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From Covenant to Covenant:

A Test Case for Covenant and Jewish

Individualism

Tzvi Aryeh Benoff

1. "2'0 NI NIAX N2 — “Brit Avot and Brit Sinai” (Rabbi Yehuda Goldberg)

The foundations of Brit Sinai are laws; The

foundations of Brit Avot are values. Brit Sinai takes the

form of a contract: the expectations and conditions are
set for each of the parties, as well as the punishment
for each party in the event of a breach of contract. In
fact, this alliance is very reminiscent of the covenants
between humans in Genesis, which present classic
contractual agreements. Both sides recognize a

common interest, though everyone can come from a
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different direction. They do not have to adopt a
common vision, and they can remain neutral and even

hostile to each other... The contract sets a bottom line,

not a top one - which is precisely why the conditions

and sanctions on each side are so rigidly stated.
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Brit Avot, on the other hand, presents what we would

call "covenant" in the literal sense. A covenant points

not only to an agreement, but to a kind of union

between the parties. An alliance revolves around a

shared vision, a common goal that inspires both of

them. Although an alliance imposes obligations on

each party, these obligations naturally derive from the

fundamental principles that both parties adopt

together, rather than the formal conditions specified

by the parties to the agreement. While a contract sets

conditions, an alliance sets expectations.
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Of course, covenants and alliances complement each
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other. Two parties united for a common purpose may
choose to strengthen their partnership through explicit
wording of contractual terms, which will provide depth
and structure to their relationship, and also increase

their involvement in it. A classic example in American

history is the complementary role of the Declaration

of Independence and the Constitution. The Declaration

of Independence, as its name implies, outlines the key
principles that forced the original colonies to disengage
from the British Crown and around which they united
to form a new entity. The Constitution, on the other

hand, gives solid state laws that govern the state, even
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if from time to time the Declaration of Independence

does not always apply equally.
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2. 2 ninvy — Exodus 2

23Now it came to pass in those many days that the king
of Egypt died, and the children of Israel sighed from the
labor, and they cried out, and their cry ascended to God

from the labor.

24God heard their cry, and God remembered His

covenant with Abraham, with Isaac, and with Jacob.

25And God saw the children of Israel, and God knew.

3. A ninw — Exodus 3

1Moses was pasturing the flocks of Jethro, his father in
law, the chief of Midian, and he led the flocks after the
free pastureland, and he came to the mountain of God,

to Horeb.

2An angel of the Lord appeared to him in a flame of fire
from within the thorn bush, and behold, the thorn bush
was burning with fire, but the thorn bush was not being

consumed.

T20 ) DD DA D1 I
WP NTARTIA SRIVII NN DIEN
TR DIIRDOR DOVIY SYm

"DI9R 991 DNPRITIN DAYR YRYNITY
:APYIRY POYIR DNIARTIN INMang

:DINYR YT HRIY? AR DINYR RN

102 0N NI IREIR AP M) NYmMR
O R 7270 INRIREDR 3N 1PN
1270 DOYRND D

TIPN WYRN222 V2R MY 7RYD RN
3901 YR 1p2°NI90 M R MED
DR NPR

From People to Nation: The Halacha, Hashkafa, and History of Being Jewish 3


https://www.chabad.org/library/bible_cdo/aid/9863/jewish/Chapter-2.htm#v23
https://www.chabad.org/library/bible_cdo/aid/9863/jewish/Chapter-2.htm#v23
https://www.chabad.org/library/bible_cdo/aid/9863/jewish/Chapter-2.htm#v24
https://www.chabad.org/library/bible_cdo/aid/9863/jewish/Chapter-2.htm#v24
https://www.chabad.org/library/bible_cdo/aid/9863/jewish/Chapter-2.htm#v25
https://www.chabad.org/library/bible_cdo/aid/9863/jewish/Chapter-2.htm#v25
https://www.chabad.org/library/bible_cdo/aid/9864/jewish/Chapter-3.htm#v1
https://www.chabad.org/library/bible_cdo/aid/9864/jewish/Chapter-3.htm#v1
https://www.chabad.org/library/bible_cdo/aid/9864/jewish/Chapter-3.htm#v2
https://www.chabad.org/library/bible_cdo/aid/9864/jewish/Chapter-3.htm#v2
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4The Lord saw that he had turned to see, and God called VYR RPN NIRY? 9D 22 M RNT
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Moses!" And he said, "Here | am!"

5And He said, "Do not draw near here. Take your shoes 172371 YY" PoYI5W 070 1pRHR IMRND
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off your feet, because the place upon which you stand is

holy soil."

6And He said, "l am the God of your father, the God of 77X DDIIR PO TIR TR 721X IR
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Abraham, the God of Isaac, and the God of Jacob." And
Moses hid his face because he was afraid to look toward

God.

