Avraham: Trials and Tribulations

a Aol - She Chmash

' There was a famine in the land, and Abram descended to Egypt to sojourn there, for the
famine was severe in the land. '* And itoccurred, as he was about to enter Egypt, he said to his
wife Sarai, “See now, | have known that You are a woman of beautiful appearance. 2 And it
shall occur, when the Egyptians will see You, they will say, ‘This is his wife!’; then they wil kill
me, but you they will let live. '3 Please say that you are my sister, that it may go well with me

for your sake, and that | may live on account of you.”

"4 But it occurred, with Abram’s coming to Egypt, the Egyptians saw that the woman
was very beautiful. '* When the officials of Pharaoh saw her, they lauded her for Pharaoh,

and the woman was taken to Pharaoh's house. 16
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and he acquired sheep, cattle, donkeys, slaves and maidservants, female donkeys, and

camels.
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21 The king of Sodom said to Abram: “Give me the people and take the possessions for

yourself.”

2 Abram said to the king of Sodom: "1 lift up my hand to HAsHEM, God, the Most High, Maker
of heaven and earth, 2 if so much as a thread to a shoestrap; or if I shall.take from anything of

Yours! So you shall not say, It is | who made Abram rich.’® Far from me! Only what the young

men have eaten, and the share of the men who accompanied me: Aner, Eshcol, and Mamre —

they will take their portion.”
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substantial chunk of this sidrah is occupied with the story of the
War of the Kings. Four kings fought against five other kings in.a_

battle that lasted many years. Avraham fought against the four kings
when they captured his nephew Lot and eventually succeeded in res-

The four kin. ention ere hint a ur Ki [s)

doms of Babylon, Media, Greece, and FEdom [Rome].

(Bereishis Rabbah 42:2)

: the king-

cuing him. Superficially, this appears to be a simple historical narra-
tive of an ancient conflict in which Avraham had unfortunately be-
come entangled. However, much meaning lies behind this story.

God engineered things such that everything that‘happened to Avra-
‘'ham would happen to his descendants.
(Midrash Tanchuma, Lech Lecha 9)

This is the famous concept known as “Ma‘aseh Avos siman lvanim”

— everything that happened to the Patriarchs was a harbinger of what
would happen to their children. This means that all the events in the

lives of the Avos were echoed by later national events in the life of klal

Yisrael. Let us see how this applies to the War of the Kings.

o
-
.ing incident in the lives of Avraham and Sarah. There was a famine in
Eretz Yisrael, and Avraham and Sarah went to Egypt to avoid starva-

tion. Avraham advised Sarah to pretend to be his sister to avoid diffi-
culties with the Egyptians, who were know for their sexually immoral

behavior. When they arrived, Sarah was indeed taken by the Egyptians
to Pharaoh’s house. Pharaoh and his household were miraculously
struck with a sudden skin illness, and as a result, Sarah was released
unharmed, and ultimately Avraham’s family made their way out of

Egypt.!

This whole episode happened to Avraham to indicate that four king-

doms w ise i descendants. would

overcome them, and the kingdoms would all fall into their hands.
(Ramban, Bereishis 14:1)

The four kingdoms mentioned here are the four historical na-
tions w . They were perpetrators of four
exiles, which each attempted to subjugate some aspect of Yisrael’s
unique nature. Each time, klal Yisrael eventually succeeded in freeing

*
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The important point is that this incident occurred before the War

- of the Kings. The Midrash tells us:

Sarah came to Egypt and restrained herself from immorality. In her

merit, all the women restrained themselves from immorality. Avra- .

ham went down to Egypt and restrained himself from immorality. In
his merit, all the men restrained themselves.

) (Yalkut Shimoni 226)
The men and women referred to here are klal Yisrael during their
Egyptian exile. Since Avraham and Sarah were able to control them-

selves centuries before, their descendants were able to do 50 in_exile.

The earlier, personal experience of Avraham and Sarah in Pharaoh's

house was a forerunner of a similar national event years later, This is

“Ma’aseh Avos siman Pvanim” — everything that happened to the Pa-
triarchs happens to the children__ '

ipaart. -
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This means that Avraham passed his test; he entered the romis-
cuous environment in Egypt and emerged unscathed, completely un-
affected by its people or their ethos. Soon afterwards, the War of the
Kings took place. The sequence of events is very important. God gave
Aviaham_the experiences he needed in the order that they were
nceded. It follows that Avraham needed the Egypt ex erience in order
to progress to the next stage. We can suggest, therefore, that Avraham

nevailed in the War of the Kings only because he had succeeded in es-
caping from Egypt with his spiritual integrity intact.

