
Parashat Lekh Lekha: Choosing a New Self
Rabbi Joshua Rabin, Astoria Center of Israel, Astoria, New York1

Bereishit 11:31

ח רַחויַּקִַּ֨ םתֶּ֜ בֶּן־בְּנ֔וֹבֶּן־הָרָן֙ואְֶת־ל֤וֹטבְּנ֗וֹאֶת־אַבְרָ֣
יואְֵת֙ שֶׁתכַּלָּת֔וֹשָׂרַ֣ םאֵ֖ םויַּצְֵא֨וּבְּנ֑וֹאַבְרָ֣ מֵא֣וּראִתָּ֜

ים רְצָהלָלֶ֙כֶת֙כַּשְׂדִּ֗ עַןאַ֣ אוּכְּנַ֔ ֹ֥ ןויַּבָ שְׁבוּעַד־חָרָ֖ ם׃ויֵַּ֥ שָֽׁ

Terah took his son Avram, his grandson Lot, the son of
Haran, and his daughter-in-law Sarai, the wife of his
son Avram, and they set out together from Ur of the
Chaldeans for the land of Canaan, but when they had

come as far as Haran, they settled there.

1. Avraham the Troublemaker

Midrash Bereishit Rabbah 38:13

כח(,יא,)בראשיתאָבִיותֶּרַחפְּניֵעַלהָרָןויַּמָָת
עוֹבֵדתֶּרַחדְּיפָוֹ,אַדָאדְּרַבבְּרֵיהּבַּרחִיּאָרַבִּי
לְאַבְרָהָםהוֹשִׁיבלַאֲתַר,נפְֵיקזְמַןחַדהָיהָ,צְלָמִים
והֲַוהָדְּיזְִבַּן,בָּעֵיאֵינשַׁבַּראָתֵיהֲוהָתַּחְתָּיו.מוֹכֵר
בַּרלֵיהּאֲמַרוהֲַוהָאַתְּ,שְׁניִןכַּמָּהבַּרלֵהּאֲמַר

לְהַהוּאלֵיהּויַלֵיהּאֲמַרוהֲַוהָשִׁתִּין,אוֹחַמְשִׁין
והֲַוהָיוֹמֵי,לְבַרלְמִסְגַּדוּבָעֵישִׁתִּיןבַּרדַּהֲוהָגַבְרָא

טְעִינאָאִתְּתָאחַדאֲתָאזְמַןחַדלוֹ.והְוֹלֵךְמִתְבַּיּשֵׁ
קָרֵבלָךְהֵאלֵיהּאֲמָרָהּדְּסלֶֹת,פִּינךְָחָדָאבִּידָהּ

ותְַבְרִינוּןבִּידֵיהּ,בּוּקְלָסָאנסְֵיבקָםקֳדָמֵיהוֹן,
דַּהֲוהָדְּרַבָּהבִּידָאבּוּקְלָסָאויִהַבפְּסִילַיאָ,לְכָלְהוֹן
לְהוֹןעָבֵידמַאןלֵיהּאֲמַראֲבוּהָדַּאֲתָאכֵּיוןָבֵּיניֵהוֹן.
אִתְּתָאחָדָאאֲתַתמִינךְָנּכְִפּוּרמַהלֵיהּאֲמַרכְּדֵין,

לָךְהֵאלִיואֲַמַרַתדְּסוֹֹלֶת,פִּינךְָחָדָאלָהּטְעִינאָ
אֲמַרדֵּיןהֲוהָלָקֳדָמֵיהוֹןקָרֵיבְתְּקֳדָמֵיהון,קָרֵיב
קַדְמָאי,אֵיכוֹלאֲנאָאֲמַרודְֵיןקַדְמָאי,אֵיכוֹלאֲנאָ
ותְַבַּרִינוֹן.בּוּקְלָסָאנסְַבבֵּיניֵהוֹןדַּהֲוהָרַבָּההָדֵיןקָם

אֲמַראִינוּן.ויְדְָעִיןבִּי,מַפְלֶהאַתָּהמָהלֵיהּאֲמַר
אוֹמֵר.שֶּׁפִּיךָמַהאָזְניֶךָישְִׁמְעוּולְֹאלֵיהּ

“Haran died in the presence of Teraḥ his father in
the land of his birth, in Ur of the Chaldeans”

(Bereishit 11:28). “Haran died during the lifetime of
Teraḥ his father” – Rabbi Ḥiyya grandson of Rav Ada of

Yafo: Teraḥ was an idol worshipper [and a seller of
idols]. One time, he went away to some place, and he
installed Avraham as salesman in his stead. A person
would come seeking to buy. He [Avraham] 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: ‘I
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. I offered it before them. This one [idol]
said: I shall eat first, and another one said: I shall eat
first. This big idol, who was standing among them, got
up and took the club and shattered them.’ He [Teraḥ]
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?’

