Hebrew Heroism

Abraham the lvri

Genesis 14:13

A fugitive brought the news to Abram the Hebrew, who was dwelling at the terebinths of Mamre the
Amorite, kinsman of Eshkol and Aner, these being Abram’s allies.
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Bereshit Rabbah 42:8

“And told Abram the Hebrew [/vri]” — Rabbi Yehuda, Rabbi Nehemya, and the Rabbis, Rabbi Yehuda says:
The entire world was on one side and he was on the other side [ever]. Rabbi Nehemya said: Because he
was among the descendants of Ever. The Rabbis say: It is because he is from the other side [ever] of the
river, and he spoke the Hebrew [lvri] language.
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Why do we add characterizations to the names of people in our lives?

What qualities have you been named with? Which would you like to claim?

Shem and Ever — the mythic background of the ancestors

Genesis 10:21

Sons were also born to Shem, ancestor of all the descendants of Eber and older brother of Japheth.
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Genesis 14:18-20

And King Melchizedek of Salem brought out bread and wine; he was a priest of God Most High. He
blessed him, saying, “Blessed be Abram of God Most High, Creator of heaven and earth. And blessed be
God Most High, Who has delivered your foes into your hand.” And [Abram] gave him a tenth of
everything.
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Rashi Genesis 14:18

A Midrashic explanation is that he is identical with Shem, son of Noah (Nedarim 32b).
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Midrash Genesis Rabbah

“The field that Abraham purchased from the children of Het; there Abraham was buried, and Sarah his
wife” (Genesis 25:10). “The field that Abraham purchased” — Rabbi Tanhuma said: Were there not
thirty-eight years between Sarah’s burial and Abraham’s burial? And yet you say here: “There Abraham
was buried, and Sarah his wife”? The explanation is that it is to teach you that everyone who performed
kindness to Sarah [in attending her funeral] was privileged to perform kindness for Abraham [in
attending his funeral as well]. Rabbi Shmuel bar Nahman said: Shem and Ever were walking before his
bier, and they saw an empty spot alongside her [Sarah] for our patriarch Abraham, and they buried him
in that adjacent plot, in the place that was prepared and designated for him.
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Midrash Genesis Rabbah 63:6

“She went to inquire of the Lord” (Genesis 25:22) — were there synagogues and study halls in those
days? Did she not go only to the academy of Shem and Ever? It is, rather, to teach you that anyone who
enters before a Torah scholar, it is as though he enters before the Divine Presence.
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Midrash Exodus Rabbah 1:1

“Jacob was a simple man, [a dweller in tents]” (Genesis 25:27). He learned what his father taught him
and then he took his leave from his father and secluded himself in the house of Ever to study Torah.
Therefore, he merited blessing and inherited the land, as it is stated: “Jacob settled in the land of his
father's residence, in the land of Canaan” (Genesis 37:1).
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Midrash Genesis Rabbah 84:8

“Israel loved Joseph more than all his sons, because he was a son of his old age; he crafted him a fine
[passim] tunic” (Genesis 37:3). “Israel loved Joseph” — Rabbi Yehuda and Rabbi Nehemya: Rabbi Yehuda
says: Because the contours of [Joseph’s] face resembled his. Rabbi Nehemya said: All the laws that Shem
and Ever had transmitted to Jacob, he transmitted to him.
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Rambam Mishneh Torah Laws of Idolatry 1:1

...as the years passed, [God's] glorious and awesome name was forgotten by the entire population. [It
was no longer part of] their speech or thought, and they no longer knew Him. Thus, all the common
people, the women, and the children would know only the image of wood or stone and the temples of
stone to which they were trained from their childhood to bow down and serve, and in whose name they
swore.

The wise men among them would think that there is no God other than the stars and spheres for whose
sake, and in resemblance of which, they had made these images. The Eternal Rock was not recognized or
known by anyone in the world, with the exception of a [few] individuals: for example, Chanoch,
Metushelach, Noach, Shem, and Ever. The world continued in this fashion until the pillar of the world -
the Patriarch Abraham - was born.
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What is added to the stories of the forefathers and mothers by connecting them to Shem and Ever at key
moments?

Looking at all of these sources, what was the inheritance bequeathed by Shem and Ever?

