, is the deep spiritual essence of being a Jew. For here is the important difference between 
material and spiritual matters.  In material matters it is sometimes appropriate to stay in one place. 
But in spiritual matters it is necessary that one always be moving forward, growing, and 
making progress, for in spiritual matters remaining in the same place is counted as moving 
backward, regressing. For only in this way do we grow in our service of God, only in this way do 
we grow in our own self-perfection, and only in this way do we grow in the accomplishment of 
our unique task.  
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 The Theology of Criticizing God - MENACHEM FISCH 
From his "Judaism and the Challenge of Science"  (reprinted from Judaism and the Challenges of 
Modern Life edited by Donniel Hartman and Moshe Halbertal) 

 
…In the realm of religious performance, many maintain that religious Judaism is 
inextricably bound to devout and uncritical submission to authority. The covenant of Sinai, 
many insist, is primarily a halakhic covenant of solemn obedience that is summarized 
forcefully by the phrase from Exodus 24, “na’ase ve-nishma” – first we undertake to do, and 
then, only then, reflect and assess.  
 I do not deny that such a view exists within rabbinical Judaism. It is, as we shall see 
immediately, an authentic voice of the tradition. But I would strongly oppose the claim that 
it is this tradition’s only voice. Contrary to the consensus surrounding the freedom and 
development prevalent in biblical exegesis, no such consensus exists with respect to 
Halakhah. On the question of obedience and submission to the three sources of religious 
authority, the Jewish tradition is sorely and intriguingly divided – certainly at the formative 
level of the Talmudic literature of late antiquity. At this most fundamental level, the Jewish 
sources are in profound disagreement as to the very meaning of religiosity itself. Judaism, 
one could say, is a religion constituted by a foundational dispute about what a religion 
should be. 
 Take for example the two very different ways in which Deuteronomy 17:11 is 
understood. The verse states that once a matter has been brought before the halakhic 
authorities, and the Jerusalem Court issues a ruling, “Thou shalt not deviate from the 
sentence which they shall tell thee, to the right hand or to the left.” Horrified by the thought 
of a society whose governing body was not granted absolute authority, Nahmanides, the 
great 13th-century halakhist and exegete, commenting on the verse, gives vigorous 
expression to the voice of religious submission. The Sifre, the Tannaitic commentary to 
Deuteronomy, reads the verse as a demand for absolute compliance with the Court’s 
decisions: “Even if they tell you that right is left and left right, you art to obey them!” 
Nahmanides follows suit, citing the Sifre declares: 

Even if you think in your heart that [the court is] mistaken, and even if the 
matter is as obvious to you as the difference you discern between your right and 
left, you are to follow their command! (Sifre, Deuteronomy 154) 

ַעל ִּפי ַהּתֹוָרה ֲאֶׁשר יֹורּוָך ְוַעל ַהִּמְׁשָּפט ֲאֶׁשר יֹאְמרּו ְלָך ַּתֲעֶׂשה לֹא ָתסּור ִמן "לפסוק 
):  יא, דברים יז" (ַהָּדָבר ֲאֶׁשר ַיִּגידּו ְלָך ָיִמין ּוְׂשמֹאל  

 

ואל , תעשה כמצותם, אתה יודע בין ימינך לשמאלךוהדבר פשוט בעיניך כאשר , אפילו תחשוב בלבך שהם טועים

אבל תאמר כך צוה אותי האדון המצוה על המצות , תאמר איך אוכל החלב הגמור הזה או אהרוג האיש הנקי הזה

שאעשה בכל מצותיו ככל אשר יורוני העומדים לפניו במקום אשר יבחר ועל משמעות דעתם נתן לי התורה אפילו 

שנשמע לבית דין הגדול העומד לפני השם במקום אשר יבחר בכל מה שיאמרו לנו , כתוב הדיןוחתך לנו ה[...] יטעו 

. אפילו יהיה בעיניך כמחליף הימין בשמאל, כי על הדעת שלהם הוא נותן לנו התורה [...]  בפירוש התורה  

