
1 
YUTORAH IN PRINT • A PROJECT OF YESHIVA 

UNIVERSITY’S CENTER FOR THE JEWISH FUTURELech Lecha 5774
Download thousands of audio shiurim and articles at www.yutorah.org

The Marcos and Adina Katz 

YUTORAH IN PRINT
Lech Lecha 5773

Our parasha, Parashat Lech Lecha, deals, among 
other things, with the first world war: the war of the 
four kings against the five. The Torah tells us that 

Lot was taken captive in this war, and that Avraham Avinu, 
his uncle, sets out to save him. After Avraham successfully 
saves him, the Torah testifies: “Vayashev et kol harechush 
v’gam et Lot achiv, And he restored all the property, as well as 
his brother Lot” (Bereishit 14:16). This is a very perplexing 
passuk. After all, the only reason Avraham got involved was 
to save his nephew, Lot! Who cares about the property? 
Why does the Torah say he restored the property and also 
Lot? Certainly the Torah is trying to teach us something here 
between the lines.

Immediately after the war, the Torah says that HaKadosh 
Baruch Hu soothed Avraham, telling him not to fear. Rashi 
explains that Avraham feared punishment for all the people 
he had killed in the course of the war. HaKadosh Baruch 
Hu placated him, telling him not to worry, he would in fact 
be rewarded greatly. But Rashi is difficult to understand. 
In combat, the rule is kill or be killed. Certainly Avraham’s 
killing was only in self-defense, which is not only excusable, 
but required according to Jewish law. Why was Avraham so 
afraid that Hashem had to calm him down?

In order to answer these two questions, we will briefly 
enter the sugya of sheimot, names. A person’s name is his 
essence. For this reason, sheim equals sefer in gematria, 
because a person’s whole life is about writing his book. 
Every day is another page in the book, and at the end of 120 
years, when the book is finished, his name is stamped on the 
cover and he is judged whether the contents fit the title. In 
addition, Chazal say that a person has three names: the one 
given him by HaKadosh Baruch Hu, the one given him by 
his parents, and the one he earns in his lifetime. These three 
names must fit together.

The significance of a name is also demonstrated by the 

fact that when a person is very sick, chas v’shalom, we change 
his name. This name changes his essence and is a segulah for 
refuah. 

In our parasha, the Torah deals with one name repeatedly. 
This is Lot. Why does the Torah deal with Lot in so much 
detail? If we understand the meaning behind the name, it will 
give us a glimpse of who he is and what exactly transpired.

Lot has several meanings: 1) a cover, as in “Vayalet panav 
b’adarto, He covered his face with his cloak” (Melachim 
I 19:13); 2) a curse, as in the Aramaic layit, he cursed; 
and 3) a spice, as in “Utzri valot,” the spices carried by the 
Yishmaelim who transported Yosef to Mitzrayim (Bereishit 
37:25). But if one’s name is his essence, how can Lot be both 
a curse and a spice?

Lot was the highest judge in Sodom. His attachment to 
these evil people is obviously a curse. However, Lot also 
contains the potential for the geulah of the world. We see 
this from the fact that Mashiach descends from him. On 
the surface, he appears to be a curse, but inside he contains 
blessing.

This is why Lot also means a covering, because Lot’s 
inner potential is concealed by his outer persona.

When Avraham goes to war to save Lot, therefore, 
he realizes that he is not only saving Lot, but the entire 
world. This is the rechush referred to in the passuk. Saving 
Lot, the man, was merely a side benefit of saving Lot, 
the potential for geulah. In fact, had Avraham asked a 
halachic ruling of any rav whether or not to save Lot, 
the response would have been not to save him. How 
could Avraham risk his own life to save Lot’s, especially 
going up against all the kings of the world with almost 
no army? Only because of the rechush does Avraham go, 
risking his life to save not only Lot, but the entire world.

Why was Avraham so concerned about the casualties 
of war? He is certainly not to be held accountable for 

Uncovering Lot
Rabbi Meir Goldwicht
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defending himself! Avraham’s concern was that now 
that Lot was saved and the potential for geulah had been 
rescued, Avraham was no longer necessary. Perhaps his 
purpose was solely to protect Lot. Therefore HaKadosh 
Baruch Hu reassured him that, although the geulah 
would come from Lot, Avraham was still necessary, as 
the geulah would act upon the nation that descended 
from Avraham. Lot’s existence is bound to that of 
Avraham, and Avraham’s existence is bound to that of 
Lot.