7And the Lord said, "l have surely seen the affliction of YR 2B YNR WPRT NRY AN 1R
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My people who are in Egypt, and | have heard their cry _

because of their slave drivers, for | know their pains.

8l have descended to rescue them from the hand[s] of 0 N5Yn? ogn TN 1H1R0Y TIRN
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the Egyptians and to bring them up from that land, to a
good and spacious land, to a land flowing with milk and
honey, to the place of the Canaanites, the Hittites, the

Amorites, the Perizzites, the Hivvites, and the Jebusites.

9And now, behold, the cry of the children of Israel has D31 228 NR3 YRI1Y™)3 NPYY NI NHPIO
:DNR DY¥NY DMINN UK YRYINR IR

come to Me, and | have also seen the oppression that

the Egyptians are oppressing them.
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take My people, the children of Israel, out of Egypt." TOII0R PRIPTIT VPP
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11But Moses said to God, "Who am | that | should go to 128 72 7218 "0 DTYRIOR YN INRIN?
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Pharaoh, and that | should take the children of Israel out

of Egypt?"

12And He said, "For | will be with you, and this is the 218 72 NIRD TN Y NINRTI INRID
PTIVRH DA DY W¥IN PONYY

sign for you that it was | Who sent you. When you take .
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the people out of Egypt, you will worship God on this

mountain."

13And Moses said to God, "Behold | come to the OR R1 IR NN DTORDOR NYn IR
DAY VIR DN RN ORI 13
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children of Israel, and | say to them, 'The God of your
fathers has sent me to you,' and they say to me, 'What is

His name?' what shall | say to them?"

14God said to Moses, "Ehyeh asher ehyeh (I will be what ~ M20% TYR MR NYNHR DIIOR IMRNT
INPY DR DRIY? 7127 1I0RN N9 RN
‘DR

| will be)," and He said, "So shall you say to the children

of Israel, 'Ehyeh (I will be) has sent me to you."

15And God said further to Moses, "So shall you say to 2% SR 03 aynor ooy 7 hnrhno
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the children of Israel, 'The Lord God of your

forefathers, the God of Abraham, the God of Isaac, and

the God of Jacob, has sent me to you.' This is My nhame ~

forever, and this is how | should be mentioned in every

generation.

16Go and assemble the elders of Israel, and say to DR AR HRIY? AR Hoow) 210
MR HR NN BINARPHIRATHI
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them, 'The Lord God of your forefathers has appeared

to me, the God of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob, saying, "I |

have surely remembered you and what is being done

to you in Egypt.

4. | nin¥ — Exodus 6
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1And the Lord said to Moses, "Now you will see what |
will do to Pharaoh, for with a mighty hand he will send
them out, and with a mighty hand he will drive them

out of his land."

2God spoke to Moses, and He said to him, "l am the

Lord.

3l appeared to Abraham, to Isaac, and to Jacob with
[the name] Almighty God, but [with] My name YHWH, |

did not become known to them.

4And also, | established My covenant with them to

give them the land of Canaan, the land of their

sojournings in which they sojourned.

5And also, | heard the moans of the children of Israel,

whom the Egyptians are holding in bondage, and |

remembered My covenant.

6Therefore, say to the children of Israel, 'l am the Lord,
and | will take you out from under the burdens of the
Egyptians, and | will save you from their labor, and I will
redeem you with an outstretched arm and with great

judgments.
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There are two approaches to belief in G-d. There are
those who believe in G-d because of the tradition they
received from their ancestors, and others who believe
because of their own intellectual research. When a
person's belief is based on his ancestors' faith, it will
never be uprooted because it is not dependent on his
own logic. Even if questions are posed to him that he
cannot resolve, his faith remains unshaken because it is
not a product of his own thought. There is, however, an
inherent disadvantage to this approach, because his
observance will lack the fire and the initiative that
accompanies faith produced by one's own

understanding and knowledge.
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One who believes because of his own thought and research, by contrast, possesses such vitality

and energy. On the other hand, there is an inherent weakness to his faith because — since it is

based on logic and reason it can be dislodged through logic and reason.

As such, we must employ — and combine both approaches. Such synthesis is intimated by the

words "our L-rd” — belief established through our knowledge — "and L-rd of our Patriarchs” —

faith which rests on the bedrock of our ancestral legacy.

This is also alluded to by the continuation of the blessing which speaks of “the L-rd of Avraham,

the L-rd of Yitzchak, and the L-rd of Yaakov” (mentioning "the L-rd of” in connection with each

of the Patriarchs). Implied is that although Yitzchak and Yaakov received a legacy of faith from

Avraham, they did not content themselves with it, but instead developed their own personal

bond with G-d
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