The Hebrew Tribe

Deuteronomy 4:20

But the Lord took you and brought you out of the iron crucible, out of Egypt, to be a people of His
possession, as of this day.
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What are the processes in life which have made you who you are?

What parallel processes have strengthened your relationships with other individuals or communities?

Minor Pesikta, Devarim (Ki Tavo) 41a

Another interpretation: “And there they became a nation” — this teaches that the Israelites were distinct
there, in that their clothing, food, and language was different from the Egyptians’. They were identified
and known as a separate nation, apart from the Egyptians.
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Midrash Leviticus Rabbah 32

R’ Huna said in the name of Bar Kapparah: Because of 4 things Israel was redeemed from Egypt: They
didn’t change their names or their language, they didn’t speak evil of one another and none of them was
promiscuous.

17 MMX X71 D)IY? DX DNY DX 1Y X700 DX 780 17831 DNAT T 7'awa X157 12 0w X KN Q0
NINY2 YN [Nn TRX [N''2 X¥N1 X721 V70

What are the aspects of how you present yourself that you could change do not? Why?

Who shares these aspects? What does solidarity with them offer? What challenges does it present?




Hear the call

Genesis 12:1-3

God said to Abram, “Go forth from your native land and from your father’s house to the land that | will
show you. | will make of you a great nation, And | will bless you; | will make your name great, And you
shall be a blessing. | will bless those who bless you and curse the one who curses you; And all the
families of the earth Shall bless themselves by you.”
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Midrash Genesis Rabbah 38:13

“Haran died in the presence of Terah his father in the land of his birth, in Ur of the Chaldeans” (Genesis 11:28).
“Haran died during the lifetime of Terah his father” — Rabbi Hiyya grandson of Rav Ada of Yafo: Terah was an idol
worshipper [and a seller of idols]. One time, he went away to some place, and he installed Abraham as salesman in
his stead. A person would come seeking to buy. He [Abraham] would say to him: ‘How old are you?’ He would say
to him: ‘Fifty or sixty years old.” He would say to him: “Woe to this man who is sixty years old and seeks to prostrate
himself before something that is one day old.” He would be ashamed and leave. One time, a certain woman came,
carrying a dish of fine flour in her hand. She said to him: ‘Here, offer it before them.” He arose, took a club in his
hand, shattered all the idols, and placed the club in the hand of the largest among them. When his father came, he
said to him: ‘Who did this to them?’ He said to him: ‘l will not lie to you, a certain woman came, carrying a dish of
fine flour in her hand. She said to me: Here, offer it before them. | offered it before them. This one [idol] said: | shall
eat first, and another one said: | shall eat first. This big idol, who was standing among them, got up and took the
club and shattered them.” He [Terah] said to him: ‘What, are you mocking me? Are they sentient at all?’ He said to
him: ‘Do your ears not hear what your mouth is saying?’
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Midrash Genesis Rabbah 61:1

“And he meditates on His Torah” (Psalms 1:2) — Rabbi Shimon said: He [Abraham] had no father to teach
him, and he did not have a teacher. From where, then, did he learn Torah? The answer is that the Holy
One blessed be He set his two kidneys [kilyotav] as two teachers of a sort, and they would flow forth and
teach him Torah and wisdom. That is what is written: “I bless the Lord who counsels me, even on nights
when my thoughts [khilyotai] are anguished” (Psalms 16:7).
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Ramban on Genesis 12:2

This parsha is not at all clear. Why does the Holy One, blessed be He, tell him ‘abandon your land and |
will do good to you in a manner which has never been seen,” without first teaching us that Avraham
served Gd or was perfectly righteous? And why are we not told the reason he must abandon his land,
that going to a new land will actually bring about Divine intimacy?
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Sefat Emet Bereshit Parshat Lech Lecha [5632]

The Ramban asks the question: why does the Torah say “Go forth” without first mentioning what made
Avraham beloved? In the Holy Zohar it appears that this itself was what made him praiseworthy - that
Avraham heard the call to “go forth” which Gd says to all people at all times. This is as it says “Woe to
those who sleep in their holes! But our father Avraham heard and received [reward].” And of necessity,
the statement is presented [in the verse] as if it were said to him alone, because was he not the only one
unique enough to hear it? Certainly this itself is his praiseworthiness, that he was ready to receive Gd’s
call.
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What role has a call played in your life?
What “calls” are going out at all times to all people in the world in which you live?

