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Stature-Symbols, The Answer to Status Symbols
Rabbi Dr. Norman Lamm z”l (Originally delivered  October 21, 1961)

Keen observers of the contemporary American 
scene have informed us that one of the 
distinguishing characteristics of our society is the 

search for status, for reaching even higher plateaus of social 
recognition and acceptability. We are, all of us, involved in 
a kind of games mythology whereby the status we seek is 
represented by certain kinds of symbols.

You are all acquainted with the status symbols of our 
society. One status symbol is the “right” kind of car--
one year an outsized monster, the next an undersized 
foreign import. The neighborhood in which one lives is 
often a status symbol-even a remote, inaccessible area 
with no clear advantages over places closer to the city are 
sometimes regarded as having high status value. A status 
symbol is the “right” kind of store, regardless of the quality 
of the goods or their price; the kind of school to which you 
send your children; the kind of clothes you wear, the club 
you belong to, the temple you are afflicted with, and the 
restaurants you patronize. 

These symbols are supposed to bestow status upon the 
fortunate ones who achieve them. They are decided upon 
by a closed, anonymous circle of fashion-dictators and 
opinion-makers who are social leaders in our society, and 
whom others follow instinctively. They place a premium 
not on contents, inwardness, objective quality, or utility, 
but on fiction elaborately developed for the purpose of 
defining class-structure and mobility in America. Much of 
our current literature features books by sociologists who 
describe all this in detail, and usually gently poke fun at the 
status-seeker.

What does Judaism have to say about this? What insight 
can we cull from our ancient wisdom? I believe that if 
we ponder our sacred literature we can discover nothing 
inherently objectionable in status-seeking. 

To some extent, every society must have a set of status-

symbols. There is something of the status-seekers in every 
one of us. Kept in bounds, and practiced in moderation, 
status-seeking is unexceptionable. 

But I believe that our sacred tradition would object were 
status-seeking to become-as it so often does-an obsession, 
a kind of socially sanctioned compulsion which makes us 
progressively sillier and sadder, and preempts our loyalty, 
mind, and concentration from far more serious pursuits. 

How can we keep excessive status-seeking and the 
obsession with status-symbols in check? The answer, I 
believe, is: stature-seeking. Judaism’s solution for the craze 
for status is the craving for stature. 

For indeed there is a great difference between the 
pursuit of status and the striving for stature. The status-
seeker desires the respect of others. The status-seeker - 
self-respect. Status is a matter of where you stand; stature 
- how high you reach. Status-seeking is directed to pleasing 
society; stature-seeking - to pleasing the deity. The status-
seeker craves the applause of the mighty; the stature-seeker 
- the approval of the Almighty. Status-seeking is usually 
hollow. Stature-seeking can be truly hallowed and holy. 

Which comes first according to Jewish thought? There 
is no question that if the two cannot be reconciled, and 
we must choose between both alternatives, then stature-
seeking must take precedence over status-seeking. 

Allow me to present to you an admittedly extreme 
example, but one which highlights the attitude of Judaism 
to our problem. The Rabbis of the Mishnah posed the 
following question: to whom must we give greater 
respect and honor, to a man who is a great scholar but 
of illegitimate birth, or to the High Priest of Israel if he 
happens to be an ignoramus? Translated into our terms, 
that would mean: who is more important in the eyes of 
Judaism, the man of stature- the scholar- who has no status 
(for he is illegitimate), or the man of status- the High 
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Priest- who has no stature (for he is an ignoramus)? And 
the answer of Judaism is clear: Mamzer talmid chakham 
kodem le’kohen gadol am ha-aretz, that the illegitimate 
scholar is greater in our esteem and affection than the 
ignorant High Priest. The man of stature is more deserving 
of eminence and reverence than is the man of mere statues. 

This is, as we have said, an extreme example but its 
lesson is applicable to us in every form and manner. It tells 
us that in our times and circumstances we must emphasize 
inwardness over outwardness, private achievements 
over public relations, spiritual permanence over social 
prominence.

The status-seeker has been described in some of our 
best selling current non-fiction as a sometimes pathetic 
human being. He is, more often than not, “other-directed,” 
subservient to the wishes of others who set standards for 
his “taste,” and behavior. He is almost neurotic with anxiety 
as to whether he is “accepted” or not in society. He is over-
anxious to please, to prove himself to and ingratiate himself 
with others.

It is interesting, therefore, to read a short excerpt from 
the writings of a very wise Jew who was evidently aware of 
just these symptoms of status-seeking. In this passage, in 
which he speaks of the advantages of the man of faith over 
him who has no faith, merely substitute the expression 
“stature-seeker” for “the man of faith”, and you will learn of 
the ills of status-seeking from which the man of stature is 
exempt. 

“He [the man of faith] will not serve anyone beside G-d. He 
will not set his hope

On any human being nor wait upon the children of men. He 
will not be subservient

to them in order to win their favor. He will neither flatter 
them nor agree with them

when to do so violates his religious conscience. Their 
behavior will not frighten him,

nor will he be afraid of their opposition. He will not divest 
himself of the cloak of 

their favor and not find it necessary to feel obligated to them 
and ingratiate himself 

with them… He will not give falsehood a gloss of beauty.”
Does that sound modern? These words were written by 

R. Bachya Ibn Pakuda in his Chovot Ha-Levavot (Chapter 
4) over nine-hundred years ago!

But if we are to counterbalance status-seeking with 
stature-striving, we must also have a set of stature-symbols 
to offset the status-symbols. What are they? They are, 

I recommend, our mitzvot. When a Jew observes the 
Mitzvot he is creating for himself true stature rather than 
mere status, he is achieving real dignity rather than just 
prestige. One can give a thousand examples. When a Jew 
eats matzah or lights the Chanukah candles, he grows in 
stature, for by the performance of the mitzvah he identifies 
with the great Jewish tradition of freedom-fighting and the 
denial of tyranny and slavery. When the Jew waves his lulav 
in all directions in the Synagogue, he is at one with the 
prophets who proclaim the oneness of G-d everywhere. In 
fact, in the performance of any mitzvot a man increases his 
stature, for he thereby increases the holiness in the world, 
the kedushah in society, for indeed before performing the 
mitzvah he blesses G-d Who “hath sanctified  us with his 
commandments and commanded us…” The performance 
of a mitzvah has cosmic significance, for according to the 
Kabbalah the observance of a religious commandment is a 
step in the direction of tikkun or the elevation of the entire 
world, and the increase in the unity and oneness of G-d.

I wish to commend to your attention the historical 
and traditional associations of two mitzvot in particular. 
Perhaps these will serve as examples of how a life of 
mitzvot is a career of stature-seeking. In our Bible reading 
of this morning we learn of how Abraham had intervened 
in the war of the kings of that time in order to rescue his 
nephew Lot. In the course of winning the war for one side, 
he rescued the king of Sodom. This latter king expressed 
his gratitude to Abraham by saying to him ha-rechush kach 
lakh - take for yourself all the spoils of war if you so wish. 
But Abraham declined. He said, I have raised my hand to 
the Lord, the G-d on high, possessor of Heaven and Earth, 
that I will not take anything that belongs to you- im mi-chut 
v’ad serokh na’al, “from a thread to a shoe lace.” Nothing will 
I take from you, v’al tomar ani he’esharti et Avram, “and thou 
shalt not say ‘I made Abraham rich.’”