 
It is hard to imagine a clearer and more vigorous statement of religious obedient surrender 
to the institutions of Halakhah.  
 However, Nahmanides knew well that in citing the Sifre and adopting its position he 
was not stating the obvious, but making a choice between the Sifre’s submissive rendition of 
the verse and the very different rendition of it found in the Palestinian Talmud (the 
Yerushalmi), with which he was well acquainted.  
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Can it be the case that if [the court] tells you that right is left and left is right, 
one should obey them?! Scripture therefore teaches us: ‘to the right or to the 
left’ (Deut. 17:11): that [is to say, that only if] they say to you, right is right and 
left is left, [should you obey]. (Yerushalmi, Horayot 45d) 

" ימין ושמאל"ללכת : תלמוד לומר? יכול אם יאמרו לך על ימין שהיא שמאל ועל שמאל שהיא ימין תשמע להם – ] רק[ 
) ד"ע, ירושלמי הוריות מה! (שיאמרו לך על ימין שהוא ימין ועל שמאל שהיא שמאל  

According to the Yerushalmi, if one prudently believes the court to have ruled mistakenly, 
one’s religious obligation is not to comply. A clearer or more vigorous expression of a 

critical, non-submissive religious attitude towards the institutions of Halakhah is hard to 
find. 

 
The disagreement between the Sifre and the Yerushalmi clearly illustrates how the 

dispute of which I speak plays itself out with regard to the halakhic institutions. Let us now 
see how it manifests itself with regard to the ultimate source of religious authority, God 
Himself. To this end let us look briefly at two very different midrashic renditions of the 
same rather surprising Biblical moment. In the course of his long farewell speech, recorded 
in Deuteronomy, Moses recalls how, upon nearing the Holy Land, God had instructed him: 

 
Saying: “Rise, take your journey, and pass over the brook Arnon; behold, I have 
given into your hand Sihon the Amorite, king of Heshbon, and his land; begin to 
possess it, and provoke war with him. For this day will I begin to put the dread 
of you and the fear of you upon the nations that are under the whole heaven, 
who shall hear the report of you, and shall tremble, and be in anguish because of 
you.” [But] I sent messengers out of the wilderness of Kedemoth to Sihon king of 
Heshbon with words of peace, saying: “Let me pass through your land; I will go 
along by the high way, I will neither turn to the right hand nor to the left…” 
(Deut. 2:24-28) 

: wָּתה עֵֹבר ַהּיֹום ֶאת ְּגבּול מֹו{ב ֶאת ָער: ֵאַלי ֵלאמֹר' ַוְיַדֵּבר ה: ַוְיִהי ַכֲאֶׁשר ַּתּמּו ָּכל wְנֵׁשי ַהִּמְלָחָמה ָלמּות ִמֶּקֶרב ָהָעם

: [...]  ְלָך ְיֻרָּׁשה ִּכי ִלְבֵני לֹוט ְנַתִּתיָה ְיֻרָּׁשהְוָקַרְבָּת מּול ְּבֵני ַעּמֹון wל ְּתֻצֵרם ְוwל ִּתְתָּגר ָּבם ִּכי לֹא ֶאֵּתן ֵמֶאֶרץ ְּבֵני ַעּמֹון

ְוֶאת hְרצֹו ָהֵחל ָרׁש ְוִהְתָּגר ּבֹו קּומּו ְּסעּו ְוִעְברּו ֶאת ַנַחל wְרנֹן ְרֵאה ָנַתִּתי ְבָיְדָך ֶאת ִסיחֹן ֶמֶלְך ֶחְׁשּבֹון ָהֱאמִֹרי 

ָך ְוִיְר{ְתָך ַעל ְּפֵני ָהַעִּמים ַּתַחת ָּכל ַהָּׁשָמִים ֲאֶׁשר ִיְׁשְמעּון ִׁשְמֲעָך ְוָרְגזּו ְוָחלּו ַהּיֹום ַהֶּזה {ֵחל ֵּתת ַּפְחְּד) כה: (ִמְלָחָמה

ֶּדֶרךְ ֶאְעְּבָרה ְבwְרֶצָך ַּבֶּדֶרְך ַּב: ָוֶאְׁשַלח ַמְלvִכים ִמִּמְדַּבר ְקֵדמֹות ֶאל ִסיחֹון ֶמֶלְך ֶחְׁשּבֹון ִּדְבֵרי ָׁשלֹום ֵלאמֹר: ִמָּפֶניָך

