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ֹיּוַ  'ה רמֶא֤  – God said. To recap. God already spoken 
(either as Elohim or as Y-H-V--) to: 1. Adam. 2. Eve. 3. 
The Snake. 4. Kayin. 5. Noah. 6. Noah’s sons. Abram is 
the 7th person that God speaks to.  Coincidence? Maybe. 
Or maybe not. The 7th is always important. It is not lost 
on us that in the course of human history thus far, (2013 
years if you follow the chronology in the Torah closely) 
God has rarely broken through to humanity. Either God 
‘waits’ to break through or, God is always ‘trying’ and 
only exceptionally attuned human beings can ‘hear.’  

םרָ֔בְאַ־לאֶ  – to Abram. We don’t 
know anything about Abram 
except that: he is the 10th in the 
line after Shem; his father Terah 
was 70 when he was born; he is 
from Ur Kasdim and has two 
brothers: Nahor and Haran. His 
youngest brother Haran, dies be-
fore Terah, an epoch-changing event, leaving a fatherless 
nephew, Lot. Abram is married to Sarai who is unable to 
have children. Abram’s other brother Nachor is married 
to Haran’s daughter, Lot’s sister, Milkah, making Abram 
both her uncle and her brother-in-law. He is 75 when God 
speaks to him. He has wealth, possessions, and people, 
ie. a retinue of servants and others. Later we will discover 
that his wife Sarai is his half-sister from another mother. 
We have no idea why God calls him. All the stories 
relating to his childhood and “idol smashing” (literary 
rabbinic masterpieces worthy of their own serious study) 
are not in the Torah.  

֛<לְ־=לֶ  – Go forth  These iconic words appear only twice 
in the Bible, once here and once more at the Binding of 
Isaac. Go! Go forth! Go to yourself! Go for yourself!  It’s 
impossible to render these words adequately in English. 
This is a boundary moment with a before and an after. 
All journeys begin with a single step. This is where the 
Torah’s universal story of humanity gives way to the 
particular story of the Jewish people. Embedded in these 
two words is a precious idea: all journeys are personal 
and transformative. Ironically, while directed to Abram 
alone, but they will have consequences for all humanity.    

֥<צְרְאַמֵ  – from your land How does land shape identity? 
Topography, climate, resources, land, by which we mean 
the defined physical location of our lives, exerts an 
untold influence on our lives. Abram is being told to dis-
locate himself from all of that.  

֖<תְּדְלַוֹמּֽמִוּ  – and from your birthplace As a pairing word 
to land, birthplace intensifies the idea that there are 
forces outside of the individual that shapes identity. 
Culture, language, folkways, relationships, history, 

narratives, legend, lore, all the intangibles that influence 
who you become. Abram is being told to dis-connect 
himself from all of that.  

<יבִ֑אָ תיבֵּ֣מִוּ  – and from your father’s household The most 
intimate sphere of influence in a person’s life. Parentage, 
siblings, family, the closest set of relationships a person 
can have; for the bible, the בא תי  the father’s – ב

household, is the basic building block of society. Abram 
is being told to dis-attach himself from all of that.  

ץרֶאָ֖הָ־לאֶ  – to the land Of course, we know what land he 
is going to, but Abram doesn’t 
know. This is what makes the 
Torah great: we are all in on this. 
We know which land, because 
we have read the story hundreds 
of times. But we also know 
because the word ָץרֶאָ֖ה  (to this 
day!) is coded Hebrew for only 

two things: the entire earth and the specific Land of 

Israel. Speculation: While he doesn’t exactly know his 
destination, Abram may have had his curiosity piqued by 
his father who, according to the previous chapter, 
undertakes a self-initiated journey to Canaan, only to 
stop in Haran. Aware of his genealogy, Abram knows 
that Terah is the 10th in line from Noah making him a 
mini-Noah. Abram knows that Noah’s sons, Shem, Ham 
and Yafet are the main branches of the human tree 
populating the three distinct regions (roughly what is 
now Mesopotamia, Africa and Europe, respectively).  
Terah/Mini-Noah, might have been trying, on his own 
initiative, to set up his three sons Abram, Nahor and 
Haran, to populate specific sub-regions in the area of 
what is now Israel, Syria, and Jordan, respectively.  That 
is what happens. Except that Lot takes over the area that 
would have been Haran’s. While God doesn’t tell him, 
Abram may have had a premonition.   

