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Shabbat Lekh L’kha
10 Cheshvan 5766
 November 11-12, 2005

Annual: Genesis 12:1 – 17:27

Triennial Cycle: Genesis 14:1 – 15:21

Haftarah: Isaiah 40:27 – 41:16

Click here for links to resources.


This Week’s Torah Reading

I.  Summary: The week we are introduced to Abram and Sarai, the first patriarch and matriarch.   At age 75, Abram is told by God to start a new life in a new land, which God will show him.  He, Sarai and their household embark on this spiritual journey, trusting that God will fulfill His promises.  No sooner do they reach Canaan than they have to depart for Egypt, because of the famine in their land.  People of lesser faith might question God’s Providence but not these holy ancestors, who leave Canaan without complaint.  (Chapter 12)

Upon their return to their new homeland, a dispute breaks out between Abram’s herdsmen and those of his nephew, Lot.  They agree to go their separate ways, Lot choosing to go eastward toward the cities of Sodom and Gomorrah, a choice that says something about Lot’s character.  (Chapter 13) Nonetheless, when war breaks out and Lot is taken captive, Abram rushes to rescue his nephew.  (Chapter 14)

God appears to Abram in a vision, reiterating His promise to be with Abram; to bless Abram with offspring; and to make Canaan the national home for Abram’s descendants.  God and Abram enter a covenant, called the “Covenant of the Pieces.”  Abram responds to God’s promises with a commitment of loyalty and obedience to God. (Chapter 15)

We next read of the birth of Ishmael, born to Hagar, Sarai’s maidservant, and their expulsion from and return to Abram’s household.  (Chapter 16)  The parashah ends with the mitzvah of B’rit Milah, the Covenant of Circumcision.  (Chapter 17)

II. Commentary: I want to share with you two excellent Divrei Torah.  Not only are they worth reading for the points that they make.  They are also two fine exemplars of what a D’var Torah is.  They spring from reflections on the Torah text and then go on to teach lessons applicable to the way we live today.

Please refer to the section of my website that speaks about Divrei Torah, what they are and how to prepare them.  One does not have to be a Torah scholar to deliver a D’var Torah.  Any thoughtful reader can write a compelling D’var Torah.  However, it is important to have good role models – especially if one has grown up with Christian preaching.  These two Divrei Torah are worthy of your consideration.

A.  A Message of Social Justice

One of the most difficult challenges for many modern Jews is reconciling the holiness we find in the Torah with the injustice that can also be found there. Perhaps nowhere is this discrepancy, between the Torah, with its aspirations to Divinity and what we know to be “right and good,” more apparent than in the distinctions between men and women.

For instance, in this week’s parshah, Lech Lecha, we find some of the most inspiring and foundational passages in the Torah. God tells Abraham that he will be a blessing1, Abraham puts his trust in God2 and God establishes the Divine Covenant with him3. Additionally, Abraham and Lot begin to argue4 and for the first time, an argument is resolved peaceably, with both sides compromising, instead of resorting to force. The possibility of human connection to the Holy is palpable in these stories of Abraham.

And yet while Abraham and The Holy One establish this covenant, the human bonds of trust between Sarah and Abraham are broken before they ever really form. When The Creator of the Universe tells Abraham to “Go, to a land which I will show you,”5 Abraham goes and takes with him all the things which belong to him: wealth and possessions… and Sarah.6 When famine forces Abraham to go down to Egypt7 he instructs Sarah to lie to the Egyptians and say they are siblings to protect himself, even though that results in Sarah’s abduction. Later in the parshah, Sarah represses her desire to have children of her own and instead gives Abraham her maidservant Hagar in order that he might procreate with her.8 It seems clear that when there is tension between Abraham’s needs and Sarah’s, Abraham always comes first. Moreover, while the bonds between Abraham and Sarah seem tenuous, the bond between Sarah and God is utterly hidden. The Bible records that circumcision, the sign of the covenant between the Divine One and all of Abraham’s descendants, is to be inscribed on the male body alone.9 Sarah’s inclusion in the covenant is evidenced indirectly through her husband and son.10 

Taken together, these instances portray Abraham as essential, while Sarah is seen as merely functional – there to help, but little else. Abraham is valued as a partner by God; Sarah is seen as an entity which serves her husband. 