דברים : (אֶֹכל ַּבֶּכֶסף ַּתְׁשִּבֵרִני ְו{ַכְלִּתי ּוַמִים ַּבֶּכֶסף ִּתֶּתן ִלי ְוָׁשִתיִתי ַרק ֶאְעְּבָרה ְבַרְגָלי: ֵאֵלְך לֹא {סּור ָיִמין ּוְׂשמֹאול

) כח- טז, ב  

 
Moses, it seems, chose knowingly to disobey God’s explicit command, deciding on his own 
accord to seek peace with the Amorites rather than provoke war. The midrashic 
commentary Deuteronomy Rabba explains his insubordination thus:  

Although the Holy One, blessed be He, instructed Moses “Begin to possess,” he 
did not so do, but rather “sent messengers;” Although He told him “Make war,” 
he sought peace! [He did so, however,] because it is written in the Torah: “When 
thou comest near to a city to fight against it, then proclaim peace unto it” (Deut. 
20:10), that is why he sent words of peace to Sihon, for it is written “out of the 
wilderness of Kedemoth,” on account of words of the Torah that come before 
those of the Almighty. Therefore it says “words of peace.” (Debarim Rabbah (ed. 
S. Leibermann), pp.29-30.) 
 

". ואשלח מלאכים"אלא , משה לא עשה כן, "חל רשה"ה למשה "אף על פי שאמר לו הקב  
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כי תקרב אל עיר להלחם עליה "שכן כתוב בתורה . ביקש שלום', לך עשה מלחמה'פ שאמר לו "אע
ואשלח מלאכים "שנאמר , לכן שלח אל סיחון דברי שלום, )י, דברים כ" (וקראת אליה לשלום

דברי "לכך נאמר , ה"ו של הקבמדברי תורה שקדמו לדברי, )כו, דברים ב" (ממדבר קדמות
".שלום 25 

 
This, I believe, is about as submissive a reading the verses in Deuteronomy can be given 
without doing them real violence. Moses is described as apologizing piously for not heeding 
the Lord’s instruction to provoke war, arguing that he is not at liberty to defy the Torah’s 
very commandment (in Deuteronomy 20:10) always to propose peace before attacking. In 
case of contradiction, he explains, the words of the Torah are to “come before” those of 
God. Even within a thoroughly submissive religious framework, questions will always arise 
regarding possible or actual conflicts between its various sources of authority. According to 
this midrashic reading, the question Moses faced and answered was to which of the 
conflicting sources of authority he should properly submit, the Torah or the Almighty. He 
opts for the former, but questions neither. 
 Bamidbar Rabba to Numbers19: 20, however, tells a different story entirely:  

This is one of [the] things said by Moses to the Holy One, blessed be He, to 
which the latter replied: “You have taught Me something!” (…) when the Holy 
One, blessed be He, said to him: “Make war with Sihon. Even though he does 
not seek to interfere with you, you must provoke war with him” (…) Moses did 
not do so, but, as it is written further down, “sent messengers.” The Holy One, 
blessed be He, said to him “By your life! You have spoken well! You have taught 
Me something! And I shall thereby cancel My words and adopt yours;” and 
hence it is written: “When thou comest near to a city to fight against it, then 
proclaim peace unto it.” (Bamidbar Rabba (Vilna) 19:33) 

ה עשה מלחמה עם "כשאמר לו הקב[...] אמר לו למדתני ]ה "והקב[ה ו"דברים שאמר משה לפני הקב' זה אחד מג

קומו סעו ועברו את נחל ) "דברים ב(שנאמר , סיחון אפילו הוא אינו מבקש לעשות עמך את תתגר בו מלחמה

". ואשלח מלאכים"ומשה לא עשה כן אלא מה כתיב למעלה , "ארנון  

כי תקרב אל עיר להלחם עליה וקראת ) "דברים כ(שנאמר , ה חייך שאני מבטל דברי ומקיים דבריך"אמר לו הקב