ךָּאֶֽרְאַ ר שֶׁ֥אֲ  – which I will show you. These are the most 
important words of the verse. It is one thing for God to 
talk to Abram. It is another thing for God to show him 
something. Not too long ago, on Simchat Torah, we read 
that God showed the land to another individual: Moses. 
It’s the first thing that God does for Abram and the last 
thing that God does for Moses. The entire Torah after 
Noah, is bracketed by these two showings. Showing is 
relational. No other characters are shown land, 
suggesting the intimacy of both of those relationships. In 
biblical theology, the earth is the Lord’s, but the Land of 
Israel is holy to God, that is, it is separate, distinct, 
treasured. The showing of the Land underscores the 
intimacy of both of these relationships.  

ֹיּוַ  K֖תְּדְלַוֹמּֽמִוּ K֥צְרְאַמֵ K֛לְ־Jלֶ םרָ֔בְאַ־לאֶ 'ה רמֶא֤

 ׃ךָּאֶֽרְאַ רשֶׁ֥אֲ ץרֶאָ֖הָ־לאֶ Kיבִ֑אָ תיבֵּ֣מִוּ

The LORD said to Abram, “Go forth 

from your native land  

and from your father’s house  

to the land that I will show you. 

 
 
 



׃הכָֽרָבְּ היֵ֖הְוֶ בי ב:  
12:2 And you shall be a blessing. This is the encapsu-
lation of the Jewish Mission. But this verse can also be 
read as follows: as a consequence of being a great nation 
and My divine blessing, and Me making your name great, 
you, your name, shall become a blessing.  

  טוֹל֑ וֹתּ֖אִ =לֶיֵּ֥וַ ׳ד:ב״י

12:4 and Lot went with him. Abram left without Lot but 
Lot followed him. Why? Lot realized he has no future in 
Haran. His uncle Nahor was married to his sister. His 
grandfather, Terah, was no longer a force. His father was 
dead. His wealthy, childless uncle Abram had the 
prospect of a future, and Lot could inherit his wealth.  

 ׃ץרֶאָֽבָּ זאָ֥ ינִ֖עֲנַכְּהַֽוְ ׳ו:ב״י

12:6 The Canaanites were then in the land. A small but 
significant item. The Land that God promised is not 
empty of inhabitants. Does God’s promise include dis-
placement of Canaanites? What would it have meant for 
God to promise the Land to Abram under these circum-
stances? The promise has political dimensions. 

  ׃הבָּגְ נֶּֽהַ עַוֹס֖נָוְ =וֹל֥הָ םרָ֔בְאַ עסַּ֣יִּוַ ׳ט:ב״י

12:9 Then Abram journeyed by stages toward the 

Negeb. And why does Abram move from place to place 
in the Land? On the one hand, this is what pastoral 
nomads do. On the other hand, by moving from inhabited 
places to less inhabited places, he could establish himself 
more securely and avoid potential conflicts. Driving this 
is a theological question: is political geography ordained 
by God or by humans? Or by natural population growth?  

 בעָ֖רָהָ דבֵ֥כָ־יכִּֽ םשָׁ֔ רוּג֣לָ ה֙מָיְרַ֙צְמִ םרָ֤בְאַ דרֶיֵּ֨וַ ץרֶאָ֑בָּ בעָ֖רָ יהִ֥יְוַ ׳י:ב״י

 ׃ץרֶאָֽבָּ

12:10 There was a famine in the land, and Abram went 

down to Egypt to sojourn there, for the famine was 

severe in the land. God’s promise of the Land conflicts 
with God’s promise that Abram will become a great 
nation. You can’t become a great nation when you’re 
dead. So Abram chooses life, ie. survival, postponing the 
fulfil-ment of God’s promise. God has shown him the 
Land, but going to Egypt is Abram’s choice for survival. 

ֹיּוַ המָיְרָ֑צְמִ אוֹב֣לָ ביִ֖רקְהִ רשֶׁ֥אֲכַּ יהִ֕יְוַ א״י:ב״י  וֹתּ֔שְׁאִ ירַ֣שָׂ־לאֶ ר֙מֶא֙

 ׃תְּאָֽ האֶ֖רְמַ־תפַיְ השָּׁ֥אִ יכִּ֛ יתִּעְדַ֔יָ אנָ֣־הנֵּהִ

12:11 As he was about to enter Egypt, he said to his wife 

Sarai, “Look, I know you are a beautiful woman…” Is 
he just noticing that? Is he complimenting her? Does he 
love her? Is he trying to protect her or protect himself? Is 
her acquiescence agreement? Does this strategy for 
survival outweigh the risks?  