The lesson of this parasha is that the entire world is 
concealed. The moment we realize how much we don’t 
understand, we will understand.

This is why Rivkah covers her face immediately before 
she meets Yitzchak for the first time. By doing this she 
communicates that although she realizes she is entering 
a life in which there will be complications and difficulties 
beyond our comprehension, she understands that she 
doesn’t understand. In fact, the more incomprehensible, 
the more I will accompany you to the end. This is the 
source of the minhag of badeken. Perhaps the reason for 
this minhag is to communicate that life is not clear, filled 
with ambiguities and challenges. But the chattan and 
kallah are prepared to go together with faith and trust.

How are we to go through life with an understanding 
that we don’t understand? R’ Nachman miBreslov 
illustrates with a story: A man once dreamed that under 
a certain bridge in Vienna there was a great treasure. He 

decided to take his chances and travel the great distance 
from his hometown to Vienna, and ultimately finds 
the bridge from his dream. He spends hours standing 
by the bridge, trying to figure out how to dig out the 
treasure with no one seeing him, until a police officer 
approaches him, demanding to know why he has been 
loitering by the bridge all day. The man decides to share 
his dream with the policeman in the hopes that he will 
allow him to dig, even if it means splitting the treasure. 
The policeman hears the dream and scoffs at the man 
for following his dream, saying he had also had a dream 
about a treasure in the cellar of a small house in a certain 
city (describing what happened to be the man’s own city 
and home), but he realized it was just a dream and had 
no intention of going into anyone’s home in search of 
treasure. The man goes home and discovers his treasure, 
realizing that he really had the treasure all along, but had 
to travel to Vienna in order to find it. 

People usually think the grass is greener on the other 
side. What they don’t realize is that their own grass is 
greener in reality; it is just covered. Uncover its potential, 
uncover your personal capabilities, and you understand 
how much you didn’t understand.

This is Avraham Avinu, able to move forward with 
emunah in every instance, because he understands that 
he doesn’t understand. Sefer Bereishit is ma’aseh avot 
siman babanim, because these lessons are in our genes, 
from our avot and imahot.

God appears to Avraham and launches Jewish 
history with the commandment: Lech lecha 
mei’artzecha…, “Go for yourself from your land, 

from your birthplace and from the home of your father 
to the land that I will show you.”

Avraham responds by journeying to the land of Canaan; 
and the story of our nation begins.

Questions
God did not specify the destination of Avraham’s journey. 
The text, however, indicates that Avraham left his home “to 
go to the land of Canaan.”

How did Avraham know where to go?

Approaches

A. Some authorities, including the Ohr Hachaim, suggest 
that the question is simply not pertinent. From the outset, 
God increases Avraham’s challenge by deliberately omitting 
the journey’s intended destination. Once the patriarch 
responds and begins to travel to the unknown, however, “it is 
self-understood” that God then informs him that his ultimate 
objective is to be Canaan.
B. Other commentaries, such as the Sforno, claim that the 
land of Canaan was the natural choice for Avraham to make, 
on his own, in response to God’s instructions. Canaan was 
“well known to them (the people of Avraham’s time) as a 
land prepared for contemplation and the worship of God.” 

Finished and Unfinished Journeys
Rabbi Shmuel Goldin
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The Sforno goes on to say, however, that although Avraham 
left for Canaan on his own, he did not stop traveling until 
God appeared to him in the city of Elon Moreh (also 
identified as Shechem). That appearance fulfilled God’s 
promise: “The land that I will show you.”
C.The most intriguing of all possibilities, however, is actually 
suggested by the Torah text itself.

At the end of Parshat Noach, Avraham’s father, Terach, 
embarks upon a mysterious journey with his entire family. 
Without indicating why, the Torah simply states, “And they 
[Terach’s family, including Avraham and his family] left from 
Ur Casdim to travel to the land of Canaan.”

This journey was aborted, however, short of its 
destination, as the Torah indicates: “And they came to 
Charan and they settled there…. And Terach died in 
Charan.”