26).לג, במדבר רבה יט"! (אליה לשלום  

Unlike the submissive Moses of Deuteronomy Rabba, in a bind to decide between the 
conflicting instructions of the Torah and its Author, Moses is here forcefully portrayed as 
having challenged God’s decree by refusing to attack on moral grounds. God, in response, is 
said not to have demanded obedience, but to have heeded to Moses’ objection and to have 
introduced the required changes in the Written Torah! According to the first midrash, 
Moses disobeyed God’s explicit command because the Torah instructs differently. In the 
second midrash, the Torah ends up instructing differently because of Moses’ critique. God 

                                                 
: המשפט האחרון של הגרסה שבידנו הוא. 30-29' עמ, פרשת דברים כח] מהדורת ליברמן [דברים רבהדברים רבהדברים רבהדברים רבה  25
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.כפי שהצעתי  

26
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is astonishingly described as having produced a morally deficient early draft of the Torah, 
Moses is portrayed as refusing to comply and challenging it on moral grounds, and the 
Written Torah, the very Word of God, is subsequently described as having been revised by 
virtue of God accepting Moses’ superior moral judgment! 
 The theology at work here, especially the notion of religiously appropriate conduct 
implied by these passages, differs radically from the kind of submissive dogmatism one 
normally associates with religion, and against which Feuerbach and Neitzche lashed out so 
vehemently. The God here portrayed is not the all-powerful, all-knowing and perfectly 
moral deity to whom we have become so accustomed in virtually all religious discourse. The 
God of this midrash and others is a covenanting God, but the covenant His human partners 
are invited to enter is not one of religious obedience and surrender but rather a covenant of 
constructive confrontation, a sacred partnership dedicated to the betterment of the world, 
the Torah and the self. God’s need for the critical input of His human partners is as real as 
theirs should be for His. It is, therefore, a partnership of mutual learning. God makes 
known His imperfection by initiating real engagement, by learning and by admitting His 
mistakes. And in doing so He urges humans, by example, to openly confront each other and 
acknowledge their mistakes. Confronting the Almighty can be terrifying, of course, and 
taking moral responsibility is never easy. The temptation of pious surrender is ever-present.  
 The opening chapter of the Mekhilta – the tannaitic midrashic commentary to 
Exodus – offers another powerful example of this approach. There are three classes of 
prophets, states the Mekhilta: those who will plead both the cause of the father against the 
son and that of the son against the father, and those who will only plead one or the other, 
but not both. The perfect prophet is described as a Janus-faced critic who chastises the 
people in the name of God, but also challenges God’s judgment on behalf of the people. 
Jeremiah is approvingly depicted as just such a prophet. “We have transgressed and have 
rebelled,” he rebukes the people, and “Thou hast not pardoned” (Lam. 3: 42), he complains 
against God. Elijah, on the other hand, is portrayed as having avidly reproached the people 
for their idolatrous ways (citing the spectacular scene on Mt. Carmel), but never 
questioning God’s judgments or actions. Elijah’s replacement by Elisha is described 
dramatically as an act of impatient divine dismissal owing to God’s reluctance to employ 
prophets who refrain from speaking back! “We have no use for your prophecy,” God is said 
to have stormed, “go anoint Elisha in thy stead!” (Mekhilta deRabi Yishmael, Bo 1) This 
rabbinical voice has little patience with religious yesmanship.  
     Two objections might be raised at this point. First, one might object to the attempt to 
infer a general perception of religiosity from depictions such as these that clearly concern 
God’s dealings with, and expectations from, such saintly figures as Moses, Jeremiah and 
Elijah who obviously enjoyed privileged status. Second, even if such an inference was 
justified, it could still be claimed that in Halakhah one nonetheless finds the truly 
submissive element of the Jewish faith. Although the tradition contains brave dramatic 
moments of confrontation with the divine, the law, many argue, always remains the law. 
When it comes to Halakhah proper, one might object, even this kind of dramatic conflict 
with the Almighty gives way to full compliance. 
 But, as we will see with the following texts, the voice of religious submission speaks 
clearly, but it does not speak alone. In its commentary to Genesis 30, the Tanhuma, the late 
8th-century Palestinian midrashic compilation, confronts both the Mishna’s ruling and 
theology head-on. It does so vis-a-vis the story of the birth of Leah’s daughter, Dina, and in 
the most forceful terms. The Tanhuma openly questions the Mishna’s ruling on the religious 
inappropriateness of prayers of anguish:  
“And afterwards she [Leah] bore a daughter” (Gen. 30: 21). May our Rabbi teach us: If a 
man’s wife is with child is one allowed to pray “May it be Thy will that my wife bears a 
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male child” - for so teaches [the Mishna]: “If a man's wife is with child and he prays: ‘May 
it be Thy will [O God] to grant that my wife bears a male child’ this is a prayer in vain”? 