Our Rabbis were impressed by this demonstration of 
independence on the part of Abraham and they said that 
as a reward for Abaraham’s refusal to accept anything from 
the King of Sodom, neither a chut nor a serokh na’al-a 
thread or a shoe lace, his descendents were privileged to 
receive from G-d two Mitzvot: chut shel tekhelet u-retzuah 
shel tefillin. That is, because Abraham refused even a thread, 
his children received the Mitzvot of tzitzit, the thread of 
the fringes on the tallit; and because he refused even a 
shoe-lace, which in those days was made of leather, his 
children were awarded with the Mitzvah of tefillin.  

What a powerful insight! Do you see what they mean? 
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When a Jew wears his tallit and tefillin, he no longer 
cares what others think, for he himself has grown a foot 
taller, he has gained stature and become contemptuous 
of the Kings of Sodom and their spiritual descendents in 
all ages and places. He has gained a new-found personal 
independence, for he is - through the tallit and tefillin - the 
heir of Abraham who would not think of taking a shoe-lace 
or a thread from the King whom he had saved. Through 
the tallit and tefillin you identify with the great Abraham. 
And how significant his action was! According to Rashi he 
refused to touch the spoils of war because he considered 
them gezel - stolen property, and he was a man of great 
ethical instinct. So that when we put on the tallit or don 
the tefillin, we too become people of great ethical stature. 
Or take the interpretation of Malbim, that Abraham 
refused the spoils of war because he wanted to teach the 
King that the triumph was not Abraham’s but G-d’s, that 
only the Almighty is the one who deserves the fruits of 
victory. In that case, we, the descendents of Abraham, 
by wearing tallit and tefillin, gain in religious stature. Or 
take what is probably the most incisive interpretation of 
Abraham’s actions, that of Abarbanel, who maintains that 
Abraham’s refusal was based on the fact that Abraham 
was a Nadiv, an aristocrat-not of birth, not of wealth, but 
of spirit - and an aristocrat does not accept gifts from just 
anyone. So that Abraham turned to the King of Sodom and 
said, “I have lifted my hand to the Lord, the G-d on High”-- 
to him I stretch out my hand asking for favors. But I would 
never put my hand out to you skiing for a hand-out. You 
are not significant enough to give me a gift. You, O King of 
Sodom, can keep your status; I prefer the stature of being a 
man of G-d. And so we, by performing the commandments 
of tallit and tefillin, become aristocrats in the tradition of 
Abraham. 

Indeed it is only through the concepts of Mitzvot that 
we can learn to grow in stature in our personal lives. If you 
give charity only because it is a social necessity or because 
of social pressures, then you may be retaining your status. 
Only if you give because you believe in it, heart and soul 

and because you are performing a Mitzvah of Tzedakah, 
are you gaining in stature. If your concept of a Bar-Mitzvah 
is only to splurge in a big birthday party, then it is nothing 
more than status-seeking. If it is a solemn occasion on 
which the young man commits his life to the observance 
of the divine commandments, then it is the achievement of 
stature. If you have an open home and hospitality, but only 
to entertain social equals or, preferably, social superiors, 
then it is the hospitality of a status-seeker. But if your home 
is open for the poor and the scholarly, for the indigent or 
the wise, then you are a stature-seeker in the tradition of 
Abraham who practiced hakhnasat orchim, true religious 
hospitality.

Stature-symbols, then, are an answer to status-symbols. 
I must conclude with this note: We ought not to assume 
always that the two are irreconcilably in conflict. Our 
efforts must be dedicated to putting a premium on piety, 
to giving esteem to scholarship, to creating a society which 
will value that which is truly valuable. In a word, we must 
learn to give status to stature. 

This noble effort of narrowing the gap between inner 
stature and outer status, of giving status of stature, is largely 
being achieved in Israel today. When, as occurred only 
recently, the country as a whole gives its applause to a poor, 
hungry, scholarly, Yeminite Rabbi who is the winner of the 
International Bible Contest, it is a sign that the citizenry 
appreciates true stature. The same holds true when the city 
of Tel Aviv distributes its annual Rav Kook awards for the 
best religious literature of the year. It is a matter of giving 
status to stature. And the same can be said, on a smaller 
scale, in the United States, when honors are accorded to 
students who prove superior in their studies of Bible or 
Talmud.

This indeed is the path we must follow: to give priority 
to stature over status until such a time as both will have 
become identical. That is, until-in the words of the prophet 
Isaiah- “and the world shall be filled with the knowledge of 
the Lord as the waters cover the sea.” 

Read more at www.yu.edu/about/lamm-heritage.

Signing Off
Rabbi Joshua (The Hoffer) Hoffman z”l

In the beginning of our parsha, God appears to 
Avrohom and tells him to leave his home, and go to 
the land that He will show him. He then tells him, 

“ And I will make of you a great nation, I will bless you, 

and And I will make your name great, and you will be 
a blessing” (Bereishis 12:2). Rashi, citing the Talmud 
(Pesochim 117b) writes that the first three phrases in this 
verse are allusions to the first blessing of the Shemoneh 
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Esreh prayer, in which we say, “ God of Avrohom, God 
of Yitzchok, and God of Ya’akov.” The final phrase, “ and 
you will be a blessing,” is an allusion to the fact that the 
first blessing of Shemoneh Esreh ends with an exclusive 
mention of Avrohom - “ blessed are you, God, shield of 
Avrohom.” God was thus telling Avrohom that while all 
three patriarchs would, in the future, be mentioned by 
the Jewish nation in the beginning of the first blessing of 
Shemoneh Esreh, the blessing would end by mentioning 
only Avrohom. Many commentators discuss the reason for 
this special status of Avrohom. I would like to present three 
explanations offered by them, in an effort to understand 
the unique contribution that Avrohom made to the 
development of the Jewish people.

  Rabbi Yaakov Moshe Ribicoff of Tel Aviv (1873- 
1966), a little- known Torah scholar who made his living 
by mending shoes, who was therefore known as “ The 
Sandler,” explains Rashi’s comment on the basis of the 
Zohar. According to the Zohar, the three patriarchs 
personified three character traits, which reflected different 
ways in which God relates to the world. Avrohom 
represented ahavah, or love, which, as explained by Rabbi 
Ya’akov Moshe, really means chesed, or acts of kindness, 
since love motivates one to perform such acts. Yitzchok 
personified gevuroh, or power, which restrains chesed, 
and, in terms of God’s management of the universe, can 
translate into judgment. Ya’akov represented tiferes, or 
beauty, which is a combination of ahavah and gevuroh. 
When Rashi says that the signature of the blessing refers 
only to Avrohom, explains R. Ya’akov Moshe, he is saying 
that the end purpose of all three traits is ahavah, or chesed. 
Gevuroh and tiferes serve as checks on chesed, which, 
when applied in great abundance, can lead to disaster. 
However, chesed is the basic trait that is focused on. 
Although R. Ya’akov Moshe  does not say this, his approach 
accords with the verse in Tehillim (89:2), which declares 
that “ the world is built on chesed.”