The impulse to see women as merely functional while men are essential is sadly not limited to the biblical worldview. Worldwide, young girls receive less food and medical treatment than young boys and as a result, there are as many as 100 million women “missing” – women who likely would have lived longer and fuller lives if they had received the care that young boys do.11 Why? As one young Indian woman who had previously aborted a female child and was now expecting a boy said, “Boys are important because they have to look after all the property.”12 Some people today, just as parts of the Torah, assume that men are essential and women are supplemental.

And yet just as some people, both modern and ancient, are willing to treat some of God’s creatures as inherently less important than others because of their biology, some people, both ancient and modern are able to see the insane injustice of this denial of holiness and justice. The Ramban, one of the major medieval Jewish commentators on the Torah says that Avram committed a grave sin by handing Sarah over to the Egyptians and that both Avram and Sarah were deeply unjust in their harsh treatment of Hagar as a means to an end.13  The wisdom of this commentary mirrors the way some international development organizations work with both men and women.

Those who hope to alleviate the disease and hunger which afflict millions of people around the globe know there can’t be progress without all members of a society, including women, being included and engaged in the process. Consider Prerana, a grass-roots Indian organization working to prevent the trafficking of children as commercial sex workers or Adelante, a Honduran organization which helps rural poor women help themselves through providing short-term small-business loans, with the goal of reducing poverty by fostering local micro-enterprises.14 For their societies to have happier, healthier futures, they need to address the needs of both men and women. 

Indeed, just as those working for a better future in the developing world know that there cannot be societal progress without women, Jewish tradition also recognizes this, even if only implicitly. While Abraham is the father of nations, there is a quiet recognition of Sarah’s centrality to the covenant between the Jewish people and God. Abraham has two children – Isaac and Ishmael – but it is only Sarah’s child, Isaac, who is seen as the inheritor of the covenant. The quintessentially male ritual of brit milah, or circumcision, is only half of what Isaac needed to enter the covenant between God and Abraham; lineage through Sarah is the other.15 Echoing rabbinic tradition,16 one contemporary scholar says that “Every Jew, whether born Jewish or a convert, must pass through the womb of a Jewish woman, or its ritual equivalent, the mikva. If you miss that womb at your birth, you must recreate it again through the waters of the womb - the mikva.”17 

For those who seek the God of Justice, it is not enough to simply do what has been done in the past; some of the paths our ancestor walk lead somewhere, while some are merely dead ends. In the realms of religion and of politics, a vision of the future which treats men as essential and women as secondary may lead somewhere, but it will not lead to a just society or to the God of Justice.