R. Huna in the name of R. Yossi says, despite the fact that [the Mishna] teaches 
that “. . . this is a prayer in vain,” [the law] is not so. Rather, one may pray for a 
son even as she is giving birth, because it is not beyond God’s power to change 
females to males and males to females. (Midrash Tanhumah, Genesis, Vayetze 8) 
It is very rare indeed to find a later, essentially exegetical source such as this 

explicitly contest a tannaitic ruling. The Tanhuma is not suggesting that the Mishna has 
been misunderstood, but boldly asserts that it is wrong! And it does so not by piously 
appealing to a higher halakhic authority, but by contesting the Mishna’s theological basis. 
The question, the Tanhuma dramatically implies, is not a technical one, but pertains to the 
very foundations of the religion. The Tanhuma continues with a quotation from Jeremiah: 

 
“Then I went down to a potter’s house, and, behold, he was at work on the wheels. And the 
vessel that he was making of clay was spoiled in the hand of the potter: so he made it again 
into another vessel, as it seemed good to the potter to make it. Then the word of the Lord 
came to me, saying, O house of Israel, cannot I do with you as this potter? said the Lord. 
Behold, as the clay in the potter's hand, so are you in My hand, O house of Israel.” (Jer. 
18:6). Says the Almighty to Jeremiah: if a potter can break a cruse after he has made it and 
make it into something else, can I not do likewise to you O House of Israel!? (Ibid) 
 
The Tanhuma reads the Jeremiah verses as claiming that not every state of affairs for which 
God is responsible comes out well. They liken Him to the imperfect potter whose handiwork 
is not always up to par. But by citing these verses in the course of discussing prayers of 
anguish, the Tanhuma lends them an additional and radical twist. Jeremiah’s potter is self 
sufficient. He may be imperfect, but he is an effective self-critic who can tell when a vessel 
comes out right or wrong. Jeremiah’s divine potter is His own best critic, as it were. But in 
drawing on the potter analogy in support of the appropriateness of prayers of anguish and 
complaint, the Tanhuma implies that God is not self-sufficient in this respect, that not only 
is His handiwork occasionally flawed, but that if the flaws are not pointed out to Him, He is 
liable not to notice them. This, as the subsequent passage makes clear, lies at the heart of the 
Tanhuma’s radically different approach to prayer and to the religious covenantal relation in 
general: 

 
And similarly in the case of Leah, who after bearing [Yaakov] six sons, saw 
prophetically that twelve tribes were to emerge from Yaakov. Having born six 
already, and pregnant for the seventh time, and with the two sons born to each 
of the two maidservants, ten had already been born. Therefore, Leah stood, 
angrily confronting the Almighty, saying: “Lord of the Universe, twelve tribes 
are to emerge from Yaakov, of which I have six, and am pregnant with a 
seventh, and by means of the maidservants two and two, hence there are ten. If 
this (unborn) child (I am carrying) is also a son, then my sister Rachel’s share 
will not (even) be that of the maidservants!” (Ibid) 

 
At this point the midrash could have easily described God as having scolded Leah in 

the way He scolded the laughing Sarah when she doubted His promise of a child (Gen. 18: 
14). “Do I not know that this would not be fair to Rachel?! Of course you are carrying a 
girl!”, the midrash could have had God respond. But the Tanhuma opts for the far more 
radical option. God is depicted as having erred in giving Leah a seventh male child. 
Realizing His mistake, “The Almighty immediately responded to her prayer and the boy in 
her womb was rendered a girl … and why did she name her (daughter) Dina? Because Leah 



Contents Copyright © 2008 Shalom Hartman Institute, Jerusalem, Israel 
hartman.org.il | shi@shi.org.il 

 