 Rabbi Reuven Katz, in his Dudaei Reuven, takes 
a different approach. He says that while each of the 
patriarchs did, indeed, personify a different character trait, 
Avrohom displayed an additional feature, which was of 
paramount importance. Avrohom, the rabbis tell us, was 
the first person in the world to call God ‘adon,’ or master. 
Avrohom recognized God’s mastery of the universe, 
and led many thousands of others to believe in God and 

recognize His sovereignty, as well. In terms of the Jewish 
nation, this factor was of crucial importance, because one 
cannot begin to speak of observance of the mitzvos of the 
Torah woithout an acceptance of God’s sovereignty. For 
this reason, Avrohom has a special status, and is singled 
out at the end of the first blessing of Shemoneh Esreh. 
Rabbi Moshe Shternbuch, in his Ta’am VeDa’as, writers 
that Avrohom’s special status was due to the chesed he 
performed, but adds that the greatest chesed he performed 
was to lead people to believe in God and accept His 
sovereignty. Rabbi Shternbuch’s explanation, in effect, 
combines the two explanations we have seen thus far.

 Rabbi Avrohom Binyomin Sofer, known as the Kesav 
Sofer, offers yet a third explanation. He says that ones’s 
service of God should be done out of a recognition that 
the purpose of life is not to satiate one’s desires, but to 
connect to God spiritually through serving Him and 
carrying out His will. It is not sufficient, the Kesav Sofer 
says, to serve God merely out of rote. One must come to 
his own recognition of God, and carve out his own unique 
relationship with Him. Although each of the patriarchs 
succeeded in creating his own unique relationship 
with God, as demonstrated by the different traits they 
personified, Avrohom had a unique status, because he was 
the first of them to do so, and beginnings are especially 
difficult. For this reason, Avrohom merits special mention 
in the signature of the first blessing of Shemoneh Esreh. 
Perhaps we can add that Avrohom’s achievment of creating 
his own approach to serving God, and the example he 
thereby plays in serving as an impetus to others in carving 
out their own unique relationship with God, is also an act 
of chesed. Too often, educators make the mistake of trying 
to fit all students into the same mold, in an attempt to 
create what they believe is the ideal religious personality. 
The truth is, however, that, as the Kesav Sofer says, we all 
need to create our own path in serving God, in conformity 
with the teachings of the Torah. Avrohom, by serving as a 
guide to all future generations in this endeavor, performed 
a great act of chesed, demonstrating that each person 
should work on forging his own unique relationship with 
God, just as he did.
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A Deity by Any Other Name...
Rabbi Assaf Bednarsh (Transcribed and adapted by a talmid from the YUTorah shiur originally given at 
Gruss Kollel on Oct 19, 2018)

Since we started a new leining cycle on Simchas Torah, 
we have heard the Shem-Hashem, A-donai, quite a 
few times by now. From almost the very beginning 

of Chumash—every time it says Yud Hey Vav Hey—that’s 
how we pronounce it. But Aleph Daled Nun Yud, as it’s 
written, does not appear until this week’s Parsha. Avraham 
Avinu calls Hashem, Aleph Daled Nun Yud–Yud Hey Vav 
Hey—pronounced as A-donai-Elokim. And the Medrash 
says that the uniqueness of Avraham Avinu was that no one 
in the universe called Hashem, Aleph Daled Nun Yud—A-
donai—until Avraham Avinu. Noach called Him Yud Hey 
Vav Hey, and Malchitzedek was a kohen le-Kel Elyon. They 
didn’t use the name Aleph Daled Nun Yud—they spoke 
of Him only as The Highest G-d, Yud Hey Vav Hey, and 
Elokim.   

But the question is, what was the uniqueness of 
Avraham Avinu? Aleph Daled Nun Yud is less holy than Yud 
Hey Vav Hey. Because Yud Hey Vav Hey is too kadosh for 
us to pronounce, we just pronounce it as Aleph Daled Nun 
Yud instead. So what’s special about Avraham being the 
first person to call Hashem A-donai? There are many deep 
answers, but on a very pashut level, there is a fundamental 
difference. Just ask any grammarian or anyone with a basic 
9th-grade knowledge of Hebrew. One name is possessive, 
and the other is not. Yud Hey Vav Hey is an objective 
description of Hashem—He is Haya, Hove, Ve-yihye—
eternally existent. There is Kel Elyon, Kone Shomayim 
va-Aretz, as Malki-Tzedek says. The Creator of the 
Heavens and Earth is all-powerful. But Aleph Daled Nun 
Yud, A-donai, is different—it’s personal. It means Adonim 
sheli—my Master. And the mussar here is very clear. In 
Avraham’s times, pretty much everyone worshiped idols. 
So it’s a madreiga to know that there is One G-d. There is a 
Kel Elyon, who created everything in the world—who was 
Kone Shomayim va-Aretz. It’s amazing to know there is a 
Yud Hey Vav Hey, Someone who exists and exists forever—
Rambam says that He exists necessarily—and controls 
everything.   

But all of this is missing something. The Kotzker once 
said a sharp he’ara—kedarko bakodesh. He said that some 
people are very makpid on stretching out “Echad” in Krias 
Shema and being mamlich Hashem on all four corners 
of the world, all eight levels of the seven heavens and the 

earth. And after all that, they forget one very important 
detail—being mamlich HKB”H on themselves. And I 
think that’s the point. Avraham wasn’t the first person to 
have figured out that there was One G-d.  

Who was the first to have figured out that there was a 
Creator of the Heavens and the Earth? Obviously, Noach 
knew it—who else brought the Mabul? Who else saved 
them? Obviously, Adam ha-Rishon knew that. He met 
Hashem, who created the Heavens and the Earth. Adam 
was around then. Obviously, Shem ben Noach knew that. 
They knew it, but for whatever reason, they did not make 
it relevant to themselves. Yes, Hashem is the Master of 
everything, and this knowledge is harmless. It’s doesn’t 
hurt for me to realize that Hashem created Shomayim 
va-Aretz. It doesn’t bother me at all that He created the 
mountains, the rivers, and the valleys, the supernovas, 
the stars, and the galaxies. And therefore, He is Kone 
ha-Kol. That’s all very cheap because it doesn’t affect my 
life. Right? The point is to take that abstract knowledge 
and make it relevant to me—that Hashem is the Master 
of me. And Avraham was the first person to ask himself: 
What’s the nafka mina for me? What is my purpose in life? 
What’s important is not just what is true in the abstract, 
philosophical sense, and what’s good to know, what are 
the good yedios, what could come in handy someday (if 
there is ever a Mabul), it’s good to know these things. But 
what does it mean for me every morning when I wake 
up—what difference does it make for me? And that’s the 
point that the Mesilas Yesharim tells us—that some things 
are obvious, but you should review them again and again. 
Is it because you will forget them, and you have to make 
sure to refresh your memory? No. I think he knows that 
they are obvious and that you will remember them because 
it is obvious that they are true. But you can easily forget 
to make them relevant to your everyday life. And that’s 
what I think was the chiddush of Avraham that he passed 
down to us in Judaism. And the mesorah of Avraham is, 
first of all, to be like him. We must believe the right things, 
unlike idol worshipers. But that’s not enough. The ikar is 
to take the devarim p’shutim that we know to be true, and 
also those things that we learn and say every day since we 
are five years old. And when we wake up in the morning 
and ask: what does it mean that Hashem is the G-d of the 
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whole Earth? Is He really my master, and did He create me 
for a particular purpose? What do I have to do now that’s 
different from the rest of the world?   