What was the catalyst for Terach’s journey towards 
Canaan and what was the purpose of the expedition? Why 
did it end in Charan?

The answers are shrouded in the mists of history. The 
Torah gives no indication as to why Terach begins this 
journey. Nor does the text tell us why the journey ended 
prematurely.

Perhaps the very fact of Terach’s travels is proof of the 
Sforno’s suggestion that the land of Canaan was well known 
for its holiness. Perhaps, as well, the Torah is suggesting 
that Terach, a man identified within Midrashic literature 
as a purveyor of idolatry, might have been searching for 
a greater truth. Could it be that Avraham’s father was not 
irredeemable, but actually showed a spark of the spirit that 
would eventually burn full force in his son’s heart?

We will never know for sure.
What we do know is that Avraham’s journey emerges from 

the text as a continuation of his father’s original quest. The 
difference between father and son, from this perspective, lies 
in their ability and in their willingness to stay the course, to 
complete the journey.

Terach may well have begun with high hopes, but 
his journey is tragically and prematurely aborted; he is 
sidetracked by whatever attracts him in Charan. There Terach 
remains, only to disappear into the mists of history. Avraham 
picks up where Terach leaves off, completes his father’s 
journey and changes history forever.
D. The Torah’s message is clear. Success in life depends not 
only on originality and inventiveness but also upon the 
often overlooked qualities of persistence and constancy. 

What separates Avraham from Terach, on one level, is that 
Avraham finishes the journey while Terach does not. How 
many individuals across the face of history have made a real 
difference simply because they have been willing and able to 
finish the task?

Points to Ponder
The Torah chooses to teach us the important lesson of 
“staying the course” within the context of Avraham’s journey 
to the land of Israel. This confluence of themes is hardly 
coincidental; the message created could not be more 
pertinent to our times.

Today’s diaspora Jewish community exists at a time when 
return to the land of Israel is possible. And yet, for a variety 
of reasons, some more compelling than others, our personal 
journeys to our homeland have been voluntary aborted. Like 
Terach we have decided to remain in Charan at a time when 
other choices exist.

At the very least, our decisions should create a 
fundamental tension that courses through our lives. There 
should be an ever-present dissonance created by the fact that 
we have decided to remain on the periphery of our nation’s 
history, while others, in its center, fight our battles for us.

Living with dissonance is not easy, and that might explain 
why one can currently observe, even within the affiliated 
Jewish community, a growing apathy to the miracle that is 
the State of Israel. We care about Israelis; we are concerned 
for their safety; but in our eyes the State of Israel has, to a 
great extent, lost its luster. Israel’s existence no longer moves 
us as it once did.

This growing apathy is reflected in the ambivalence of 
the “Yeshiva world” towards the state, in the declining spirit 
of the organized Religious Zionist community in America, 
and in our growing tendency to make our support of the 
State of Israel conditional upon its adherence to our political 
positions.

Perhaps we feel that if we can dismiss the importance 
of the State of Israel, we can’t be so wrong for living in the 
diaspora. If Israel isn’t a miracle, then we are not blind for 
ignoring her.

Time is precious, and we cannot afford the luxury of 
avoidance. Tension can be productive if it moves us towards 
positive action.

Perhaps some of us will find the dissonance of diaspora 
existence today so great that we will resolve it the only real 
way possible – by making Aliyah; or, at least, by encouraging 
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The Value of Haritzut
Rabbi Dr. David Horwitz

Genesis 12:10-13 reads:
There was a famine in the land, and Abram went 

down to Egypt to sojourn there, for the famine was 
severe in the land. As he was about to enter Egypt, he said to his 
wife Sarai, “I am well aware that you are a beautiful woman. 
When the Egyptians see you they will say, ‘She is his wife,’ and 
they will kill me, but let you live. Say then that you are my sister, 
that it may go well with me because of you, and that I may 
remain alive thanks to you.” 