This sequence of events replayed itself in the later experiences of
kil Yisrael, As we have seen, the Egyptian exile was the first national
uppression they experienced. Unfortunately, this was to be followed
by many other exiles throughout the ages. Avraham restrained him-
selfin Egypt and as a result was able to overcome the four kings. Let us
tecall that the four kings were a hint to the Four Kingdoms which
would later oppress klal Yisrael. If so, then the restraint that Yisrael

showed in Egypt gave them the abiljty to withstand ail the futureex-

¢1 .

This order of events will again manifest itself in the ultimate future.

- - - d
The kedushah gained by klal Yisrael in Egypt will stand us in good stea

- " . £
to withstand the tests of exile until the final war against the forces o

Edom, in which the enemy will be vanquished by the Mashiach ben Yo-

i
the Messiah descended from Yosef). ' L
e (It is significant that a descendant of Yosef will lead this \(;:cltlc:z-
Yosef was the epitome of the shomer habris, ;on::oxflg ws':foagz?'r e
’ * - 03 n o o
self against sexual impropriety. The desCfen ar r
blymiribued with the same character trait. It is only .th_e Mafhzgchifeesn
Yosef, a leader characterized by greatness in restraining his desires,

who will finally vanquish our enemies.
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16 There is an idea that a test forces one to discover
levels of one’s own inner strength which were previously
hidden. The difficulty of the test brings out that which would
have remained dormant without it. It is not Hashem who

anan e oyt
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There are deep correlates of this idea: the neshama (soul)
itself is, in a sense, potential, and the mystical understanding is
that a neshama without a body cannot effect any change, it must

discovers what you are capable of when you succeed, it is you!- -

Mystically, the concept here is that of bringing the potential into

the actual; before the test there was-a level of power in the -
personality which was potential only, after the test that power .
has become actual, realized in the personality and in the world.

For Avraham Avinu to be able to sacrifice his son is not enough

— he must make that ability an action, he must bring it into the -

world. What counts, in other words, is not what one can do, but
what one actually does in life.

- be brought into a body, into the finite, tangible world in order
: tp achieve —potential energy is not enough, actionis necessary.

Even deeper, we note that Hashem Himself found it necessary
to create a world —being able to do so was not enough for Him;

'He thereby demonstrates to us most powerfully that potential
‘must be made concrete, crystallized into tangible reality.
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2. The Mesillas Yesharim says that the purpose of life is “to

perform mitzvos, to serve, and to withstand tests”. Now a classic
question is asked here: why are we tested? Why would Hashem
test us, since He knows beforehand what the outcome must be?
If ordeals are “tests”, as o) nisayon, is often translated, the
purpose of these tests cannotbe for Hashem's learning anything
about us, of course. Then who benefits? And how?

To this question we can add another. The word y»o3 nisayon
is based on the root ©) meaning a miracle. (9 also means a
banner, a flag raised high: a miracle is really a banner clearly
marking Hashem’s presence in the world.) The problem is,
what do ordeals have to do with the miraculous? Exactly which
element of a test is miraculous? We can put this question most
sharply as follows: when one is faced with an ordeal, can one

overcome it? In principle, is it possible to overcome ordeals or
not? If it is possible, where is the miracle in succeeding? And of

course, if it is not possible, why would Hashem demand the |

impossible of us?
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A name is a revelation of essence. If a person’s name,
revealing his essence, is spoken together with Hashem's name,
the idea is that an aspect of Hashem’s presence is revealed in
that person; that individual has somehow become a vehicle for
Hashem’s manifestation in the world. When Avraham Avinu is
tested in the fire of the akeida (binding and sacrifice of Yitzchak)
Hashem is revealed. How does this happen?

pT The answer is that a real test is impossible. It stresses a person
beyond all possible limits. The feeling of the enormity of a real
ordeal is accurate: this test is too much for me! When a person
faces the impossible chasm, and leaps anyway because Hashem
asks it, and miraculously arrives on the other side, Hashem is
revealed because only He can do the impossible — that is the
miracle! The banner of miracle, of Divine imminence, has been
raised. Two elements are required: to_attach oneself to the
Divine; and then to leap. The Sages tell us thata person’s own
lower self (yetzer hara) attacks him daily with lethal viciousness,
(the essence. of all tests), and:*if Hashem does.not help; one.
cannot overcome it”! There are no inaccuracies in the statements .

of our Sages — if they tell us that without Divine assistance the
battle is impossible, so it must be. So that to perceive victory in. . -