Mishneh Torah, Hilkhot Avodat Kohavim 1:3

כֵּיוןָבּוֹרְאוֹ.אֶתאַבְרָהָםהִכִּירשָׁנהָאַרְבָּעִיםוּבֶן
אוּרבְּניֵעַלתְּשׁוּבוֹתלְהָשִׁיבהִתְחִילויְדַָעשֶׁהִכִּיר

Avraham was forty years old when he became aware of
his Creator. When he recognized and knew Him, he

1 All translations are from Sefaria, unless otherwise noted.



דֶּרֶךְזוֹשֶׁאֵיןולְוֹמַרעִמָּהֶםדִּיןולְַעֲרךְֹכַּשְׂדִּים
והְִתְחִילהַצְּלָמִיםושְִׁבֵּרבָּהּהוֹלְכִיםשֶׁאַתֶּםהָאֱמֶת
הָעוֹלָםלֶאֱלוֹהַּאֶלָּאלַעֲבדֹרָאוּישֶׁאֵיןלָעָםלְהוֹדִיעַ

שֶׁיּכִַּירוּהוּכְּדֵיוּלְנסֵַּךְוּלְהַקְרִיבלְהִשְׁתַּחֲווֹתרָאוּיולְוֹ
כָּלוּלְשַׁבֵּרלְאַבֵּדורְָאוּיהַבָּאִים.הַבְּרוּאִיםכָּל

שֶׁהֵםאֵלּוּכְּמוֹהָעָםכָּלבָּהֶןיטְִעוּשֶׁלֹּאכְּדֵיהַצּוּרוֹת
שֶׁגָּבַרכֵּיוןָאֵלּוּ.אֶלָּאאֱלוֹהַּשָׁםשֶׁאֵיןמְדַמִּים

נסֵלוֹונְעֲַשָׂהלְהָרְגוֹהַמֶּלֶךְבִּקֵּשׁבִּרְאָיוֹתָיועֲלֵיהֶם
לְכָלגָּדוֹלבְּקוֹלולְִקְראֹלַעֲמדֹוהְִתְחִיללְחָרָן.ויְצָָא

הָעוֹלָםלְכָלאֶחָדאֱלוֹהַּשָׁםשֶׁיּשֵׁוּלְהוֹדִיעָםהָעוֹלָם
הָעָםוּמְקַבֵּץוקְוֹרֵאמְהַלֵּךְוהְָיהָלַעֲבדֹ.רָאוּיולְוֹ

לְאֶרֶץשֶׁהִגִּיעַעַדלְמַמְלָכָהוּמִמַּמְלָכָהלְעִירמֵעִיר
"ויַּקְִרָאלג(כא)בראשיתשֶׁנּאֱֶמַרקוֹרֵאוהְוּאכְּנעַַן

עוֹלָם".אֵלה'בְּשֵׁםשָׁם

began to formulate replies to the inhabitants of Ur
Kasdim and debate with them, telling them that they
were not following a proper path. He broke their idols
and began to teach the people that it is fitting to serve
only the God of the world. To Him [alone] is it fitting to
bow down, sacrifice, and offer libations so that the
people of future [generations] would recognize Him.
[Conversely,] it is fitting to destroy and break all the
images, lest all the people err concerning them, like
those who thought there are no other gods besides
these [images]. When he overcame them through the
strength of his arguments, the king desired to kill him.
He was [saved through] a miracle and left for Charan.
[There,] he began to call loudly to all people and inform
them that there is one God in the world and it is proper
to serve Him. He would go out and call to the people,

gathering them in city after city and country after
country, until he came to the land of Canaan -

proclaiming [God's existence the entire time] - as
[Bereishit 21:33] states: "And He called there in the

name of the Lord, the eternal God."

2. The Cost of Rebellion

Bavli Bava Batra 91a

נחְֶבַּשׁשָׁניִםעֶשֶׂררַב:אָמַררָבָאבַּרחָנןָרַבואְָמַר
ורְַבבְּקַרְדּוּ.ושְֶׁבַעבְּכוּתָא,שָׁלֹשׁ–אָבִינוּאַבְרָהָם
חִסְדָּא:רַבאָמַראִיפְּכָא.מַתְניִמִנּהְַרְדְּעָאדִּימִי

כַּשְׂדִּים.אוּרזֶהוּ–דְּכוּתָאזְעֵירָאעִיבְרָא

And Rav Ḥanan bar Rava says that Rav says: Our
forefather Avraham was imprisoned for ten years

because he rejected the idol worship that was accepted
in his land. He was imprisoned for three years in the
city of Khuta, and seven years in Karddu. And Rav
Dimi of Neharde’a teaches the opposite, that he was
imprisoned seven years in Khuta and three in Karddu.
Rav Ḥisda said: The small passage of Khuta, this is

Ur of the Chaldeans (see Bereishit 11:31).

Dr. Martin Luther King Jr., “Letter from a Birmingham Jail,” 16 April 1963

My citing the creation of tension as part of the work of the nonviolent resister may sound rather shocking. But I
must confess that I am not afraid of the word "tension." I have earnestly opposed violent tension, but there is a

type of constructive, nonviolent tension which is necessary for growth. Just as Socrates felt that it was necessary
to create a tension in the mind so that individuals could rise from the bondage of myths and half-truths to the

unfettered realm of creative analysis and objective appraisal, so must we see the need for nonviolent gadflies to
create the kind of tension in society that will help men rise from the dark depths of prejudice and racism to the

majestic heights of understanding and brotherhood…

3. Choosing a New Self

Stephen J. Dubner, “Choosing My Religion,” The New York Times Magazine, 31 March 1996

True, the relative merits of Catholicism and Judaism could be argued endlessly, as my mother and I have tried, but
hadn't my parents and I ultimately trodden the same path? Like Abraham, we left our native land and our father's

house for a land we did not know. As much as ours were spiritual acts, they were cultural, familial, and
psychological acts as well. Choosing a religion means far more than choosing a new perspective on God -- it
informs how we talk, eat, and vote, how we think about justice and history, money, and sex. We choose a new

religion to choose a new self, to set ourselves apart from where we have come.
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