Medieval Jewish commentators debated whether 
Abram did the right thing by leaving the land that God had 
promised to him. Ramban, for example, wrote:

Know that Abraham our father unintentionally committed 
a great sin by bringing his righteous wife to a stumbling block of 
sin on account of his fear for his life. He should have trusted that 
God would save him and his wife and all his belongings, for God 
surely has the power to help and to save. His leaving the Land, 
concerning which he had been commanded from the beginning, 
on account of the famine, was also a sin he committed, for in 
famine God would redeem him from death. It was because of this 
deed that the exile in the land of Egypt at the hand of Pharaoh 
was decreed for his children.1 

Rabbi Levi ben Gershom (1288-1344), known in 
Western literature as Gersonides and in traditional Jewish 
by his acronym Ralbag, saw the matter differently. In fact, 
not only is Ralbag’s view of Abram’s actions diametrically 
opposed to that of Ramban, it is also conceptually distinct 
from that of precursors such as Radaq who maintained a 
positive opinion of Abraham’s descent into Egypt.2 In his 
commentary to Tanach, Ralbag composed as series of “useful 
lessons” (to’alot) to each section that he commented on. In 
his commentary to the Torah, he divided his lessons into 
those that pertain to commandments (mitzvoth), doctrinal 

opinions (de’ot) and ethics (middot). Ralbag devoted several 
ethical lessons to the benefits one receives from studying the 
particular parashah of Abraham’s descent into Egypt and its 
aftermath. His first useful ethical lesson on this matter reads 
as follows:

A man should obtain food and similar necessities needed for 
bodily preservation with haritzut. God had already promised 
Abram success with respect to the acquisition of possessions. 
Nonetheless, Abram aroused himself because of the famine that 
existed in the land of Canaan to go to the land of Egypt, and did 
not desist from going there because God, may He be exalted, had 
(previously) commanded him to dwell in the land of Canaan. 

For the commandments of God, may He be exalted, are to 
bestow good upon man, not that he would die because of them. 
And because of this Abram knew the will of God, may He be 
exalted, was that he should turn away from there (Canaan) for 
the pursuit of food. 

Moreover, the intention of Abram’s journey to the land of 
Canaan was in order that he should be more prepared to receive 
the Divine overflow that would cling to him, and this would not 
be conceivable in a state of famine and lack of food. And for this 
reason it was the greater good that he (Abram) should leave that 
place (Canaan) to the place where food would be found-until the 
famine should cease.3 

Ralbag’s next useful ethical lesson deals with the fact that 
Abram placed his wife in danger of violation by Pharaoh. 
Abram, in order to save his life, did not mention that Sarah 
was his wife but presented her as his sister. Ralbag writes:

A man must plan ahead4 with haritzut regarding future 
matters. If one first discerns what (future unfortunate event) 
might happen and then settles upon a plan (to avoid it), as 
a result he will escape potential misfortune. But if one does 
not first look ahead, the haste5 that will characterize his plans 

our children to do so. Short of this dramatic step, however, 
other opportunities exist as we strive to play a role, however 
small, in the central Jewish drama of our time.

Political action, missions to Israel, making certain that 
the State of Israel remains a featured element of day school 
curricula and other steps must be taken to ensure that we do 
not sink into the elusive comfort that can be gained through 
avoidance. We must remember and our children must learn 

that we live in a time when the dreams of thousands of years 
are being realized.

Not all of us have the strength or the ability to be an 
Avraham, but, at least, we must avoid being a Terach. We 
cannot afford to be comfortable in the diaspora.

By recognizing that the journey is not yet over and that 
we are not yet home, we will play a role in ensuring that our 
people finish the journey.
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will make it impossible for him to obtain good results. Plans 
will not be successful if one does not patiently look ahead 
(at what might happen). Abram the perfect (shalem), before 
he entered Egypt, endeavored to plan ahead because of the 
possibility that he might suffer misfortune due to his wife’s 
beauty.6 

Ralbag gave the rabbinic dictum that one may tell a lie 
in order to preserve peace his own twist. This ethical lesson 
fortifies Ralbag’s understanding of the lesson that is learnt 
from the narrative of Joseph’s brothers. They told an untruth 
to their brother concerning their deceased father Jacob, in 
order to preserve family peace.