And if we do that, we would not just be the descendants 

of Avraham, but we can continue the path of realizing his 
greatness in bringing the world to a place where it should 
be, be-meheira be-yameinu. Shabbat Shalom.     

Avraham’s Dilemma
Rabbi Moshe Taragin

You could not have scripted a better scenario. 
Avraham was missioned to preach a new religion 
to a confused world. He spoke of a “one G-d” 

who alone, created diversity and dichotomy. He also 
spoke of a G-d who was moral and compassionate rather 
than angry and hostile. Reversing two-thousand years of 
errant religious thought was demanding, and progress was 
gradual.

Having vanquished four powerful chieftains, Avraham 
hits the “jackpot”. For over a decade the world had been 
immersed in a bloody political struggle which finally 
erupted into a worldwide war. Chances for peace seemed 
remote, as an alliance of four ferocious warlords terrorized 
the region. Courageously, Avraham intercedes, rescuing 
his nephew from captivity and ending the violence. As was 
prophesized, Avraham has now become an internationally 
acclaimed agent of human welfare. He has now provided 
“beracha” for humanity, securing both their lives and their 
safety. In the wake of his heroism, Avraham’s popularity is 
at an all-time high. Possessing extraordinary influence, he 
has the rare opportunity to immediately inspire thousands 
toward faith and belief.

Not only has Avraham become an “influencer”, but he 
also possesses legal claim to the citizens of Sedom, whom 
he protected from certain death. Ancient war protocols 
dictated that these rescued people were now indebted 
to serve Avraham as their lord. This ancient “right” was 
implied by the King of Sedom, who desperately pleaded 
with Avraham for the reparation of his subjects back to his 
kingdom. In exchange for his people, who Avraham had 
legal rights to, he offers Avraham all the riches he desires. 
Here is Avraham’s opportunity. An entire population can 
be converted to monotheism. Moreover, these people 
reside in the corrupt and wicked city of Sedom. Soon they 
will be buried alive under a blitz of sulphuric fire. Avraham 
is gift-wrapped an opportunity not just to sway people to 
his new religion but to rescue them from fiery death. Here 
is the chance he has been waiting for.

Yet, for some strange reason, Avraham flinches. Refusing 
to demand the transfer of the rescued citizens of Sedom, 
he also defers any monetary reward. Emphatically, he 
raises his hand to heaven and declares that he will not 
demand even a “string or a shoe-lace”. His bold decision is 
so stunning and unexpected that even Chazal question his 
behavior. The gemara in Nedarim records that our exile to 
Egypt, was, in part, a punishment for Avraham’s mistake in 
declining the opportunity to convert the wayward citizens 
of Sedom. What was on Avraham’s mind as he passed up 
on this gift-wrapped opportunity?

Avraham faced an intriguing but complex dilemma. He 
aspired to launch a new religion and draw the world away 
from its pagan lifestyle. Part of his message though, was 
of a moral G-d who expected human beings to behave 
compassionately and morally. Living in a violent world 
of bloodshed and torture, Avraham offered something 
different: justice, morality, honor, and charity. Though 
the first book of the Torah is called Bereishit or Genesis, 
Chazal referred to it and the Book of “yesharim” or kind 
people. Our ancestors modeled a new way of behavior: 
kind-heartedness, integrity and honesty. Snatching the 
citizens of Sedom – just because he could- would have 
compromised Avraham’s revolution. Perhaps the numbers 
of believers would have increased, but this growth of 
monotheism would have been accomplished through 
greed and selfishness. In demanding the surrender of an 
entire population Avraham would be no different from 
other warlords who levied their cruel demands upon 
innocent civilians. The prospect of constructing a new 
religious mindset upon selfish or immoral behavior is 
unfathomable. Avraham cannot behave as a rapacious 
mercenary. The conversion of the heathens would have 
to wait. The foundation of religion is moral conscience, 
and it is inconceivable to launch a religious revolution by 
“seizing” human beings.

Perhaps Avraham’s moral calculus was mistaken. The 
gemara’s explicit critique of his decision indicates as much. 
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Perhaps, he should have opted for rescuing these citizens 
from further moral depravity and, ultimately, from an 
apocalyptic death. Perhaps their situation was so dire that 
forceful measures were be justified. However, Avraham’s 
moral deliberation is understandable and justifiable. He 
faces a real dilemma for which there is no obvious solution. 
Can he advance religion through morally aggressive 
behavior! Shouldn’t he himself, model the generosity and 
charity which he had uncovered in Hashem!

Avraham’s dilemma reinforces the vital role of moral 
behavior within religious identity. The gemara in Shabbat 
records the Heavenly accounting to which we will all 
be summoned in the next life. The first question we are 
asked is whether we conducted ourselves with honesty 
and integrity. Without that baseline of moral and 
compassionate behavior, our ritual and ceremony rings 
with hypocrisy. For hundreds of years the prophets of the 
First Temple era railed against the pretense of religion piety 
absent of moral consideration. The Mikdash was filled with 
sacrifices and ceremony, but society at large was devoid 
of conscience and compassion. The high cannot stand 
without the low. If the foundation is flimsy the tower will 
fall. Avraham struggled with the prospect of constructing 
Judaism through a “population grab”.

Not only was such a decision morally questionable, it 
may also have backfired. Every human being possesses an 
inner compass which calibrates an innate sense of right and 
wrong. If people associate religion or religious people with 
immoral behavior, they tend to become alienated from 
religion. How successful would Avraham had been –long-
term- if his religious entourage was assembled through 
coercion. Rav Kook wrote extensively about the repellent 

effect of religion perceived as immoral. He believed- at 
least in his generation- that the large exodus from religion 
was caused by dissatisfaction with alleged immoral 
components of religion. Much of this is still true in our era.

Sadly, religious people and religious communities 
haven’t always sufficiently rallied around moral causes. 
Often, this is a product of non-religious communities 
adopting social justice movements and moral causes. Too 
often, these causes or agendas become associated with 
non-religious communities. In response, and seeking to 
distance themselves from non-religious Jewish identity, 
religious Jews tend to cede moral platforms to others. 
Regrettably, moral causes and sometimes even concern 
for personal moral conduct are perceived as the exclusive 
domain of the non-religious.

In Israel, religious communities have sometimes 
surrendered moral platforms because they are associated 
with left wing secular parties, which are generally hostile to 
religious agendas. Secular organizations in

Israel have long championed social justice and social 
welfare movements. Ceding these agendas, religious parties 
have, by and large, focused upon parochial religious issues 
or upon settling the land of Israel. Given the political 
polarities in Israel, this dichotomy between secular “moral” 
populations and “morally apathetic” religious communities 
has become extremely radicalized. Though much of this 
stereotype if based on false perceptions, at least some of 
it is true. Religious communities aren’t always sufficiently 
attendant to moral issues- whether social or personal.