170 

in her righteousness called the Almighty to task.” As in the stories about Moses 
mentioned above, God is here too astonishingly described as being corrected on moral 
grounds, admitting His mistake, and righting the morally flawed situation for which He was 
responsible. But unlike the Moses encounters, the Tanhuma text conveys two important 
additional points that render the previously mentioned objections groundless.  
 First, the dramatic story of Leah’s confrontational prayer is cited explicitly to prove 
a halakhic point of law applicable to each and every person, namely that everyone should 
thus pray if he or she suspects that they may not have been dealt with fairly. Unlike the 
Moses encounters, Leah’s confrontation is cited as a model of religious conduct. According 
to the Tanhuma, one should not suppress prayers of anguish, or accept the dreadful as the 
work of a perfect judge. On the contrary, God, the Tanhuma all but states openly, is simply 
not the perfect judge and should not be treated as such by anyone! To act in supreme 
religious righteousness is to act like Leah, and call the Almighty to task whenever one 
suspects He was wrong. 
 Second, the Tanhuma’s entire move is first and foremost an open, self-conscious, 
anti-traditionalist challenge to the halakhic tradition as it finds it--it confronts the Mishna’s 
ruling openly. In defying the Mishna’s ruling as it does, the Tanhuma seems clearly to apply 
to the realm of Halakhah exactly the same confrontational attitude that over a millennium 
later will be so vividly applied to biblical exegesis by R. Berlin. The Tanhuma does not 
attempt to offer a new reading of the Mishna, but openly challenges and subsequently 
overturns what it takes the Mishna to be saying.  
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 Abraham - The Charismatic Personality 
by J.B. Soloveitchik, from THE EMERGENCE OF ETHICAL MAN (Chapter 8) 

 
I believe that the divine commandment to Abraham to leave his parents' land and go to the Land 
of Canaan should be understood [as follows:] The charismatic personality must disassociate 
himself from his national connections and completely free himself from the environment he 
was born and reared in. The chosen person severs his affiliation with his clan and friends; he 
deserts everybody in order to give himself up to his new friend, God. The first prerequisite for 
prophecy is loneliness. A lonely man finds the Lonely God, and this very loneliness creates the 
charismatic bond between them. The charismatic person must lose his country and home, he 
becomes a miserable stranger and straying wanderer: arami oved avi - "a straying Syrian was my 
father" (Deut. 26:5). The command of God in reference to Abraham’s journey emphasizes more 
the spiritual detachment from his childhood environment, the need for complete alienation of his 
heart from his kin. 

Go out of your country, and from your kindred, and from you father! house, to the land 
that I will show you (Gen. 12:1). 

 
The spiritual straying away is the gist of the command; the physical journey is of secondary 
importance. Abraham must forsake his past and transplant himself into a new historical 
dimension. Otherwise he cannot become the favorite of his God. He is a lonely soul, an uprooted 
personality. His synonym is ivri, wander or a “yonderman” who came from beyond the river, a 
man who does not belong here. He was told to leave an urbanized society, which enjoyed a 
highly technical civilization (technical magic) within almost a corporate state and move on 
toward a primitive land, where nomadic and semi-nomadic tribes wander to and fro in the 
wilderness with their flocks of sheep and goats and pitch their tents in many places, yet stake 
roots in none.  
 
We know from reliable archaeological sources that such nomadic civilizations clashed many a 
time with the urbanized civilizations of Mesopotamia and Egypt. In the Babylonian kingdom in 
the last qua the third millennium BCE, the "Wall of the West" was erected for the protection 
against the nomad Amorites. In Egypt, the state erected the "Wall of the Ruler" at the beginning 
of the second millennium BCE in order not to permit the foreign hordes to come down to Egypt 
(Buber, Moses, p. 26). The house-dweller hated and despised the nomad, the rover, the tent-
dweller. Apparently, God preferred the latter and chose the shepherd as his confidant. Moreover, 
God selected a member of a stable society and converted him into a nomad. Severance of all ties 
with an urban, dosed environment was the conditio sine qua non for the realization of the 
covenant. 
 
Why is the charismatic person forced to be the loneliest, most detached person from society and 
driven from its nest? 
 
(1) God does not share His beloved person with society. The charismatic person is dedicated 
solely to God who brings about events. That is why God tolerates no intrusion by society upon 
His befriended Abraham. He is jealous of his consorting with others. The human being acting 
under divine orders is portrayed as a forsaken person whose only friend is God. 
 