It is appropriate for a man to endeavor to achieve peace 
as far as possible. Its benefits are wonderful for both family 
and society. Hence, it is inappropriate for a man to care if 
peace is achieved by a somewhat repugnant action such 
as lying. It is inappropriate that the desire to stay far away 
from lies be able to thwart the noble goal of peace. Joseph’s 
brothers told an untrue story concerning their father’s wishes 
in order to achieve peace between Joseph and themselves. 
For this reason our Rabbis, of blessed memory, stated that 
it is permitted to tell an untruth for the purpose of peace 
(Yebamot 65b). In another place they stated that it is a 
meritorious act (mitzvah) to tell an untruth for the purpose 
of peace (ibid.).7 

Moreover, according to Ralbag, peace is a wonderful 
virtue because it allows men to develop and actualize their 
intellects. Joseph’s brothers were acting as prudently as their 
great-grandfather Abraham did. 

The various passages concerning Abraham and Joseph that 

we have just cited underscore the theme that one must act 
with haritzut to obtain the proper conditions necessary for 
the possibility of personal intellectual attainments. In these 
passages, Ralbag does not mention the tension that can arise 
between social/political benefits and individual benefits 
that flow from the exercise of haritzut. What happens in 
a scenario where one’s personals goals conflict with those 
of society as a whole, or of other specific individuals? Are 
virtuous biblical figures cast in the mold of men whose 
actions are exclusively motivated by the desire to preserve 
the self and philosophize? How does the Gersonidean view 
of societal ethics reflect itself in his biblical commentaries? 
These issues lie beyond the scope of the discussion here. 
What can be asserted, however, is that Ralbag sees assertive 
human efforts in a positive vein. Reversing a popular 
medieval epigram that asserted the futility of human efforts, 
one can say that according to Ralbag, ha-haritzur emet. In 
other words, diligence, human effort, zeal is indeed true, that 
is, worthwhile and praiseworthy in the eyes of God.

[1] Ramban (Nachmanides): Commentary on the Torah: Genesis, 
ed. Charles Chavel (New York, 1971), pp. 173-74.

[2] See our section, “Miracles versus Haritzut” below.
[3] Commentary on the Torah, Genesis, useful lesson #1 following 

Gen. 13:18 (a comment regarding Gen. 12:10), Braner ed., p. 202.
[4] Hebrew, laqahat ‘etzah (literally, to take advice). Ralbag does not 

imply here that Abram consulted any other person, even Sarai, before 
deciding what to do. He simply told Sarai of his plan. 

[5] See our section, “Impetuousness as a Threat to Self-Interest: the 
Case of Reuben,” below.

[6] Commentary on the Torah, Genesis, useful lesson #2 following 
Gen. 13:18 (corresponding to Genesis 12:10-13), Braner ed., pp. 202-03.

[7] Commentary on the Torah, Genesis, useful lesson #13 following 
Gen. 50:26, Braner ed., p. 564.

Malki-Tzedek’s Mysterious Appearance
Rabbi Avraham Gordimer 

Upon the successful conclusion of the war of 
the kings, we read, “And the king of S’dom 
went out toward him (Avrohom Avinu) after 

he returned from smiting K’darla’omer and the kings 
that were aligned with him, to Emek Shaveh, which is 
the valley of the king. And Malki-Tzedek, the king of 
Shalem, brought forth bread and wine; he was a kohen 
to the Exalted God. And he (Malki-Tzedek) blessed him 
(Avrohom) and said, ‘Blessed is Avram to the Exalted 
God, Master of Heaven and Earth (“Kel Elyon, Koheh 
Shamayim Va’Aretz”). And blessed is the Exalted God, 

Who delivered your enemies into your hands.’ And 
he (Avrohom) gave him (Malki-Tzedek) one tenth of 
everything. And the king of S’dom said to Avram, ‘Give 
me the people and take for yourself the property.’ And 
Avram replied to the king of S’dom, ‘I have raised my 
hand (in oath) to Hashem, the Exalted God, Master of 
Heaven and Earth: I will not accept anything, from a 
thread to a shoestrap, so that you cannot declare that you 
have made me wealthy.’”

Many questions can be asked about the above passage: 
Why do Malki-Tzedek’s appearance and declaration seem 
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to interrupt the approach of the king of S’dom and his 
statement to Avrohom? Just as we are about to read what 
the king of S’dom says to Avrohom, Malki-Tzedek comes on 
the scene with bread and wine and utters berachos, and after 
Malki-Tzedek finishes his words, the Torah reverts back to 
the king of S’dom, who then converses with Avrohom as if 
Malki-Tzedek had not been present. The textual flow of the 
king of S’dom coming forth to make an offer to Avrohom is 
puzzlingly interrupted by the episode with Malki-Tzedek, 
with the king of S’dom apparently not noticing that Malki-
Tzedek’s appearance and berachos preempted his intended 
conversation with Avrohom. Why is the narrative presented 
in such a manner?