Avraham’s dilemma still challenges his descendants..
  

An Abrupt Introduction
Rabbi Yehuda Mann

This week, Hashem meets Avraham Avinu, with a 
commandment to “Go forth from your native land 
and from your father’s house, to the land that I will 

show you.” (Bereishit 12:1)
However, a midrash informs us that the incredible story 

of Avraham already began in Ur Kasdim, when Avraham 
was thrown into a furnace because he wouldn’t worship 
the idols of that time, and he was miraculously saved. 
(Bereishit Rabbah 38:13) Why doesn’t the Torah begin 
with this special story, instead of leaving us to learn it 

from a midrash? Why aren’t we introduced with a story 
that actually explains why Avraham was chosen to be the 
messenger of the word of Hashem in the world, which 
will conclude with the covenant between Hashem and 
Avraham’s descendants - Bnei Yisrael?

We may offer two explanations, based on ideas from 
Rabbi Chaim ibn Attar (Or haChaim) and the Maharal of 
Prague.

1: Begin with Commandments
The Or haChaim (Bereishit 12:1) explores why the 
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relationship of Avraham and Hashem starts from the 
commandment of “Go forth from your native land” and 
not with a revelation of Hashem to Avraham. With Moshe 
Rabbeinu, Hashem first reveals Himself in the fiery bush to 
Moshe, and only afterward does G-d command him to do 
things. But with Avraham, Hashem begins the relationship 
with commandments. Why is that?

The Or haChaim explains that there is a difference 
between starting a rela tionship and continuing it. Avraham 
Avinu is the beginning of the relationship between Hashem 
and the Jews; a relationship with Hashem that will last for 
eternity must be based on the observance of Hashem’s 
commandments. Only later can Avraham merit revelation 
from Hashem. Moshe Rabbeinu is continuing an existing 
relationship.

Based on this, perhaps the Torah skipped Avraham’s 
sacrifice because he wasn’t commanded to do so. The story 
of the relationship begins with observance of Hashem’s 
commandments.

2: Lower the Bar
The Maharal (Netzach Yisrael 11) asks why the Torah 
introduces Noach as a righteous man who found favour 
with Hashem and was therefore selected, but the Torah 
doesn’t tell us anything about the righteousness of 
Avraham, and why Hashem chose him. He answers that 
when Hashem chooses Avraham, He is also choosing 
the entire Jewish nation. The Torah emphasizes, that the 
Israelite nation is chosen, regardless of their religious status 
and level of observance. Bnei Yisrael will carry on being 
the chosen people, and have this special relationship with 
Hashem, even if they sin, and even when they are distant 

from Torah. Had the Torah indicated that Avraham was 
chosen by Hashem because of his unique righteousness, we 
would have thought that the relationship of Hashem with 
Israel is dependent upon the righteousness of his offspring. 
Now that the Torah indicated that Avraham was chosen 
without mentioning his greatness, we learn that the Jews 
are chosen forever, even when they sin.

Given this explanation, we can understand why the 
story of Avraham begins without the story of Ur Kasdim. 
Had that story been first, we would have thought that the 
relationship between Hashem and Avraham and the entire 
Jewish nation was dependent on our living up to Avraham’s 
righteousness.

3: Complementary Approaches
One might argue that these two explanations contradict 
one another. According to the Or haChaim the relationship 
between the Jews and Hashem must be founded on Torah 
observance, and according to the Maharal there can be a 
relationship even when we falter religiously! But perhaps 
the two approaches are actually complementary.

As the Or haChaim says, the basis of the relationship 
between the Jews and Hashem is the Torah, and our 
observance. However, one who is having difficulty 
accepting and observing everything, in entirety, and 
therefore feels distant from Hashem, should not give up, 
as we can see in the Maharal’s approach. One shouldn’t 
think that he doesn’t have a relationship with Hashem, 
we remain children of Hashem, and always as part of the 
Jewish nation. Knowing this, we will have the power and 
inspiration to do more, and eventually to keep and observe 
all of Torah and mitzvot.

Parenting from the Parsha: Why Have Kids?
Rabbi Yossi Goldin 

Being a parent can be extremely challenging. It places 
tremendous demands on our time, energy, and 
resources. We are tasked with taking care of our 

childrens’ every need- physical, emotional, religious, and 
beyond.  The work is constant- and it feels like we have no 
time for ourselves. It can create incredible stress, impacting 
upon us physically and emotionally. 

So why do we do it?
This question is highlighted when we consider the main 

storylines throughout Sefer Bereishit. A cursory reading of 
the general narratives finds a startling preoccupation with 

having children. 
In this week’s parsha, Hashem commands Avraham 

to leave Charan and travel to Eretz Yisrael. During this 
initial encounter, G-d’s makes two fundamental promises 
to Avraham- that will give birth to a great nation, and that 
he will inherit a great land. These two promises- many 
children and a great land- are repeated by G-d to Avraham 
several times, and then again to Yitzchak and Yaacov. 
Notably absent in these promises (with a few exceptions) 
are promises for personal greatness, or great personal 
wealth. Rather, the consistent focus of the promises is on 
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children and land. 
The Torah’s emphasis on the importance of having 

children is seen in other parts of Sefer Bereishit as well. 
The first commandment given to man is “peru urevu”, “to 
be fruitful and multiply”, an explicit mitzvah to procreate 
and have children. Most of our Imahot- Sarah, Rivka, 
and Rachel, were barren- with much Torah text devoted 
to describing their heartfelt prayers to G-d for children. 
During a rare moment where G-d does promise Avraham 
material wealth, Avraham responds- “what will you give 
me? I am childless!”- material wealth was meaningless to 
him without children.  And lastly, most of the other stories 
in Sefer Bereishit are connected to parents and children 
from the opposite direction- dealing with how the children 
of each generation compete for the title of firstborn.  

So it is clear that from a Torah perspective, parenthood 
and having children is a primary goal. In truth, many of 
us innately share that desire for parenthood as well.  And 
within our communities, the goal of getting married and 
establishing a family is considered a part of the natural 
progression in life.

Yet in the secular world, these values aren’t necessarily 
shared. More and more young adults are pushing off 
marriage and parenthood in favor of advancing their 
career, or out of a desire to “have a good time” without the 
demands of parenthood. Additionally, many choose not 
to have children at all, concerned that raising children will 
take away from their freedom and independence. 

As we noted, Yahadut emphatically rejects this mindset. 
But why? Given all the challenges of parenthood, why 
are we expected to sacrifice our own personal needs and 
desires in order to raise children?

As we face a world that questions these core values, it 
behooves us to better understand why parenthood is such 
an important value in Judaism, as well as instinctively 
in our minds and hearts. I’d like to highlight a few 
suggestions.

Firstly, humans have a natural drive to create. This urge, 
notes Rav Soloveitchik, finds it root at the moment in 
creation when G-d commands Adam “v’kivshuha”, “and 
you shall conquer [the world]”. While this natural urge is 
expressed differently in each person, the push is naturally 
embedded into our DNA. Creating a child is the most 
creative act in which any human being can partake - and 
therefore it naturally gives us a sense of accomplishment 
like no other act can. As G-d is the ultimate creator, this act 

of creation also is an expression of the G-dliness implanted 
within each one of us as well. 