What prevents us from hearing them?

The Covenant

Genesis 17:1-5

When Abram was ninety-nine years old, God appeared to Abram and said to him, “l am El Shaddai. Walk
in My ways and be whole. | will establish My covenant between Me and you, and | will make you
exceedingly numerous.” Abram threw himself on his face; and God spoke to him further, “As for Me, this
is My covenant with you: You shall be the father of a multitude of nations. And you shall no longer be
called Abram, but your name shall be Abraham, for | make you the father of a multitude of nations
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Deuteronomy 18:9-13

When you enter the land that the Lord your God is giving you, you shall not learn to imitate the
abhorrent practices of those nations. Let no one be found among you who consigns a son or daughter to
the fire, or who is an augur, a soothsayer, a diviner, a sorcerer, one who casts spells, or one who consults
ghosts or familiar spirits, or one who inquires of the dead. For anyone who does such things is abhorrent
to God, and it is because of these abhorrent things that the Lord your God is dispossessing them before
you. You must be wholehearted with the Lord your God.
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Proverbs 27:7

Iron sharpens iron, and a man sharpens the countenance of his friend.
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What does it mean that God calls Abraham to be “whole,” and then commands that he remove part of
his body?

Who are the people in your life, or what are the commitments, that give you context to be who you are?

Are there covenants you might make to become someone new?

Genesis 18:17-25

And the Lord said, "Shall | conceal from Abraham what | am doing? And Abraham will become a great and powerful
nation, and all the nations of the world will be blessed in him. For | have known him because he commands his
sons and his household after him, that they should keep the way of the Lord to perform righteousness and justice,
in order that the Lord bring upon Abraham that which He spoke concerning him." And the Lord said, "Since the cry
of Sodom and Gomorrah has become great, and since their sin has become very grave, | will descend now and see,
whether according to her cry, which has come to Me, they have done; [I will wreak] destruction [upon them]; and if
not, | will know." And the men turned from there and went to Sodom, and Abraham was still standing before the
Lord. And Abraham approached and said, "Will You even destroy the righteous with the wicked? Perhaps there are
fifty righteous men in the midst of the city; will You even destroy and not forgive the place for the sake of the fifty
righteous men who are in its midst? Far be it from You to do a thing such as this, to put to death the righteous with
the wicked so that the righteous should be like the wicked. Far be it from You! Will the Judge of the entire earth
not perform justice?"
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R' Lord Jonathan Sacks, from Covenant & Conversation - The Courage not to Conform Lech Lecha 5774
https://rabbisacks.org/covenant-conversation/lech-lecha/the-courage-not-to-conform/

Abraham is without doubt the most influential person who ever lived. Today he is claimed as the spiritual
ancestor of 2.3 billion Christians, 1.8 billion Muslims and 14 million Jews, more than half the people alive
today. Yet he ruled no empire, commanded no great army, performed no miracles and proclaimed no
prophecy. He is the supreme example in all of history of influence without power. Why? Because he was
prepared to be different. As the Sages say, he was called ha-ivri, “the Hebrew,” because “all the world
was on one side (be-ever echad) and he was on the other”. Leadership, as every leader knows, can be
lonely. Yet you continue to do what you have to do because you know that the majority is not always
right and conventional wisdom is not always wise. Dead fish go with the flow. Live fish swim against the
current. So it is with conscience and courage. So it is with the children of Abraham. They are prepared to
challenge the idols of the age.

Father of many nations (source for the supplementary video)

R’ AY. Hakohen Kook, Orot Yisrael 5:11

It is fitting that humanity be united into one family, and then all conflicts and bad traits which arise from
the divisions of people and their borders will cease. But the world requires an essential refinement, an
advance through which humanity integrate all the richness of the colors particular to each nation. This
lack will be filled by Knesset Yisrael, whose particular quality is as a great storehouse of spirits that
contains within it every ability and every lofty spiritual inclination. Through the complete fullness of
Knesset Yisrael, and particularly through its connection with the whole world, all the good which comes
from the divisions of peoples will be maintained in the world and there will no longer be any need for
actual division. All the peoples will be one unit and above, in the role of a holy storehouse, the kingdom
of priests and holy nation (Shmot 19:6), the treasured portion of all the peoples, as Gd has spoken.
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