Furthermore, Avrohom’s reference to Hashem totally 
mimics that of Malki-Tzedek. They both refer to Hashem as 
“the Exalted God, Master of Heaven and Earth (‘Kel Elyon, 
Koheh Shamayim Va’Aretz’)”. This is very unusual. Why do 
Avrohom and Malki-Tzedek use the same exact phraseology? 

Also, on what basis did Avrohom refuse the property 
offer of the king of S’dom? Avrohom would accept gifts from 
Pharaoh (Rashi on Bereshis 12:13), who was surely not a 
righteous person, so why would Avrohom not accept gifts 
from the king of S’dom? 

The wickedness of S’dom was attested to prior to the war 
of the kings. Upon Lot’s move to S’dom, the Torah notes, 
“And the people of S’dom were extremely evil and sinful 
toward Hashem” (ibid. 13:13), whereupon Rashi invokes 
the interpretation of the Gemara (Sanhedrin 109a) that the 
populace of S’dom recognized Hashem and intentionally 
rebelled against Him.

Despite the wickedness which the king of S’dom 
represented, he experienced a most miraculous salvation 
during the war of the kings. The Torah relates (ibid. 14:10) 
that the kings of S’dom and Amora fell into a tar pit while 
fleeing from the assault of the enemy kings, and Rashi points 
out (from Bereshis Rabbah 42:7) that the king of S’dom 
escaped alive, which was a striking miracle akin to Avrohom 
Avinu’s salvation from Nimrod’s furnace, such that people 
who previously did not believe that Avrohom experienced 
such a miracle now believed in it wholeheartedly upon 
witnessing the king of S’dom similarly experiencing a clearly 
miraculous salvation.

This is where the unusual flow of events and 
communications involving Malki-Tzedek comes in. 
Avrohom Avinu and Malki-Tzedek were well aware of the 
evil reputation of S’dom. One can suggest that Avrohom and 

Malki-Tzedek (perhaps each independently) had a scheme 
to turn things around in S’dom by impacting on S’dom’s 
king and influencing him positively (similar to Avrohom’s 
efforts to save S’dom and Amora by davening that these cities 
be spared, as we read in Parshas Vayera). Just as the king of 
S’dom begins his approach toward Avrohom Avinu to cut 
a deal with him upon the victory, Malki-Tzedek emerges 
with bread and wine (symbolic of korbonos - Rashi on 
14:18, from Bereshis Rabah). Malki-Tzedek is identified by 
Chazal as Shem, son of Noach (see Rashi ibid.), and he was 
thus obviously among the most venerated rulers of Canaan 
in that era. By coming forth in the presence of the king of 
S’dom with sacrifices and words of praise and thanksgiving 
to God for the miraculous salvation He wrought during the 
war, the super-respected Malki-Tzedek was attempting to 
influence the king of S’dom to likewise praise Hashem and 
change his ways. Malki-Tzedek specifically refers to Hashem 
as “the Exalted God, Master of Heaven and Earth” to impress 
upon the king of S’dom that Hashem was the Force behind 
the amazing victory and rescue that were just experienced. 
Malki-Tzedek attempted to provide an example that he 
hoped the king of S’dom would emulate.

The king of S’dom should have taken Malki-Tzedek’s lead 
and likewise commenced his communication with praise 
and thanks to Hashem for miraculously saving him from 
death in the tar pit and for rescuing his citizenry. This would 
have been the king’s grand opportunity to turn the fate of 
S’dom around, just as the king of Ninveh led his people to 
teshuva when Yonah declared that they had to repent or face 
punishment from God. 

Rather than do what was logically compelling, and totally 
neglectful of the example provided by the elder and most 
revered Malki-Tzedek, the king of S’dom omits any mention 
of Hashem and merely offers to cut a deal with Avrohom. 