1Genesis 12:2
2Genesis 15:6
3Genesis 17:4
4Genesis 13:5
5Genesis 12:1
6Whether or not Sarah and Abraham are partners in their journey is debated in the tradition, with some midrashim imagining Sarah as a partner in Abraham’s spiritual journey (see Genesis Raba 39:14). The tension is apparent in the language as well: some other selected and interesting uses of the verb – “And take with you double the money” (Gen 43:12) when Jacob sends his sons back to Egypt for the second time; “A spirit seized me and carried me away” (Ezk 3:14) in which Ezekiel describes his prophetic call and “She sets her mind on an estate and acquires it” (Mishle 31:16) describing the business acumen of a woman of valor.
7Genesis 12:11
8Genesis 16:3
9Genesis 17:9-14; For a fine book-length treatment of how brit milah constructs “Jew” as “male” see Covenant of Blood: Circumcision and Gender in Rabbinic Judaism. By Lawrence A. Hoffman (Chicago: University of Chicago Press).
10In fact, some rabbinic traditions offer explanations as to why God speaks directly to Sarah at all! See Genesis Rabbah 20:6.
11See Sen, Amartya. Development as Freedom. New York: Oxford University Press, 2001. p 104 -110. See also “Many Faces of Gender Inequality” by Amartya Sen. FRONTLINE Vol 18 - Issue 22, Oct. 27 - Nov. 09, 2001; reprinted at http://wmc.who.int/images/uploaded/Sen_gender_inequalities.PDF
12See Abortions in India Spurred by Sex Test Skew the Ratio Against Girls by Celia W. Dugger, New York Times Apr 22, 2001. pg. 12.
13See Ramban at 12:10 and at 16:6.
14For more on the incredible power of women to change economic reality through micro-credit lending, see Banker to the Poor: Micro-Lending and the Battle Against World Poverty, by Muhammad Yunus (New York: Public Affairs 2003), particularly pp. 184-188.
15Indeed, while Isaac’s biological connection to both Abraham and Sarah is essential to his role in continuing the covenant, it is not always biology alone which is determinative. Consider Esau, who has the same biological connection to Isaac and Rebecca as Jacob does and yet is not part of the covenant. However, the Torah text suggests that Esau could have inherited the covenant, but Jacob stole that birthright from him. Indeed, it was essential that Jacob have a biological connection to Isaac and Rebecca (see Ramban at 27:33) without it, he wouldn’t have been able to steal Esau’s birthright. 
16See for instance, Yevamot 46a: “Our Rabbis taught: ‘If a convert was circumcised but had not dipped in a mikva, Rabbi Eliezer said, ‘Behold he is a proper convert, for we find that our forefathers were circumcised but not dipped in a mikva. If he dipped in the mikva but had not been circumcised, R. Joshua said, ‘Behold he is a proper proselyte; for so we find that the foremothers had dipped in the mikva but had not been circumcised’. The Sages, however, said, ‘Whether he had dipped in the mikva but had not been circumcised or whether he had been circumcised but had not dipped in the mikva, he is not a proper convert, unless he has been circumcised and has also dipped in the mikva!” This line of argumentation is generally established as normative in the tradition – see Tosafot on Shabbat 135a as well as Shulchan Aruch, Yoreh Deah 268:1, Hilchot Gerim, particularly the opinions of the Ba’al Halacha.
17From Revisions: Seeing Torah Through a Feminist Lens by Elyse Goldstein (Woodstock, VT: Jewish Lights Publishing), 2001.

[This D’var Torah appeared in a weekly mailing from the American Jewish World Service, an organization that pursues global justice through grassroots change.  Brent Chaim Spodek, a fourth year rabbinical student at the Jewish Theological Seminary, wrote it.  He can be reached at bspodek@ajws.org. 

[If you want to receive the AJWS’s weekly D’var Torah on social justice, you may subscribe at http://action.ajws.org/ajws_centerhome/parshat_hashavua.html.]

B.  “The Power of Conversion/Save the Life of My Child”

“Avram took his wife Sarai and his brother’s son Lot, and all the wealth that they had amassed, and the souls that they had made in Haran; and they set out for land of Canaan.” (Genesis 12:5)

Rashi (11th century commentator) explains the strange expression “and the souls that they had made in Haran,” by explaining that it referred to the people that Avram and Sarai converted there -- “brought under the wings of the Shechina.”   By bringing these people closer to God, says Rashi, Avram and Sarai had in a sense “made them.”

In the Midrash Rabbah (39:14), Rabbi Leazar, in the name of Rabbi Jose ben Zimra, explains the phrase “and all the souls that they had made,” in a dialogue:

Q: If all the nations of the world assembled to create one insect, they could not endow it with life, and yet it says:  “And the souls that they had made!”

A: It refers, to the proselytes [which they had made].

Q: But if that is true, then it should just say, 'That they had converted;’ why does it say “that they had made?!”

A: That is to teach you that one who brings a non-Jew near [to God] is as though he created him.

This week a story appeared in the news about a non-Jewish family – Palestinian actually – that reminded me of Avraham Avinu and his work of making souls in Haran, a story which has the potential to bring us all closer to God.  The family of Ahmed al-Khatib, who died this week, donated his organs to save the lives of 6 others.   Just hearing the list almost moved me to tears.    Al-Khatib’s heart was given to a 12-year old girl; his liver was
divided in two and given to a 6-month old baby and 56-year old woman; his kidneys were given to a 5-year old boy; and his lungs were given to another 5-year old boy and a 4-year old girl.