25

We see this in many ways. The Mesillas Yesharim, when
dealing with the higher levels which a person can reach, says
“¢ chillaso avoda, ve’sofo g'mul — the beginning is work but the
end is a gift”. The beginning of the path which leads to
transcendence is hard work, very hard work, but theend is a
gift, it comes from elsewhere, from beyond the work, beyond
the self. The Sages say that if a person states that he “labored
and found” ('nxsm ny») he is to be believed. Labor will lead to
results; but the words are so potently clear: the word “found”
connotes an unexpected find (nN*81); it doesnotsay “labored and
achieved” but rather “labored and found” — the find was
unexpected, a surprise despite the work because it so completely
belongs to another dimension. '

= [
- The prayer of one who stands tested, therefore is “Hashem,

this test that You haye given me seems impossible to me. I

cannot humanlz ovércomé it. But if Youia{ve seen fit to test me
thus, I shall go through the impossible for You: I shall leé;;v I

give myself to You. I acknowledge that I am nothing, You ar
[ 4 e
everything. Help me through.” .

ordeals is to perceive the Divine hand!
- aF Actsodl~ Sthre Gurrasth
10-20. Abraham in Egypt. This is another test of Abra-:

ham’s faith. Immediately after he settled in the new home-
land where God had promised him every manner of bless-:

ing, there was a famine, whereupon God commanded him
to leave the land and move to Egypt. TTough this Seétied to
be a direct contradiction of God's glowing promises, Abra-
ham's faith did not waver. This event foreshadowed Jacob's

descent to Egypt because of a famine (Midrash)..
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By passing Sarai off as his sister, Avram hoped to gain
_time through making excessive demands for her hand. .In
words “so that 1 will receive

this spirit Rashi interprets the will 1
benefit_for you” as follows: “so that they will give me
T - 1 will take

presents.” The one who will say “I swear . . A
xféthing of yours, from a thread to a shoelace” to the king

of S'dom was surely not eager to amass wealth. But he
wanted to show his wife that the gifts which the Egyptians
would offer in _return for her hand in marriage would
permit him to prolong negotiations until providential help
would come or until the famine would end. As a result he
would live because of her. Nevertheless, Avram ver £~
wanted _to_profit materially from these gifts. He did not
touch them but gave every one of them to the children of

his concubines, as Rashi tells us (25:6). Cf. our commen-
tary on 14:22. '
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15. THE WOMAN WAS TAKEN TO PAR'OH's HOUSE. The only case
which Avram did not foresee was that the king would
want Sarai for himsell. The king was the only one who

could offer whatever amount of money was asked. Hence
Avram was obliged to accept “sheep, cattle, he-asses,
bondmen, bondwomen, she-asses, and camels.” Now there
was no escape. Avram and Sarai took refuge in the Tast

¥

" resort of the Jew in times of distress: prayer. Each prayed

fervently to God for help. And He, the “shield of
Avraham,” answered their praers, as it 1s said, "No wrong
can come to the righteous N %3 7787 TN RO (Proverbs
12:21; cf. Tanhuma).
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3 So Sarai, Abram’s wife, took Hagar the Egyptian, her maidservant — after ten years of
Abram’s dwelling in the Land of Canaan — and gave her to Abram her husband, to him as a
wife. “He consorted with Hagar and she conceived; and when she saw that she had conceived,
her mistress was lowered in her esteem. * So Sarai said to Abram, “The outrage against me is
due to you! It was | who gave my maidservant into your bosom, and now that she sees that
she has conceived, | became lowered in her esteem. Let HASHEM judge between me and you!”

8 Abram said to Sarai, “Behold! — your maidservant is in your hand; do to her as you seefit."
And Sarai dealt harshly with her, so she fled from her.

—17 7 An angel of HASHEM found her by the spring of water in the desert, at the spring on the road

to Shur. ® And he said, “Hagar, maidservant of Sarai, where have you come from and where are
you going?” And she said, ‘I am running away from Sarai my mistress.”

? And an angel of HASHEM said to her, “Retumn to your mistress, and submit yourself to her
domination.”

19 And an angel of HASHEM said to her, "l will greatly increase your offspring, and they will not
be counted for abundance.”

1t And an angel of HASHEM said to her, “Behold, you will conceive, and give birth to a son,
you shall name him Ishmael, for HAsHEM has heard your prayer. 2 And he shall be a
wild-ass of a man: his hand agairst everyone, and everyone's hand against him; and over

all his brothers shall he dweil.”

K And she called the Name of HasHEM Who sgoke to her “You are the God of Vision, " for she

said, “Could ] have seen even here after having seen?” ' Therefore the well was called “The Well

g sty

of the Living One.” It is between Kadesh and Bered.

j(\.s’\r “Af"r(ro"

B chataf kamaitz' - 137 0w Xy 4w — because it is a noun, ') Y means _mx9n bk — the God.

of Vision,? nabys R™w — for He sces the affront vy ¢ — of the affronted.

\) {"nx 137 — Alternatively,
- and this implies that He sees everythmg
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