PARSHAS LECH LECHA

AVRAHAM AVINU: THE MAN OF SCIENCE TRANSCENDS HIMSELF

Rav Hutner once said, “Everyone wants to talk about the Chofetz Chaim after he
became the Chofetz Chaim. But what is more important is to understand how the Chofetz
Chaim grew to be that way to begin with®.” The same is true of the Avos. Avram ben Terach
was not born Avraham Avinu. He had to work incredibly hard on himself to become that
way. Below is some of that story.

DISCOVERING G-D THROUGH NATURE

Both Jewish and non-Jewish historians recognize that the great contribution of the
Jews to the world was monotheism, an achievement that not only transformed subsequent
history but can be regarded as the greatest single contribution from whatever source since
human culture emerged from the Stone Age®. By teaching this concept, Avraham Avinu
forever changed the way in which we would relate not only to G-d, but also to man.

By the time our Parsha starts to tell us about Avraham Avinu, 75 years of his life have
already passed®. At this stage, Avraham Avinu already had an advanced relationship with G-
d. How did he get there?

Avraham Avinu discovered G-d by looking at nature®. Described by the Alter of
Slobodka as the first and perhaps the greatest of the philosophers®, Avraham did not take
anything for granted. Avraham began his G-d search at the age of 3°, but it took him another
37 years of total absorption and thought to reach a mature understanding of and relationship
with G-d’. It was only then that Avraham was finally willing to give up all idol-worship®. It
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took another 35 years for him to be ready for G-d’s command at the beginning of our parsha,
Lech Lecha.

As exalted as Avraham became, his basic conclusions are very accessible to mortals
like ourselves. Everywhere Avraham looked he saw incredible order, demanding a higher
intelligence overseeing and guiding the whole process'. Whether the starting point is
physics, biology, astronomy or any exploration of the world of nature, all will lead us back to
G-d% It was Rav Hirsch who said: "Two revelations are given to us, Nature and the 7min."
The Mabharal calls the world of nature a ladder which we can climb to reach the higher realms
of Torah®.

Avraham Avinu was a spiritual and intellectual genius. But, once discovered, his
lessons are available to all. The Avos endowed us with a spiritual, genetic sensitivity to
access a basic appreciation of G-d through nature®. Be it the shepherding of our great
forbears®, the glorious praises of 71w P12, or the Psalms we say every day’, our lives are
informed by a sensitivity to “the G-d of nature”. Rav Shamshon Rephael Hirsch spoke of us
all when he once commented: “What will I answer when asked, 'Rephael, did you see my
beautiful Alps?™

WHY THE DISCOVERY OF G-D WAS UNUSUAL

Despite the fact that the world is, as Rav Elchanan Wasserman® tells us, biased in
favor of seeing G-d, Avraham’s achievements are still remarkable to an extreme. The world
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® The Avos, Moshe Rabbeinu and David Hamelech all learned to be great leaders by first being
shepherds and being with nature.
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that Avraham was born into had become completely idolatrous. One thin line of Monotheism
remained: Chanoch, Noach, and Shem to Ever; but these people lived and died with their
secret’. Meanwhile, the idolators were able to show tangible results for their efforts by tuning
into real intermediaries used by G-d°>. And so, Avraham Avinu himself was given the best
education in idolatary of the time®. Brilliant as he was, his own book of idolatry stretched to
400 chapters!!* It required enormous courage and a radical breakthrough for Avraham to see
the world through different eyes.

Secondly, Avraham Avinu took his understanding to profound new depths. In the end,
he reconstructed for himself the whole of creation, including the higher spiritual realms. His
legacy to us is the great Kabbalistic work, the Sefer Hayetzirah, which explains how the
letters of the Hebrew alphabet were used by G-d to create the world®. Avraham Avinu was
able to trace any object back up its spiritual trajectory®. He was able to understand, as Adam
HaRishon once did, how the word actually sustains the physical reality it produces’. Man is a
whole universe, an jop 07w made up of all 22 letters, whose every action has cosmic
implications®.

THE G-D OF MORALITY AND OF HASHGACHA PRATIS

Avraham Avinu does not just understand these things; he is able to harmonize his
entire being with what he sees. This allows him to intuit all of the Torah and its Mitzvos,
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since the Torah is but a higher level of the creation-reality’ and therefore completely in
harmony with the inner logic of creation. His spiritual and intellectual clarity was such? that it
it was now obvious to Avraham that he would keep the Mitzvos, just like someone would not
think twice about his need for air and water®. Along with that clarity went his phenomenal
giving ?nd kindness which further put him in harmony with the Torah, whose essence is
Chesed".