Who is Ahmed al-Khatib?    He was a 12 year-old boy who was killed last week by Israeli troops who mistook his toy gun for a real rifle.   Forget for a moment about explaining why we can understand how this terrible mistake could happen (because unfortunately I CAN understand how it could happen).  The bottom line for the family is that they lost their 12-year-old son who was playing around – and he was killed by Israeli troops.

So what did the family decide to do?   Send pictures to the world?  Begin riots in the streets?  Call for revenge?   Sue for damages?   They did none of these things.   They decided to donate his organs to save other Israeli and Palestinian children.

Jamal al-Khatib, the boy’s father explained:  “In our religion, God allows us to give organs to another person and it doesn’t matter who the person is,” he said.   He said he hoped the donations would send a message of
peace to Israelis and Palestinians.    The doctor where Al-Khatib had been treated until his death said the boy’s parents decided to donate his organs “to bring hearts closer and bring peace closer.”

Can you even imagine the strength - the courage – the deep goodness this act required!   How the family could even be thinking of bringing hearts closer after such a devastating loss.

It strikes me that this act can serve as a powerful reminder to those of us who forget about the humanity of those who live on the other side of the fence.   Of course we know that some Palestinian parents are preparing their
kids to become martyrs – I know it.   But we too easily lose sight of the fact that some are praying that peace will come soon.  

For that matter, it’s worth mentioning that many Arab youths are rioting in France – but that others – including the families of the two young men who were accidentally killed – are at home calling for an end to the violence.

Are there 50 or 45 or 10 righteous people in the city of Jenin where Ahmed was killed?    I don’t know.   What I can say for certain is that this week, one Palestinian family stared down the darkest chapter of their lives and came up with one bold act of kindness.  If all the nations of the world assembled to create one insect they could not endow it with life.   Yet the Al-Kahtib family gave six lives a new chance.   

Our ancestors Avram and Sarai made souls in Haran.   How did they convert them?  They would invite people in to their home, give them to eat and to drink.   They showed them acts of loving-kindness and brought them closer to God. (Sifri, Va'etchanan).   

 
And in response to the father Jamal Al-Khatib and his family's gift of life given at Ahmed’s death – we should be inspired and we should be humbled.   But most of all we too must be converted by this bold act of loving-kindness.       

For us, we must be converted to the idea that Abraham's challenge to God – to not sweep away the innocent along with guilty – can be our challenge well.   For the Palestinians, may the Al-Khatib convert others to see the humanity of the Israeli.    May both nations learn to grieve the loss of innocent life on both sides of the fence.   And may the Al-Khatib name be made great and a blessing – for us all.

I had thought to end in a personal prayer that years from now when the young Israelis who were saved by the donated organs become soldiers, their memory of the Al-Khatib family's act of loving-kindness would restrain them – give them pause -- before shooting another child in Jenin.  

But you know what?  It was an accident, a terrible, tragic accident.    I think it more appropriate that the prayer we must hold in our hearts – the only prayer that will bring us closer to the wings of the Shechina -- is that years from now, the Palestinian heart beating in our Israeli soldier won't have to serve in Jenin in the first place. 

[Rabbi Paul Arberman, who serves as the Masorti (Conservative) rabbi in Modiin, wrote this D’var Torah.  He may be reached at paularb1@netvision.net.il]
♥  ♥  ♥

You may want to write Rabbi Arberman and Mr. Spodek and tell them that you read their Divrei Torah.  I think that they will appreciate knowing how wide an audience they have reached.  I think, too, that they might find it interesting that there are Jewish brothers and sisters in Africa.

May God grant us a life in which our hearts’ desires for goodness will be fulfilled.  May God bless us all until we meet again
Rabbi Howard Gorin, Rockville, MD

Resources:

(1) A luach (Hebrew calendar) for November can be found at http://rabbihowardgorin.org/11.05.htm
(2) To find commentary on this week’s reading: http://rabbihowardgorin.org/DvarTorah.htm#Internet
(3) For archived issues of Shalom Africa: http://rabbihowardgorin.org/ShalomAfricaArchive.htm
(4) Candlelighting times (Nov. 11th): Nairobi: 18:04          Aba: 17:54          Abuja: 17:49          Lagos: 18:08          

          Owerri: 17:54          Port Harcourt: 17:55          Uyo: 17:51          Mbale: 18:11






