
Early October 2010 
 
Dear friends, 
 
This weekend we read in synagogues around the world, one of the most compelling portions of 
Torah.  It is not overtly powerful in the sense of teaching us spiritually - it is powerful in the unusual 
amount of "story" we are given about our patriarchs and matriarchs.  The reason I call it compelling -- 
the piece that makes my own internal dialogue speed up, is the unanswered question of why?  Why 
Abraham? Abraham is not an uncommon man -- except for his unwavering belief in this God idea.  His 
call is immortal - our calls are often only whispers.  But we too often wonder as we hear those little 
voices, why me?  We too often wonder how we would answer if it really mattered. Abraham is the first 
to struggle with that question. 
 
The portion is called Lech Lecha which means, according to various sources, "get up and go".  This is 
the "call" to Abraham from God.  This is the inexplicable moment when for no obvious reason other 
than this mysterious belief, our founding patriarch leaves his father's household and heads off to the 
unknown, to Canaan, with his wife Sarah and his many servants and kinsmen. 
 
Within this meaty portion we find not only "the call" but also Abraham's weaknesses as well as amazing 
strengths.  This is the portion which shows us real flaws in Abraham and Sarah's characters - an unusual 
way to introduce us to our founding parents.  We struggle with Sarah's jealousy of Hagar and Ishmael 
because of her inability to bear children.  We are stunned at Abraham's suggestion that Sarah lie and not 
say she is his wife in order to save his own life.  Yet we cheer as our patriarch dares to negotiate with 
God for the lives in Sodom and Gomorrah.  Who are these people?  We'll never know. 
 
Despite the interesting story unfolding, my focus has always been on the get up and go part of the 
portion.  We have no narrative leading up to this point to explain why Abraham is chosen to be the 
founder of monotheism.  We know nothing about him other than he clearly comes from a reasonably 
wealthy family since when he does go, he goes with an entourage to support him.  There is a midrash 
(an explanation or expansion of a part of Torah through story) that says his father was an idol maker and 
Abraham realized as a child that idols were not gods - merely statues.  However, as with many stories 
about stories in Torah, the  rabbis were simply trying to give us an answer to the core question "Why 
Abraham?".  The idol maker story is not in Torah.  The question is not answered. 
 
In all the major religions, the strongest narrative is about the founder -- whether it be Jesus, Buddha, or 
Mohammad.  For Jews, the real narrative belongs to Moses.  Abraham is our genetic founder.  Moses 
brings us Judaism.  Abraham is at the top of the family tree.  What he gives to our story is monotheism 
and strength of character.  He still builds altars and makes sacrifices as the culture around him 
does.  The difference is that he now is a believer in the One God and his belief will continue through his 
descendants.  How it is acted out is in constant evolution - but he is the first to say there is but One. 
 
He has an amazing relationship with God.  He doesn't seem overly intimidated.  He argues with 
God.  He negotiates with God.  From my perspective, the search for ten good men in Sodom is the most 
amazing discussion between God and a human in all of Torah.  God's commands to Abraham are all 
personal as well.  God makes promises to Abraham about those who will descend from his line - and 
that is sufficient.  God doesn't offer great wealth - God promises a great nation.  Abraham himself is not 
rewarded in any way we can understand.  In some ways, as in the Binding of Isaac, it is clear that his life 
is made much harsher by his beliefs.  Abraham turns his life upside down for an invisible and unknown 
power that is in reality promising him a future he will not see.  Yet Abraham gets up and goes. 



 
So what made that happen?  We'll only be able to guess, unless we're literalists and believe that what's 
written is all truth and it can't be re-evaluated.  How can we put ourselves in Abraham's shoes and even 
begin to understand what set him apart from all others?  Establishing monotheism is likely a bigger deal 
than any of us will accomplish, but when we look at this story it evokes another really powerful biblical 
moment.  In much the same way that God calls to Abraham, God also calls Moses.  
 
God makes the call directly to Abraham but the call to Moses is more subtle.  God calls Moses through 
the physical manifestation of the Burning Bush.  Moses sees the inexplicable and therefore believes. In 
much the same way as the ancient midrash about the idol shop attempts to explain Abraham's openness 
to monotheism, there is a more contemporary explanatory Moses’ midrash about the burning bush that I 
love.  It teaches that the burning bush was always aflame, but it took Moses' eyes and soul to see 
it.  That perhaps is the answer to God's call to Abraham as well.  The call could have been echoing for 
years, for centuries - it is story, but story with intent, so there should be a truth somewhere 
within.  Abraham perhaps was ready in a way that no others were.  Abraham's ears were open.  His soul 
was open.  He therefore became the one - the chosen because he chose.  It makes no other sense to me. 
 
Abraham has such an important role in the world of religion - yet he is flawed and not yet ready to 
understand more than he is given.  He is given the gift of the One God.  He is given promises of a great 
future for his descendants.  He is not given practice, however.  He is not given rules to follow.  He is just 
beginning to live as a believer in the Unknown.  Our patriarch is not our teacher in the way that Moses 
was/is.  Our patriarch was the first to know without question that there was a Power beyond the pagan 
gods that would make a difference in the world for the better.  His belief was relatively blind.  That was 
how he was able to answer the call with a "yes".  If he could have foreseen all that lay ahead, who 
knows what he would have said.  
 
For all of us, there are times when we are called.  Sometimes the call is silent but we know in our 
deepest hearts that it must be answered.  Sometimes the call is so loud it just can't be ignored.  The fact 
of the matter is that each of us, like Abraham, must decide whether or not to answer Hineni - here I 
am.  I hear the call and I will get up and go.  
 
For me that is the core lesson of "Why Abraham?"  The man said yes.  
 
A blessing for the Chilean miners and those who brought them home...  
 
Still dreaming of peace, 
 
Barbara 
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