Secondly, parenthood enables us to give 
unconditionally. From the moment a child is born, its 
parents give of themselves completely to nurture this child. 
The types of giving and nurturing may shift over time, but 
the basic responsibility and natural tendency of a parent is 
the same- to give constantly and unconditionally. It is rare 
to find another relationship that includes such one-sided 
and unqualified giving. Rav Dessler, in Michtav M’eliyahu, 
explains that therefore the strongest love is that of a parent 
to a child, because true love is borne from complete and 
total giving to another.  The feeling that comes from giving 
unconditionally to another is powerfully positive; a feeling 
that often only parents are privileged to  experience.

Finally, the result of these first two points is that in 
our children we see a continuation of ourselves. Aside 
from physical attributes and unconditional love, a 
parent bestows upon his children a way of life. Some 
commentaries suggest that the Tractate containing life 
lessons and morals is called “Pirkei Avot” because the 
lessons contained within are lessons most often given 
over from parent to child. Our children observe who we 
are and how we live our lives, and they are affected deeply 
by what we model for them. Much of who they become 
is a product of what we teach them, both consciously 
and unconsciously. In this way, even when we pass on, a 
piece of ourselves and our legacy lives on through them 
and through future generations. While our physical 
selves are ephemeral, our essence and legacy are thereby 
immortalized. From a communal perspective, this also 
ensures that the Torah and it traditions are passed down 
from generation to generation, guaranteeing the continued 
preservationof the Jewish Mesorah.

In today’s world, it’s accepted to question, and reject, 
all societal norms- including the natural drive towards 
parenthood. Given such a reality, we must re-affirm the 
reasoning behind values that we hold dear- particularly the 
beauty of parenthood. Doing so strengthens our resolve 
to make correct decisions- and also helps us get through 
the daily challenges of parenting- by reminding us why we 
made this decision in the first place.
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Understanding Ishmael
Rabbi Ephraim Z. Buchwald

In this week’s parasha, parashat Lech Lecha, we 
encounter the birth of Abram’s (his name had not yet 
been changed to Abraham) oldest son, Ishmael.

The Bible, in Genesis 15, tells us that Sarai, Abram’s 
wife, (her name had not yet been changed to Sarah) had 
not borne him any children. In desperation, Sarai says 
to Abram, Genesis 16:2, ִהֵנה ָנא ֲעָצַרִני הׁשם ִמֶלֶדת, ֹבא ָנא ֶאל 
 Behold, G-d has held me back from“ ,ִׁשְפָחִתי, אּוַלי ִאָבֶנה ִמֶמָנה
bearing a child. Come now into my maidservant, perhaps I will 
be built up through her.” Abram heeds Sarai’s request, and 
Sarai gave Hagar, her handmaiden, to be a wife to Abram.

When Hagar becomes pregnant immediately after her 
relations with Abram, scripture, Genesis 16:4, reports that, 
 Hagar had disdain for Sarai. Angered by , ַוֵתַקל ְגִבְרָתּה ְבֵעיֶניָה
Hagar’s attitude, Sarai complains to Abram. Abram tells 
her, Genesis 16:6, “She is your maidservant, do to her as 
you see fit.” Sarai deals harshly with Hagar, who flees from 
before her to the desert.

The Midrash Rabbah, on Genesis 16:1, cited by Rashi, 
provides background to Hagar’s origins. The Torah relates 
that when famine struck Canaan, Abram left to go to Egypt 
with Sarai. Because the Egyptians were told by Abram that 
Sarai was Abram’s sister, not his wife, Pharaoh took Sarai as 
a concubine. Abram was rewarded by Pharaoh for Sarai’s 
sake, and given sheep, cattle, donkeys, slaves, maidservants, 
female donkeys and camels.

Soon the house of Pharaoh was stricken on account 
of Sarai. Pharaoh rebukes Abram harshly, demanding to 
know why Abram had deceived him, and not told Pharaoh 
that Sarai was really Abram’s wife. Abram and Sarai and 
all their possessions were expelled from Egypt. The 
Midrash maintains that “Hagar the Egyptian maidservant” 
was actually Pharaoh’s daughter. When Pharaoh saw the 
miracles which were performed on behalf of Sarai, Pharaoh 
said to himself, “Better my daughter be a maidservant 
in the household of Sarai, than a matron in another 
household.”

Other midrashim inform us that despite the fact that 
Hagar treated her former mistress contemptuously, Sarai 
was particularly tender to her. When noble matrons 
came to Sarai’s home, Sarai always urged them to pay a 
visit to “poor Hagar.” Upon meeting the visitors, Rashi, 

(Genesis 16:4), citing the Midrash, notes that Hagar 
would always use the opportunity to disparage Sarai. 
“My Lady Sarai,” she would say, “is not inwardly what she 
appears to be outwardly. She gives the impression of being 
a righteous pious woman, but she is not. For if she were 
truly righteous, how can her childlessness be explained 
after so many years of marriage, while I became pregnant 
instantly?”

Although Sarai felt it was beneath her dignity to bicker 
with her former maidservant, she gave vent to her rage in 
her words to Abram.

Abram, who was modest and unassuming, conferred full 
power on Sarai to dispose of Hagar. He added one caveat, 
warning Sarai that having once declared Hagar a “mistress,” 
she could not again be reduced to the state of bondwoman. 
Sarai did not heed this warning, and exacted the services of 
a slave from Hagar. She tormented Hagar, and, according 
to the Midrash (see Rashi Genesis 16:5), cast an evil eye 
upon her. Hagar began to experience terrible pains in her 
pregnancy (some say that she miscarried), and eventually 
fled to the wilderness.

Scripture relates, in Genesis 16:7, that an angel of G-d 
finds Hagar in the wilderness by a spring of water, on the 
road to Shur. The angel instructs Hagar to return to her 
mistress and submit herself to Sarai’s domination. As a 
reward, the angel promises Hagar that G-d will greatly 
increase her offspring. She will be blessed with so many 
progeny that they will not be counted for abundance. In 
Genesis 16:11-12, the angel informs Hagar of the details 
of the child’s birth. “Behold you will conceive and give 
birth to a son, and you shall name him Ishmael, for G-d has 
heard your prayers. And he shall be a wild man, his hand 
shall be against everyone and everyone’s hand against him; 
and over all his brothers shall he dwell.”

After the miraculous birth of Isaac, reported in next 
week’s parasha, the Torah recounts, Genesis 21:9, that 
Sarah (her new name now) saw the son of Hagar the 
Egyptian ְמַצֵחק —m’tzah’chaik—sporting with, or mocking 
her son Isaac. The rabbis explain that this term denotes 
three cardinal sins: idolatry, adultery and murder, acts 
which convinced Sarah that Ishmael could not remain in 
the household with her son, and had to be sent away.
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Of all the trials that Abraham had to endure, one of the 
most challenging was banishing Ishmael. Abraham greatly 
grieved over having to separate himself from his son, 
Ishmael, but G-d tells Abraham specifically that he must 
listen to whatever Sarah says.