(2) God Himself appears here under two different aspects: as master and owner of the entire 
being, as Hashem E-lokim who rules the world from above, to whose absolute will and authority 
man must surrender; and as friend, comrade and confederate who wanders with His chosen 
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person. God takes His friend along and leads him into the wilderness. The motif of the Song of 
Songs prevails throughout the narrative of the lives of the patriarchs. 

Come, my beloved, let us go forth into the field; let us lodge in the villages. Let us get up 
early to the vineyards (Song 7: 11- 13). 

The girl wants to lead her beloved away from the city life, from the peering eyes of the crowds 
and multitudes, into the solitude of the field, into the quiet, still lodgings of the villages. Love as-
serts itself in the desire of both partners for privacy and isolation. Spying curiosity of the 
stranger desecrates the holiness of intimacy. Love, exposed to public view, becomes vulgar and 
coarse. The self-sufficiency of both lovers expresses itself in their flight from the crowd. God and 
Abraham seek to escape the big cities of Mesopotamia into the pastures of Canaan. 
 
(3) In the straying of Abraham from his father's house ("when God caused me to wander from my 
father's house" [Gen. 20:13], the motif of freedom and revolt comes to the fore. The charis-
matic person is anarchic, freedom-loving and anti-authoritarian. Let us not forget that both 
Egypt and Mesopotamia developed a highly centralized state. The king and the ruling caste 
exercised absolute power over the lives of the subjects, who were kept in a state of semi-serfdom. 
Egyptian society was a pyramid society, which culminated in its apex with the king. It was very 
important to preserve the customs unaltered. A collective slave economy supervised by 
taskmasters with whips, a very conservative, almost stagnant code of mores, manners and 
ethics, an unbearable political tyranny, religious despotism and an all-pervading state 
authority remind us of the modern totalitarian society.  
 
The regularity of Nile inundations was reflected in a symmetric, disciplined society. Within the 
framework of such an organized state, the covenant between Abraham and God could not have 
materialized. The first condition for this is the casting off by man of all the responsibilities and 
duties which were imposed upon him by human authorities. Bondage to man excludes divine 
friendship. The beloved must tear down all the social and political barriers that fence in the 
individual and imprison his initiative and liberty. The charismatic person is anarchic, liberty-
loving; he frees himself from all the fixed formulas and rhythms of an urbanized civilization 
and joins a fluid, careless, roving nomad society. An ancient Egyptian document describes the 
nomads as follows: 

 
 "Here is the miserable stranger. ... He does not dwell in the same spot; his feet are always 
wandering. From times of Horus he battles, he does not conquer, and is not conquered" 
(Buber, Moses, p. 25).  

 
The stranger is indomitable; he may lose a battle, yet he has never lost a war. He will never 
reconcile with political subjection. Roaming, wandering, he will escape persecution and 
oppression. When the need arises, the nomad stands up and fights for his freedom and many a 
time proves superior in battle to the settled king. Abraham's heroism on the battlefield is the best 
illustration. 
 
...The Biblical anarchy does not assert itself in the negation of the norm as such but in non-
compliance with man-made law. The charismatic person revolts against a non-moral legalistic 
society, whose ends and objectives often collide with the basic tenets of a natural, living 
morality. He refuses to obey an external authority and to accept the dicta of a society that is 
guided by a highly technical, though magical, civilization. He prefers spontaneity to 
artificiality, improvisation to the routine.  
 
The moral law is revealed to him by his God, who is at once friend, comrade and master, and who 
speaks from beyond and within his own personality. The source of the law is the mahazeh, the 
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prophetic vision, not the royal decree. The charismatic person discovers the ethos himself. As 
a free personality, he goes out to meet the moral law with his full collected being; he chances 
to find it in himself and to consciously adopt it. He is not overpowered by an unforeseen 
element. There is a free act on his part in dedicating himself to a universal, natural morality. His 
sovereign freedom has not been restricted. Only later does he find out, to his surprise, that with 
the moral law in himself he has discovered the God of morality beyond himself, and at a still later 
date he becomes acquainted with this unique being. God encroaches not upon his personal 
freedom; on the contrary, God helps him to develop his moral spontaneity and creativity. He 
just wants him to be His friend, to walk before and with Him - "walk before Me, and be perfect" 
(Gen. 17:1) - and be perfect in accordance with his own moral law. 
 