 ישִׁ֖פְנַ התָ֥יְחָוְ =רֵ֔וּבעֲבַ ילִ֣־בטַייִֽ ן֙עַמַ֙לְ תְּאָ֑ יתִחֹ֣אֲ אנָ֖־ירִמְאִ ג״י:ב״י

 ׃=לֵֽלָגְבִּ

12:13 Please say that you are my sister, that it may go 

well with me because of you, and that I may remain 

alive because of you.” After all, technically, she is his 
half-sister, or according to some, his niece. Abram wants 
to stay alive but this strategy will leave its scars.   

 

 ירַ֖שָׂ רבַ֥דְּ־לעַ וֹת֑יבֵּ־תאֶוְ םילִ֖דֹגְּ םיעִ֥גָנְ העֹ֛רְפַּ־תאֶ ׀ 'ה עגַּ֨נַיְוַ ז״י:ב״י

 ׃םרָֽבְאַ תשֶׁאֵ֥

12:17 But the LORD afflicted Pharaoh and his 

household with mighty plagues on account of Sarai, the 

wife of Abram. Maybe there is a deeper significance to 
this story, in that it is a foreshadowing of the Exodus.  

ֹלוְ ברָ֔ ם֙שָׁוּכרְ היָ֤הָ־יכִּֽ ודָּ֑חְיַ תבֶשֶׁ֣לָ ץרֶאָ֖הָ םתָ֛אֹ אשָׂ֥נָ־אֹלוְ ׳ו:ג״י  א֥

 ׃ודָּֽחְיַ תבֶשֶׁ֥לָ וּל֖כְיָֽ

13:6 so that the land could not support them staying 

together; for their possessions were so great that they 

could not remain together. Fascinating to note that 
Abram does not have any conflict with the neighboring 
peoples. But he does have one with his nephew, who is 
now touted as his brother.  Genesis has primed us for 
fraternal conflict from Cain and Abel, and this theme 
constitutes one of the great longings of the biblical 
tradition. An echo of this text is found in the song we love 
to sing, taken from Psalm 133: ִתבֶשֶׁ֖ םיעִ֑נָּ־המַוּ בוֹטּ֭־המַ הנֵּ֣ה 

דחַיָֽ־םגַּ םיחִ֣אַ , How good and how pleasant it is, that 
brothers dwell together. Why? Because it’s a disaster 
when they cannot.  

 י֙נִעֲנַכְּהַֽוְ טוֹל֑־הנֵקְמִ יעֵ֣רֹ ןיבֵ֖וּ םרָ֔בְאַ־הנֵֽקְמִ יעֵ֣רֹ ןיבֵּ֚ בירִ֗־יהִיְ וַֽ ׳ז:ג״י

 ׃ץרֶאָֽבָּ בשֵׁ֥יֹ זאָ֖ יזִּ֔רִפְּהַוְ

13:7 And there was quarreling between the herdsmen 

of Abram’s cattle and those of Lot’s cattle.—The 

Canaanites and Perizzites were then dwelling in the 

land. Note that the principals, Abram and Lot, do not 
quarrel themselves, but their subordinates do. In 
diplomacy, corporate life, family life, the supporting cast 
fights the battles more demonstratively than the princi-
pals. On the chessboard, the Kings hardly move, but the 
pawns and supporting pieces duke it out.  The comment 
about the Canaanites and the Perizzites alludes to the 
precariousness of Abram’s situation. A house divided 
against itself cannot stand. An unstable political entity 
invites aggression from malevolent forces. Abram is 
already seen by the inhabitants as an interloper. He 
knows he has to solve this situation or else he will be 
vulnerable to annihilation.   

ֹיּוַ קחָ֑צְיִּוַ וינָ֖פָּ־לעַ םהָ֛רָבְאַ לפֹּ֧יִּוַ ז״י:ז״י  ה֙נָשָׁ־האָֽמֵ ןבֶ֤לְּהַ וֹבּ֗לִבְּ רמֶא֣

 ׃דלֵֽתֵּ הנָ֖שָׁ םיעִ֥שְׁתִּ־תבַהֲ הרָ֔שָׂ־םאִ֨וְ דלֵ֔וָּיִ

17:17 Abraham threw himself on his face and laughed, 

as he said to himself, “Can a child be born to a man a 

hundred years old, or can Sarah bear a child at 

ninety?” Wait. His own father was 70 when he was born. 
And he is aware that all of the generations before the 
Flood came into existence when their fathers were 117.3 
years old, on average. He’s saying, God, first of all, I’m 
old and my wife is old. But really? Are You trying to make 
me like the people before the Flood? Not only did You 
uproot me from my land, my birthplace, and my father’s 
household, but do You want to uproot me from my era? 
I wish we had another sheet!  Shabbat Shalom!