Hagar and Ishmael are cast out into the wilderness, with 
but a loaf of bread and a skin of water. Soon the water is 
depleted, and Ishmael is delirious from thirst. Hagar casts 
Ishmael under the shrubs, to spare herself the agony of 
seeing the death of her child. An angel of G-d calls out 
to Hagar from heaven and instructs her not to fear, for 
G-d has heard the cry of the youth. The angel tells Hagar, 
Genesis 21:18, קּוִמי ְשִאי ֶאת ַהַנַער, ְוַהֲחִזיִקי ֶאת ָיֵדְך בֹו, ִכי ְלגֹוי 
 Rise up, lift up the youth and grasp him with“ ,ָגדֹול ֲאִשיֶמנּו
your hand, for I will make a great nation of him.” Ishmael 
eventually recovers from the ordeal and goes to live in 
the wilderness of Paran. Hagar takes an Egyptian wife for 
Ishmael.

In a speech delivered during the Aseret Y’mai T’shuvah 
(the Ten Days of Repentance) on behalf of Just One Life, 
Rabbi Yisocher Frand of Ner Israel Baltimore, offered the 
following insightful analysis regarding the relationship of 
Ishmael to the Jewish people. The Torah, in Genesis 25:18, 
states, ְוֵאֶלה ֹתְלדֹת ִיְׁשָמֵעאל, these are the descendants of 
Ishmael, ַעל ְפֵני ָכל ֶאָחיו ָנָפל, he dwelt besides all his brothers. 
Why the language ָנָפל –“nafal,” asks Rabbi Frand, which 
really means to fall? Quoting the Ba’al HaTurim, Rabbi 
Frand explains that when Ishmael will have his downfall, 
only then will the Moshiach come. In effect, the Torah 
predicts that there is going to be an epic battle which will 
continue throughout history between the descendants of 
Ishmael and the descendants of Isaac. When Sarah tells 
Abraham, Genesis 21:10, ָגֵרׁש ָהָאָמה ַהֹזאת ְוֶאת ְבָנּה , “expel 
this handmaiden and her son,” that is the beginning of the 
great conflict.

Rabbi Frand underscores, that only two nations in the 
world have names that are invested with the name of G-d–
only Ishmael and Yisrael. Because he has G-d’s name in his 
name, Ishmael feels that everything he does, no matter how 
evil or perverted, can be justified in the name of G-d.

Rabbi Frand points out additionally, that Ishmael is 
armed with a potent weapon, a supreme weapon, that 
he can use to his advantage–the power of prayer. After 
all, Ishmael is born as a result of the power of prayer. The 
angels tell Hagar, Genesis 16:11: ִהָנְך ָהָרה ְויַֹלְדְת ֵבן, “behold 
you are going to bear a child,” ִכי ָׁשַמע הׁשם ֶאל ָעְנֵיְך , “for G-d 
has heard the cry of your travail.” After the expulsion from 
Abraham’s home, Ishmael himself is saved by the power of 
prayer, as the Torah reports, Genesis 21:17, ִכי ָׁשַמע ֱא־ֹלִקים 
 G-d heard the cries of the child,” the angel tells“ ,ֶאל קֹול ַהַנַער
Hagar. That is why when Isaac meets Rebeccah, the Torah 
notes, Genesis 24:62, that he was returning from ְבֵאר ַלַחי 
 the well of the living G-d, the very well at which G-d , רִֹאי
appeared to Hagar. Apparently, Isaac had gone to Be’er 
l’Chai Roi in order to neutralize Ishmael’s prayer.

The Pirkei D’rav Eliezer  asks why Ishmael’s name 
is constructed in the future tense, G-d will hear, rather 
than in the past tense? The Midrash suggests that the 
future tense implies that the cries of G-d’s people who 
are suffering at the hand of Ishmael will be heard by G-d. 
“Yishmael,” means that the prayers of the Jews will be heard 
and will be answered.

Perhaps this is the challenge that we face at this 
momentous juncture in Jewish history. The Jewish people 
need to prove themselves worthy of G-d’s response to their 
prayers. The People of Israel need to pray with particular 
fervor and commitment in order to effectively counteract 
our cousins, the Ishmaelites, who are experts at prayer. 
They pray with zeal–five times a day. They are willing to 
march for thousands of miles to visit Mecca and Medina in 
order to show their commitment to prayer.

And while the Torah (Genesis 16:12), predicts that 
Ishmael will be a ֶפֶרא ָאָדם , a wild man, a “free” man without 
constraints, let us hope and pray that the power of children 
of Jacob, who deliberately choose to live by constraints, 
will reign-in the power of the “wild man.”

May the prayers and the good deeds of our people Israel, 
bring peace, not only to our embattled nation, but to the 
entire world.

Iconoclast Introduction
Mrs. Shira Smiles (Adapted by Channie Koplowitz Stein)

Other than the genealogical listing of Avraham as 
the son of Terach and his marriage to Sarai, we 
hear nothing about the life of Avraham Avinu 

until he is seventy five years old when Hashem commands 
him, “Lech lecha/Go for yourself from your land, from 
your relatives, and from your father’s house to the land that 
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I will show you.” While the Medrash fills in some of the 
blanks that help us see Avraham’s journey to monotheism 
and the lessons we may derive from these stories, the Torah 
itself is silent. We are left to wonder why Hashem chose 
Avraham and why this first command to Avraham and 
Avraham’s obedience to it was so significant.

Ramban offers a simple, practical response to our 
question. If the Torah were to record Avraham’s journey, 
the Torah would need to record the views of the idolaters 
along with Avraham’s wisdom. Hashem did not want to 
give the idolaters’ views a platform.

The Torah could still have said that Avraham was 
righteous, or that he found favor in Hashem’s eyes, as the 
Torah says of Noach. According to the Maharal, Hashem 
had “personal” reasons for choosing Avraham, reasons 
that had nothing to do with Avraham himself. As Rabbi 
Mintsberg notes in Ben Melech, Noach was saved as a 
reward for his past righteousness. In contrast, Avraham 
was chosen for his future potential, for Hashem knows that 
Avraham “will command his children after him to follow 
Hashem’s path and practice righteousness and justice.”

The reasons for Hashem’s choosing Avraham are 
beyond our understanding, writes Rabbi Schlesinger, and 
the unconditional love between Hashem and Avraham’s 
descendants, Bnei Yisroel, is equally unexplainable. It is a 
love that is maintained even without being earned.

The Ner Uziel extends this idea of unconditional love 
to the love Bnei Yisroel have for Eretz Yisroel. While 
Yehoshuah and Kalev loved the land unconditionally in 
spite of its seemingly insurmountable challenges, the other 
ten spies were only willing to accept the gift of this land 
without the challenges of a war against its giant inhabitants. 
The spies’ sin, and subsequently that of the nation, was 
that love of the land was conditional, depending on the 
circumstances, rather than unconditional, based on its 
being Hashem’s loving gift to us. If love is to last, whether 
for another human being, for a land, or for a people, it must 
be unconditional. Only then will the love endure even in 
the knowledge that flaws exist, even when the object of the 
love does not continue to meet expectations.

