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Travails of Faith: The Journey Begins

1. Bereishit 12:1-10
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1 The LORD said to Abram, “Go forth from your native land and from your father's house to the land that | will show you. 2 | will mahe
of you a great nation, And | will bless you; | will make your name great, And you shall be a blessing. 3 | will bless those who bless you
And curse him that curses you; And all the families of the earth Shall bless themselves by you.” 4 Abram went forth as the LORD had
commanded him, and Lot went with him. Abram was seventy-five years old when he left Haran. 5 Abram took his wife Sarai and his
brother’s son Lot, and all the wealth that they had amassed, and the persons that they had acquired in Haran; and they set out for the
land of Canaan. When they arrived in the land of Canaan, 6 Abram passed through the land as far as the site of Shechem, at the
terebinth of Moreh. The Canaanites were then in the land. 7 The LORD appeared to Abram and said, “I will assign this land to your
offspring.” And he built an altar there to the LORD who had appeared to him. 8 From there he moved on to the hill country east of
Bethel and pitched his tent, with Bethel on the west and Ai on the east; and he built there an altar to the LORD and invoked the LORD
by name. 9 Then Abram journeyed by stages toward the Negeb.

2. Midrash Bereishit Rabbah 39:1
The Lord said to Abram: Leave your land, your birthplace and your father’s house... To what may this be compared? To a man who was
traveling from place to place when he saw a palace in flames. He wondered, “Is it possible that the palace lacks an owner?” The owner
of the palace looked out and said, “I am the owner of the palace.” So Abraham our father said, “Is it possible that the world lacks a
ruler?” The Holy One, blessed be He, looked out and said to him, “I am the ruler, the Sovereign of the universe.”

3. A Letter in the Scroll (R. Jonathan Sacks, UK, 21st c.), p. 56

Abraham sees a palace. The world has order, and thercfore What haunts us about the mudrash is not just Abraham'’s
it has a creator, But the palace is in flames. The world is full question but God's reply. He gives an answer that is no an-
of disorder, of evil, violence and injustice. Now, no one swer. He says, in effect, “1 am here,” without explaining the
builds a building and then deserts it. If there is a fire, there flames. He does not actempt to put out the fire. It is asif, in-
must be someone to put it out. The building must have an stead, He were calling for help. God made the building.

Man sct it on fire, and only man can put out the flames.
Abraham asks God, *Where are you?” God replies, “1 am
here, where are you?™ Man asks God, “Why did You aban-
don the world!” God asks man, “Why did you abandon
Me?" So begins a dialogue between earth and heaven that
has no counterpart in any other faith, and which has not
tc?‘tdl for four thousand vears. In these questions, which

owner. If so, where is he? That is the question, and it gives
Abraham no peace.

4. Sefat Emet (R. Yehuda Aryeh Leib Alter, Poland, 19th c.), Lekh Lekha [1872
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5. Mei HaShiloach (R. Yosef Leiner, Poland, 18th c.), Lekh Lekha
122N X7 TNV DTN 72 AWK 1220 NNKRL17W DUYNN WY IR WONYT71 wiza? n"YRK 7'NNn TWURD
nyy? nvn "7 79" Mwn 17 R ... 0"mR DTN 0w DIKpERY
N'YU-T'w 97 (27'7 2aTIN') XAgn NYT .6
TN'N DX ,TNM 12 N2'707 NN NINELRITAT NIKAPNA X2 72V190 INR 7' 9 11D
: ,NTPYN NYI9 oI ...29nawnna TTa -- 7' :wao 2"yan .(n"wn)T TTan DX
/ NXN1 ...0QT YT X7,y 1270w DIN 17'9K81,IN2WNNa TTIA 1710 0D DNNAX
AN anpEn 7R (M¥IRN') PInNn nL2aun ma 7avn v T 9 ndny nDMnnw
7' [XONY ,0NATH N A7 L(Yax naanl') "N angn R i, (nT72mnt’)
SnImTaa nirni vivna NiFfn? DNNAaX Yyam
7. Ramban (R. Moshe b. Nachman, Spain, 12th c.), Bereishit 12:6
I will tell you a general principle - understand it in all of the coming sections about Avraham, Yitschak and Yaacov, and it is a great
matter. Our rabbis mentioned it in a brief way, and said (Midrash Tanchuma 9), “Everything that occurred to our forefathers is a sign
for the children.” And therefore the verses will write at length in recounting the journeys and the digging of the wells and the other
events. And one who thinks about them can think as if they were superfluous things with no purpose. But all of the events come to
teach about the future, for when an event occurs to a prophet, [meaning] of the three forefathers, he will contemplate from it the
matter that is decreed to come to his seed.
8. Abraham’ Journey (R. Joseph Soloveitchik, USA, 20th c.), pgs. 8-9
Nahmanides organized them into a philosophy of history: Jewish history is basically the history of the patriarchs. In other words, the
lives of the patriarchs contain a blueprint of the Jewish historical process... By introducing an a priori symbolic etiology into Jewish
history, Nahmanides seems to have abandoned historical freedom and replaced it with rigid determinism. Every event in Jewish
history has been unalterably fixed by paradigmatic action on the part of our ancestors... in my opinion, the answer to this question s
simple. Certainly, the experience of the patriarchs foreshadowed the tragic as well as the redeeming events of posterity. Whatever
happened to our forefathers was bound to transpire in the life of the nation... However, the events narrated by the Bible serve as
signs or symbols of future events. Any sign or symbol is subject to interpretation, for the semantics of signs and of symbolic
language is multiple.’

