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& Abraham the Teacher

God’s Disillusionment

We cannot understand Abraham’s educational mission
unless we understand what preceded him: the sudden

descent of creation from great heights into an abyss of corrup-

tion, evil, and sordidness.

What method did God employ to bring about a catharsis of
the world, to purify it and purge it of evil? He punished all liv-
ing creatures by exterminating them in the deluge. Living crea-
tures serve man; if man is gone, there is no need for them. Noah
then was charged with the same apostolic mission as was
Abraham. The building of the ark is symbolic of the call issued
to Noah, the summons to build and create a new society. Yet
those who survived and came after this natural cataclysm did
not improve; man was not redeemed. He remained as wicked as
antediluvian man. Punishment, however severe, did not achieve
the proper effect. Man still led a brute existence, and his inten-
tions remained wicked. The idea of catharsis was not realized
through the flood. It did not redeem man from sin and evil. God
therefore decided that ruthless punishment would no longer be
employed to purge creation of evil.

The Educational Gesture

What is the alternative to instantaneous, redemptive catharsis
on the part of a wrathful, jealous God? The answer, I believe, is
to be found in the idea of the parent-teacher—in Abraham, the

»

“father of many nations” (Gen. 17:5). In Judaism, “parent
means “educator,” just as “disciples are called children” (Sifri,
Deut. 34). Man may progress and grow if he is treated like a
child whose talents, aptitudes, and moral qualities are gradual-
ly developed and sensitized by education. The Torah ruled out
the possibility of a miraculous spiritual ascent by man through
transcendental intervention and resigned itself to piecemeal
elevation of the homo sapiens. An immanent process of educa-
tion inspired by the parent-teacher is the way catharsis may be
attained.




God, after the deluge, forsakes the idea of spontaneously
and instantly redeeming man. He supplants spontaneity with a
deliberate, well-planned, gradual educational gesture. This ges-
ture is bound to succeed, for everyone can ascend the Mount of
the Lord. It is only a question of speed and tempo. Man cannot
be changed overnight; he must slowly learn to live in peace and
justice with his fellow man. For this he needs a guide.

Abraham was the first human with whom God formed a
partnership. God prepared the blueprint for redemption; man
was the engineer who put it into effect by actualizing his poten-
tial, drawing out of himself whatever was hidden in the recess-
es of his personality. This redemptive act is not spontaneous but
piecemeal. It may take millennia to complete. Yet man should
always behold the rainbow in the dark cloud, the great divine
light in the darkness of the existential night of human fall and
corruption.

The covenantal teacher is given the superhuman task of
joining God in the noblest of works, the perfection of man.
Abraham is cognizant of what the task involves: a summons to
a life which, on the one hand, is lonely and strange, inner-
directed, removed from society and normal camaraderie, com-
mitted fully to the God-experience—an all-consuming, all-
absorbing love that requires withdrawal from everything else;
but which, on the other hand, is also dedicated to the creation
of a new society, to one’s fellow man with whom one desires to
form a covenantal community including the I, you, and He.