Avraham Avinu does not rest with the discovery of the G-d of the philosophers, the
G-d of nature (Hashgacha Klalis). He does not simply replace the gods with one G-d. He
provides a radically different model of how that G-d acts. The gods of his contemporaries
have no interest in lowly man. They are too busy competing amongst themselves. Avraham
Avinu comes to understand that if G-d had created man, He did so to give — to share His
goodness®. Perforce this must be not only to man in general, but to each man in particular.
This is the principle of Hashgacha Pratis®, wherein G-d tailor-makes the universe to perfectly
perfectly fit the growth needs of every human’.

Avraham then takes this further. He comes to understand G-d’s Ways so deeply that
he begins to model his own behavior after G-d’s ways. He sees that G-d relates to man in
multiple tiny acts of Divine Providence — of G-d lowering Himself, so to speak, into the nitty-
gritty of man and his needs®. Avraham Avinu perfects his giving and kindness as a way of

INn9y N1 NPYINA 9onon means that the logic of the world is in harmony with the logic of the n .
Since man was also created from that n~n, the logic of man is similarly in harmony with the logic of
the world.
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imitating G-d — of walking in G-d’s ways in his giving and kindness®. He then uses his own
kindness to teach people how great G-d’s kindness really is’.

By the end of his life Avraham’s spiritual greatness was so vast, his desire to give to
others so total, that he became a3 711 2 - he and Sarah became the spiritual father and the
mother of all of the nations of the world*. (It is forbidden to call Avraham and Sarah by their
original names, Avram and Sarai®, because this inaccurately portrays them as being only the
forefathers of the Jewish people.) In so doing, Avraham Avinu was able to go beyond the
limitations of his own specific Mazal. Avraham’s neshama now covered the entire spectrum
of spirituality - ®a7naxa - oxnama poRm onwa MTN A9x. This idea, of an encompassing
spirituality, was then passed onto the entire Jewish nation. (5x7w> 91 1x)” such that every
Jewish soul from then on would span the entire order of the world®.

Anyone could now convert to Judaism because all were connected under the vast
canopy of the Abrahamitic soul. And every geir can safely make the bikkurim declaration
that his Forefathers left Egypt®. For, he too is a child of Avraham. This giant soul not only
covered individuals — it covered entire nations. When G-d bestowed blessing on all the
nations, therefore, it went through Avraham™°,

PERSONALIZING THE G-D RELATIONSHIP - LOVE, RESPECT AND TRUST
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Avraham Avinu realized that this G-d he had discovered was not just a cold director
of affairs. G-d wanted an active relationship, and Avraham Avinu embraced this invitation
with a deep and enduring love of G-d* (see note).

We know from our relationships with our parents, spouses and children that we can
sometimes feel close to them and sometimes quite distant. When we have our disagreements
or feel estranged, the question is whether our connection with the other person goes deep
enough to carry us through these times of darkness. Do we remain trustworthy — true to the
relationship even when we do not see what the relationship is doing for us at that time?

It is just this question which G-d asked of Avraham, and he began to answer when at
75, G-d asked him to leave absolutely everything and to go to an unknown land — 9% 7%. The
Torah leaves out everything that came before this command, because G-d was saying, “My
choosing you is not dependent on anything that you have achieved thus far?. Nothing of what
you have done so far will have prepared you for the giant leap of faith that you must now
take.” Avraham lived that faith, until the faith itself became an entire reality — a powerful
source of his existence®.

And so began another chapter in Avraham Avinu’s life — a chapter of 10 trials that
tested his love for G-d. G-d trusted that Avraham would close the 2,000 years of yin that the
world had endured since its inception and, in a dramatic break, lead it into the 2,000 years of
Torah®. The trials numbered 10 — meaning that every aspect of Avraham Avinu’s personality
was brought to potential and connected to G-d°. Avraham had to reach deep into himself, go
beyond the normal and the natural, and find the miracle within in himself to satisfy G-d that
his commitment was total®. The challenge was to choose a path that would have continuity.
G-d provided the formula with final test — one that would allow the connection over to all
future generations’. But there was a price to be paid - not all his progeny would have the
purity to continue this path. The process required sifting, and some were left behind?®.
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On which Rav Shimshon Rephael Hirsch comments:

According to the context, it would seem that »ax onyax bv yman has an active connotation,
denoting Abraham’s love for G-d. If, however, one should wish to construe this phrase in the more
customary manner, that is, as denoting the love of G-d for Avraham, then the repeated trials should
be regarded as evidence in themsleves of the high regard in which G-d held Avraham. As the Mishna
has it: “The potter will strike only those pots that are good and whole to test them, because he knows
that they will withstand even repeated blows.”
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