9. Abraham’s Journey, p. 50

* “This hatzata, the glance of the Master, is an intimation, a glimmer produced by the courage of the question. Ultimately, this intimation reveals the traveler to himself: it is a moment of
self-awareness, of the extent of his protest and his terror/wonder at the Masterless world. In this flash of knowledge, the question becomes the answer; through the contingency of frustration, the
traveler finds an avenue to consciousness™ e Beginning of Desire, p. 87
2 “p further meaning of lekh lekha is “Go alone.” God's intent was to separate Abraham, to break up his life and have him forget the past and start anew. The Midrash (Gen. Rabbah 39:1) tells us that
when R. Yitzhak read this verse, he always used to cite a verse in Psalms: “Listen, my daughter, and see and give attention, and forget your people and your ancestral home” (Ps. 45:11). He felt that this
verse alludes to Abraham. “Lekh lekha” commanded a psychological break with Abraham’s past, with his ancestral family and tradition. God meant for him to blot out these memories.” Abraham'’s
Journey, p. 50
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* “There are two ways in which the total sacrifice is implemented-- the physical and the experiential. The choice of the method is up to man. The need for sacrifice was established as an iron law in
Jewish history... Abraham implemented the sacrifice of Isaac not on Mount Moriah but in the depths of his heart. He gave up Isaac the very instant God addressed Himself to him and asked him to return
his most precious possession to its legitimate master and owner.” ibid, p. 11
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Lekhaalso speaks of action that is not to be repeated but is final and ultimate. If God had wanted Abraham merely to visit the land of
(anaan, He would have said only “/e4/1". But God meant for him to leave the past, to blot out his memory, to emigrate from his country
to a new country, and therefore He said, /ekh lekha. "In the Song of Songs, the Shulammite keeps using different excuses to not join
her beloved. Finally, he knocks on her door and says: “Rise up, umi /akh, my love and fair one” (Song 2:10). No more excuses, no
apologies. The /ekha emphasizes the finality of the action.
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B. Abraham’s Journey, pgs. 74, 78, 88
The order addressed to Abraham in Ur of the Chaldees did not entail any specifics. Abraham testifies, “And it came to pass when God
caused me to go astray” (Gen. 20:13). Nahmanides emphasizes that Abraham was as perplexed as a straying sheep. God did not guide
Abraham. He bewildered him; He completely mystified and confounded him. He told him to move on, to go forth “to the land which|
will show you.” Is the land to be found in the east or the west? No hint was disclosed to Abraham. God willed Abraham to guess, to
find out intuitively, to somehow smell the fragrance of the land, to feel the pull that the land exerts, to be attracted by the land
spontaneously, so that the heart was Abraham’s compass or lodestar. If Abraham had been mistaken in his adventurous selection of
the land, everything would have been lost; Abraham would not have been the charismatic chosen leader and patriarch... /ekh lekha
was the call of God to Abraham. Keep on journeying. You are but a wandering Aramean. You have no home, you have no country; you
are dedicated to someone else. In order to become a believer, one must be the greatest, most outstanding non-believe; one has to go
through the phase of not believing in time-honored principles and commonly accepted standards. Abraham, first of all, was a sheptic,
doubting and questioning everything... God said “Lekh lekha” and then joined the wandering Aramean on his journeys, roaming with
him and showing him the land. “I took your father Abraham from the other side of the flood and led him throughout all the land of
(anaan and multiplied his seed and gave him Isaac” (Joshua 24:3). God took Abraham by the hand, so to speak, and guided him on his
journey through the land of Canaan. God and man, their hands joined in one firm grip, walked together in search of parts unknown, of a
new community, of a new land, a new society, a new world.