Struck by the king’s defiance and failure to thank 
Hashem for having just miraculously saved him and his 
people, Avrohom Avinu turns down Malki-Tzedek’s offer by 
invoking an oath in the name of “the Exalted God, Master 
of Heaven and Earth”, thereby reprimanding the king of 
S’dom for not having learned his lesson and not having been 
impacted by the supernatural occurrences of which he was 
the prime beneficiary. Avrohom’s refusal to take anything 
from the king was not precipitated by Avrohom’s desire 
not to accept anything from others - for he would accept 
gifts from Pharaoh - but was rather a reproof to the king of 
S’dom for his refusal to attribute the salvation to Hashem. 
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This week we read about Avraham’s entry onto the 
historical stage and his covenant with Hashem. 
In addition to promises of great success and 

growth, Avraham is also told that there will be periods 
of persecution and exile for him and his descendants 
(Bereishis 15:4-16). 

Considering this unexpected reference to future exile – 
in a covenant we expect to hear of destined greatness, not 
punishment – the Talmud (Nedarim 32a) asks a provocative 
question: Why was Avraham punished and why were his 
children persecuted in Egypt for so many years? Among the 
suggestions offered by the Talmud, two are based on verses 
in our parshah. 

The first answer finds fault with something that Avraham 
did. When Avraham hears that Lot has been taken captive, 
“va’yarek es chanichav,” he arms his disciples and gathers 
his forces together for a rescue mission (14:14).  Rashi 
explains that the word “chanichav” refers to those students 
“she’chancho be’mitzvos,” that Avraham had educated in 
Torah and mitzvos. According the first suggestion in the 
Talmud, Avraham’s mistake was that he inappropriately took 
talmidei chachamim, righteous scholars, into battle. 

The second answer finds fault with something that 
Avraham said. After the rescue of Lot and the War of the 
Kings, Hashem attempts to reassure Avraham about his 
future, both with regards to having children and to inheriting 
the Land of Israel. Avraham, apparently still unsure, 
shockingly responds by asking, “ba’mah edah ki iy’rashenah,” 
how do I know – how can I be sure – that I will really inherit 

the land (15:8)? According to the second suggestion it was 
this statement, aggressively doubting Hashem’s promise, 
which was the source of the punishment. 

Perhaps there is a deeper connection between these two 
seemingly unrelated pesukim which can help us not only 
understand Avraham’s actions and statements, but also 
provide a valuable lesson for our own lives. 

Rav Elimelech of Grodzhisk maintains that we must 
understand Avraham’s question of “ba’mah edah ki 
iy’rashenah” on a deeper level because it is impossible to 
believe that Avraham didn’t take God at His word. After all, 
just two pesukim earlier Avraham is described as “ve’he’emin 
be’Hashem,” having total trust in God (15:6). Therefore 
R. Elimelech suggests that the word “iy’rashenah” be 
understood not as inherit, but rather as transmit or bequeath 
(from the word “morashah”). Thus understood, Avraham was 
actually questioning not how he would know that Hashem 
would give him the land, but how could he be sure that he 
would be successful at transmitting his values to his children. 
Avraham was wondering, “How can I guarantee that I will 
be morish, bequeath, my beliefs to my children? How can I 
make sure that they too will believe and remain connected?”  

This question is actually the question that Jewish 
parents have asked themselves – and continue to ask – for 
generations. We all want what the same thing that Avraham 
wanted. We don’t just want to have children but we want 
them to follow in our ways and share in our values. With all 
of the challenges confronting our children we too want a 
guarantee and we also ask, “ba’mah eidah?”  

The Essence of Education
Rabbi Dovid Gottlieb

Avrohom turned down the king’s offer in order to prevent 
the king’s likely future attribution of Avrohom’s wealth to his 
(the king’s) own doing, just as the king refused to attribute 
his own salvation from death and captivity to Hashem and 
apparently attributed these miracles to human or natural 
factors. By declining the king of S’dom’s offer and negating 
the king’s ability to attribute Avrohom Avinu’s wealth to 
himself (the king), and doing so in the Name of “the Exalted 
God, Master of Heaven and Earth”, Avrohom was rebuffing 
and rebuking the king of S’dom for his stubborn refusal to 
recognize the Hand of Hashem.

Our initial questions (the sequence of events in the 
narrative of Malki-Tzedek and the king of S’dom, Avrohom’s 
phraseology, and his refusal to accept anything from the 
king) are hopefully answered by the above interpretation.