 Extrapolating from this train of thought, since Hashem’s 
love for Noach was contingent on his righteousness, and 
Hashem entered into a covenant with Noach on this 
basis,  when Noach’s descendants, i.e. all mankind, were 
no longer righteous, the covenant itself was no longer 
valid. In contrast, continues Rabbi Milevsky, Hashem’s 

covenant with Avraham was unconditional, and His gift 
of the Land to Bnei Yisroel must be viewed with the same 
eyes of unconditional love. The first command to Avraham 
cements both relationships. Hashem will continue to 
love us even when He is angry with us, even when we are 
unworthy. Hashem’s love for Avraham and his descendants 
is eternal and unconditional. And our love for Eretz 
Yisroel, for the land Hashem led Avraham to, must be 
equally unconditional.

Each of the first three portions of the Torah contains 
a story of creation. The first, obviously, is the creation of 
the world. This is followed by the creation of a new world 
after the flood. Finally, we read of the creation of the Jewish 
world. The first Jew was then commanded to go to the first 
Land, the center of the universe, explains Rabbi Wolfson.

That connection between the descendants of Avraham 
and Eretz Yisroel has never been severed. Just as we have 
yearned to return to the Land throughout the millennia 
of our exile, so has the land yearned for the return of her 
people. We have never stopped praying for our return to 
Zion and Jerusalem, and the land wore only sackcloth and 
ashes, unwilling to produce colorful, lush vegetation until 
her children finally returned. The two are inextricably 
intertwined, writes the Nachalat Yosef. Our connection 
to Eretz Yisroel is different from the connection of other 
peoples to their land. For us, the Land is not just a place 
to live and call home, as it is for other nations. The Land is 
part of our very essence, for it is the only place where our 
prophets could receive the word of God, and it is the place 
from which the deepest secrets of Torah can be studied and 
revealed, adds the Aderet Kohein.

Beit Av brings us back to our original question, why 
does the Torah only begin telling us about Avraham Avinu 
when he received the command “Go” from Hashem. That 
is precisely the point notes Beit Av. The value of one’s 
actions lies in following Hashem’s command even without 
understanding and reason rather than doing what one 
perceives as good through personal deduction. This was 
the first command Hashem gave, and Avraham Avinu 
followed it without question, proving his worthiness of 
receiving Hashem’s blessing.

The Lubavitcher Rebbe continues this thought. Our 
connection to Hakodosh Boruch Hu was initiated by 
Hashem Himself, not by us, and it is through the mitzvoth, 
through doing, that we cement and grow the relationship. 
Our mitzvah observance, that which Hashem has 
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already commanded, must stem from our desire for the 
relationship. Mitzvah observance brings our bodies as well 
as our souls into the relationship. Kiruv is most effective 
when one begins with doing rather than with intellectual 
discussion and listening. Na’aseh/Do, follow Hashem’s 
command on faith because it is His command, before 
nishma/hearing the details or reasons. If we examine 
the full command to Avraham, suggests the Lubavitcher 
Rebbe, we will understand that Hashem commands 
Avraham Avinu to distance himself from the past in more 
than physical ways. “Go mei’artzecha/your ratzon,” submit 
your will to His will, “Mimoladitcha/your homeland,” your 
family, personality, and familiar habits, “Umibeit Avicha/
your father’s house,” from the seat of your identity, your 
brain and thought processes. This is the paradigm for 
every Jew. Hashem has wired us to seek that connection, 
and has given us the process through Torah and mitzvoth. 
When one performs a mitzvah because he has been so 
commanded, one reaches a greater connection than when 
one initiates the act.

“Lech Lecha,” begin the journey and grow yourself, and 
through the process, “Arekah/I will reveal to you your true 
essence, an essence rooted in Godliness.

The Torah is not a novel or a history book. It begins 
with what is relevant to Bnei Yisroel, not with what may 
be interesting but relatively irrelevant to the descendants 
of our Patriarch Avraham, writes Rabbi Broide in Sam 
Derech. What becomes paradigmatic is itself recorded in 
great detail. As Rabbi Schlesinger notes, breaking idols, 
as the medrash tells of Avraham in Ur Kasdim, is not 
generally appropriate behavior. The emphasis is on the 
positive, on the souls Avraham and Sarah made in Charan. 
Great people, writes Rav Schlesinger in Zos Hatorah, 
focus on the constructive, not on the destructive. Focus on 
bringing more light, on strengthening the emunah/faith, 
rather than on highlighting the darkness. With enough 
light, the darkness of evil will disappear on its own. This is 
what we must focus on when interacting with our children. 
We must focus on the beauty and light of Yiddishkeit, not 
on the things we may not do.

Rabbi Reiss quotes the Sefat Emet, based on the Zohar 
Hakadosh, that brings a unique perspective to our study. 
The Zohar suggests that the call of lech lecha, go for 
yourself to the land that I will show you, was a universal 
call. Anyone could have been chosen. Everyone heard, 
anyone could have listened, but only Avraham answered 
the call. But that call was not a unique, one time call. Rav 

Reiss reminds us that a heavenly voice calls out every 
day to be conscious of the humiliation of Torah. Just as 
Avraham Avinu heard that call, so do our neshamot hear 
that daily call. We need to be proper receivers of that 
call, just as our forefather was. We too need to separate 
ourselves from our personal voices, from our egos, so that 
we can hear the voice of Hashem calling to us. We cannot 
hear both voices simultaneously.

Rav Reiss presents a wonderful metaphor to explain 
this situation. Observe two outwardly identical water 
pipes. Through one, the water flows freely and is easily 
accessible from the spout. Through the other, however, the 
water merely drips slowly and intermittently. What causes 
the difference between the two? One pipe is fully open 
and clear, while the other pipe is full of clumps of debris 
obstructing the flow. If we are to hear Hashem’s voice in 
messages He sends us constantly, we must remove the 
blockages created by our egos, our daily ruts and concerns. 
We must approach every day as a new opportunity to 
connect, to daven with renewed awareness, to observe a 
mitzvah with renewed focus and love.  Sefat Emet notes 
that this is hinted in the words ‘lech lecha’, which could 
mean, ‘go, from yourself ’.  When one is able to constrict 
the ego, have the necessary humility, one can then hear the 
Voice of Above, and heed the call.

If we are to recreate ourselves into a new, elevated 
persona, we need to leave the familiar habits and 
surroundings that may be holding us down. This is the 
basis of Rabbi Dovid Hofstadter’s explanation of Elisha’s 
request to say goodbye to his parents. The Prophet Eliyahu 
threw his cloak over Elisha, indicating that Elisha was to 
be his spiritual heir and prophet. Elisha understood that 
to reach such an elevated spiritual position, he needed to 
leave the familiar and comfortable parental environment 
and make a fresh start in a new life. Only if he could feel as 
if his father and his mother had abandoned him, leaving 
him with no one to rely upon, could he hope that Hashem 
would gather him in spiritually, and he could make the 
connection with Hashem necessary to reach his spiritual 
potential. This is the focus of the verse in Psalm 27 that 
we say every day from Rosh Chosdesh Elul through 
Shemini Atzeret, the season when we ourselves are on a 
heightened spiritual journey to connect with our Creator 
and the Creator of all mankind and the world. We are 
asked to answer this call not only during that season, but 
throughout our lives, to be ready to receive, and to follow.