C. Genesis: From Creation to Covenant (R. Zvi Grumet), p. 130-134

For some inexplicable reason Abram journeys toward Canaan, perhaps seeking to complete his father’s journey, and awaits God's
message to tell him when to stop. Much to our surprise God never does tell him explicitly when to stop, and we
never hear God tell Abram that he has actually arrived... Abram’s first stop in the land is Shekhem, essentially the
first city one encounters when crossing from the eastern mountain ridge (in present-day Jordan) to the western
ridge... when he arrives in Shekhem he receives his second revelation from God, in which he is informed that this
land will eventually be given to his children. While many of us assume this is God's way of letting him know that he
has arrived in the right place, Abram clearly does not think so. He continues to journey southward on the mountain
route... he calls out to God at Beit El, apparently ashing for further instruction... much to Abram’s chagrin, however,
God does not respond. Abram, lacking a clear sign to stop, continues his journey even further southward. The next
time we find Abram he has traveled so far southward that he is in Egypt... after reaching Egypt, Abram understands
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that he has traveled too far, that he has missed the place, so Abram retraces his steps... Where does he stop? At Beit El, the same
place where he earlier hoped to hear God's word but did not... it is there, at Beit EI, where God finally appears to Abram: “Lift up your
eyes and see, from the place where you are...” God's initial command to Abram is neither to 2o tothe place God instructed nor to find
it, but rather, to seekit.

11. “Sheva Berachot”
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12. Sefat Emet (R. Yehuda Aryeh Leib Alter, Poland, 19th c.), Lech-Lecha [1876]
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13. Bamidbar Rabbah 7:8
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14. Hilchot Beit HaBechira (R. Moshe b. Maimon, Egypt, 12th c.), 2:2
It is universally accepted that the place on which David and Solomon built the Altar, the threshing floor of Ornan, is the location where
Abraham built the Altar on which he prepared Isaac for sacrifice.
Noah built [an altar] on that location when he left the arh. It was also [the place] of the Altar on which Cain and Abel brought
sacrifices. [Similarly,] Adam, the first man, offered a sacrifice there and was created at that very spot, as our Sages said: "Man was
created from the place where he [would find] atonement.”

15. Hayom Yom (R. MM Schneerson, USA, 20th c.), 3 Marcheshvan
;72 92 709 IR MOAW MAY ,ANHW WD R “IPURIY” (Y73 e Twn)
MR MIAVT RN “727 NWID ;11X DA ATY : ADY 1AW-HI0 IR 2ann — “ny
D070 %Y 1WD3 10NW PWRIT PAR DTN BY ‘0PN YW B0 0P Y32 ,AnK2
2K 935 M3 AR 0TAR W 1YY WO MToM oYY MR

16. Me’at Min HaOhr (R. Chanan Porat, Israel, 20th c.), R”OWN [IwN 1717
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16. They Say There Is A Land (Shaul Tchernikovsky, Russia, 1875-1943

5 “The Mizbeyach was a sign not just of gratitude to HBH, but as Rashi says (12.7)- first that he was going to have children- second that the land would be his-
until now God had never promised Eretz Visrael would be granted to him or his children.” Abraham’s Journey p. 67
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They say: Thereis a land,
a land drenched with sun.

Wherefore is that land?
Where is that sun?

They say: Thereis a land,
its pillars are seven,
seven planets,
springing up on every hill.

Aland where shall come to pass
what every man had hoped for,
Everyone who enters,
had met with Akiva.

Peace to you, Ahiva!
Peace to you, Rabbi!
Where are the saints?
Where is the Maccabee?

Answers him Akiva,
answers him the Rabbi:
All of Israel is sainted,
you are the Maccabee!