Life is full of miracles, and Hashem’s Hand is detectable 
in every organism and throughout Creation. Let us adhere 
to the message of Avrohom Avinu and recognize the Exalted 
God’s mastery over Heaven and Earth.
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It’s telling, therefore, that Hashem doesn’t respond to 
Avraham with any direct assurances. Hashem initiates the 
Beris Bein Ha-Besarim, the covenantal relationship that He 
has with Avraham, but he offers to guarantees. 

Nevertheless, while there is no “sure thing,” there is an 
important lesson that we can learn from Rashi’s description 
of the students that Avraham drafted to fight with him.  

In explaining the etymology of the word “chanichav,” 
Rashi says that it comes from the same root as the word 
“chinuch,” education, which is defined as “haschalas kenisas 
ha-adam le’umnus she’hu asid la’amod bah,” the entrance of a 
person into his or her future profession.  

Rav Meir Shapiro (Imrei Da’as) points that Rashi is 
revealing the essential goal of educating our children. 

Chinuch must be future oriented. As the famous verse in 
Mishlei (22:6) states, we educate each child according to his 
or her way so that, “gam ki yazkin lo yasur mi’menah,” when 
the child matures and is independent, he or she will embrace, 
what has been taught. The goal isn’t the present, but the 
future 

There is a saying that, “a mother holds her children’s hands 
for a while – their hearts forever.” That’s exactly correct. 
We won’t always be there to make sure our children do the 
right thing – there are no guarantees – but we can educate 
them to make the right decisions on their own. We can’t and 
shouldn’t hold their hands forever. But if we a future oriented 
now, then even when we can’t hold their hands, we – and our 
values – will remain in their hearts. 

This week’s Torah portion contains two covenants 
between God and Abraham. The first covenant, 
known as brit bein ha-betarim (the covenant of 

“between the parts”) entails a peculiar ceremony, in which 
Abraham takes several animals and birds, splits some of their 
carcasses, and then falls into a deep sleep. As the content of 
this covenant, God informs Abraham that his progeny will 
be enslaved in a foreign land, from which they will ultimately 
leave for the Promised Land.

Surprisingly, however, God initiates a new covenant 
just two chapters later, in which He instructs Abraham to 
circumcise himself and his entire household. This latter 
covenant once again promises that Abraham’s descendants 
will inherit the Promised Land, seemingly repeating what 
God has already stated in the earlier covenant. What then 
does this covenant add?

The first covenant presented an ambitious divine plan 
for the long term; God looks 400 years forward and sees 
a nation rising from subjugation to conquer its own land. 
However, this covenant offers no tangible behavior through 
which Abraham can transmit these future goals to his 
children. Splitting the carcasses was a one-time act, which 
Abraham’s children will never reenact. 

Hence, the covenant of circumcision remedies the greatest 
deficiency of the earlier covenant. Through the physical act 
of circumcision, each future generation inducts its children 

into the covenant of Abraham. Indeed, God’s formulation 
of the covenant of circumcision seems better suited to 
transmission to immediate future generations. Rather than 
fast-forwarding to the future enslavement or the subsequent 
conquest of Canaan, God provides Abraham with concrete 
information regarding the child who will uphold the 
covenant (Sarah’s son, Isaac, and not Ishmael). He also refers 
to the Promised Land as “the land where you are a stranger” 
(eretz megurecha), highlighting the fact that this covenant is 
in effect even now, when Abraham’s clan does not rule over 
it.

Interestingly, when Isaac passes “the blessing of Abraham” 
to Jacob (Gen. 28:4), and when Jacob reminds Joseph 
and his sons of their covenant with God (Gen. 48:4), 
both patriarchs cite verses from Abraham’s covenant of 
circumcision. Apparently, they understood that this covenant 
- and not the covenant of “between the parts” - best transmits 
their clan’s spiritual legacy from one generation to the next.

These two covenants thus represent complementary 
elements of our spiritual experience. Like Abraham at 
the covenant of “between the parts,” we must always stay 
cognizant of our long-term aspirations and goals. At the same 
time, we cannot allow these aspirations to remain so distant 
that they become meaningless. The covenant of circumcision 
reminds us that we need concrete actions to keep our dreams 
alive.

Two Covenants between Avraham and G-d
Rabbi Ezra Frazer 