There is no imposition of divine authority upon the charismatic person. Only a bilateral 
covenant, which binds both man and God, was concluded. 

And I will make My covenant between Me and you, and will multiply you exceedingly 
(Gen. 17:1). 

God addresses Himself to Abraham not in the commanding, authoritative tone of the Lord 
but in the comradely, friendly manner. of a fellow wanderer. He wants a covenant with him. 
God, as it were, is lonesome and He is anxious to find a companion. Fellowship between God 
and man is the motto of Abraham's life. The divine imperative was presented to Abraham as an 
entreaty, or rather as counsel. It was always tied in with the great promise and vision, as if to say 
"The fulfillment of My norm, Abraham, will perpetuate our comradeship and make you great:"... 
 
Divine authority is not regal or extraneous but immanent and comradely. God is a member of the 
pastoral fellowship, or of the nomad society. His imperative is valid because man agreed to such 
an arrangement. It is a contractual obligation, designated for the preservation of a social 
relationship. The covenant bridges the metaphysical gap separating man from God. The latter 
casts aside all transcendental traits. It introduces the invisible master into the nomad order. The 
formation of any social group is described by the Bible as the conclusion of a covenant, with 
mutual rights and obligations. Of course, Abraham is dedicated solely to God. Yet human 
devotion is reciprocated by God with identical loyalty. The ideal of the charismatic personality 
is not theocracy, but a covenant society. 
 
The covenant (berit) motif is a perennial aspect in Jewish history. God is a bridegroom, a friend 
and a king - yet a freely elected monarch. He wields the authority of the elder of the clan who was 
entrusted with the task of guiding the pastoral group. There is always a bilateral agreement 
between God and man. God came to man after the latter had sought and found Him. Only then 
did He contact Abraham. God never derived His authority from the cosmic aspect, or from His 
omnipotence, but from a historical factum: covenant, redemption. 

"I am the Lord your God, who has brought you out of the land of Egypt" (Ex. 20:2). 
 
Jewish morality is covenant morality, observed by both God and man. Both form an ethical 
community Instead of imitatio Dei, we may call it ethical solidarity and cooperation with God. 
Our concept of freedom includes two different aspects: 

(1) the possibility of not conforming with the norm;  
(2) the free acceptance of God as both master and comrade who participates in the 
realization of the ethical norm. 
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Abraham and Parenting by Jonathna Sacks, To Heal a Fractured World, p. 25 
 
The Hebrew Bible tells the long and often tense story of the childhood of humanity under 
the parenthood of God. But God does not want humankind to remain in childhood. He 
wants them to become adults, exercising responsibility in freedom. ...A weak parent 
seeks to control his children. A true parent seeks to relinquish control, which is why God 
never intervenes to protect us from ourselves. That means that we will stumble and fall, 
bit t ,uly by so doing does a child learn to walk. God does not ask his children iot to make 
mistakes. To the contrary' he accepts that, in the Bible's own words, `There is none on 
earth so righteous as to do only good and never o sin' (Eccl. 7:20). God asks us only to 
acknowledge our mistakes and learn from them. Forgiveness is written into the structure 
of the universe. 
 
The connection between the two halves of the chapter lies in an utterly Jew’s 
understanding of what it is to be a parent. Abraham, about to become father to the first 
child of the covenant, is being taught by God what it means to raise a child. To be a 
father - implies the Bible - is to teach a child to question, to challenge, confront, 
dispute. God invites Abraham to do these things because he wants him to be the parent of 
a nation that will do these things. He does not want the people of the covenant to be one 
that accepts the evils and injustices of the world as the will of God. God wants the people 
of the covenant to be human, neither more nor less, God wants them to hear the cry of the 
oppressed, the pain of the afflicted and the plaint of the lonely. He wants them not to 
accept the world that as is, because it is not the world that ought to be. He is giving 
Abraham a tutorial in what it is to teach a child to grow by challenging the existing 
scheme of things. Only through such challenges does a child learn to accept 
responsibility; only by accepting responsibility does a child grow to become an adult; and 
only an adult can understand the parenthood of God. 
 
 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 


