Betwixt & Between
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f[*So Abram werit 'as HASHEM had spoken to him, and Lot went with him; Abram was
seventy-five years old when he left Haran. 5 Abram took his wife Sarai and Lot, his brother’s
son, and all their wealth that they had amassed, and the souls they made in Haran; aﬂi

&

/% Aldo Lot who went with“Ah(_ath*ad flocks, catile, and tents. 8 And the land could not support
hem dwelling together for their possessions were abundant and they were unable to dwell
fogether. 7 And there was quarreling between the herdsmen of Abram'’s livestock and the herds-

men of Lot's livestock — and the Canaanite and the Perizzite were then dwelling in the land.

8 So Abram said to Lot: “Please let there be no strife between me and you, and between my
9 Js not all the land before you? Please

herdsmen and your herdsmen, for we are kinsmen.
separate from me: If you go left then [ will

~

& e R

710 So Lot raised his eyes and saw the entire plain of the Jordan that it was well watered
everywhere — before HASHEM destroyed Sodom and Gomorrah —like the garden of HASHEM,

go right, and if you go right then [ will go left.”/

like the land of Egypt, going toward
Jordan, and Lot journeyed from the east;

12 Abram dwelled in the land of Canaan while
pitched tents as far as Sodom. > Now the people of Sodom were wicl

HASHEM, exceedingly.

14 HasHEM said to Abram after Lot had parted from him, “Raise now
from where you are: northward, soutthard,' ‘eastward and westq@r\d
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Zoar. 1 So Lot chose for himself the whole plain of the
thus ‘they ‘parted, one from his brother.ad=
Lot dwelled in the cities of the plain and

ked and sinful toward

our eyes and look out
15 For all the land that
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wot's father was Haran, Abraham’s brother, who had died
in the flames of Ur Kasdim [see notes to 11:28]. Abraham
then undertook the responsibility of raising the orphaned

Lot (Chizkuni).

Some commentators note that God had not bidden Abra-
ham to take Lot with him and that Lot’s later behavior
showed that he should not have done so. Zohar Chadash ex-
plainis that Abraham took him because he foresaw that
David and the Messiah would descend from Lot, and be-
cause Haran had died in support of Abraham, Abraham felt

that he had to be compassionate to his son.
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A Privilege, not a Burden o

This great lesson may be further highlighted by comparing Avraham
to his nephew Lot, a person who had the privilege of observing his
every action at close hand. Although Lot undoubtedly possessed a
fine character of his own, as we can see from his commitment to the
mitzvah of hachnasas orchim, caring for guests, in parshas Vayeira, his
approach to the new path blazed by Avraham was essentially flawed.
Lot exemplifies a certain type of Jew who, though committed to a life
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of Torah, makes the sort of compromises that ultimately calls that
commitment into question.

For example, Lot reasoned that since the Land would one day be-
long to Avraham and his family it was permissible to graze his flocks
in the fields of the resident Canaanites. On this basis, he ignored
Avraham’s clear instructions to the contrary, and allowed his flocks
to graze wherever his shepherds saw fit. Qutwardly, both Avraham
Avinu's and Lot’s approach could be justified. Avraham Avinu’s rec-
ognition of the rightful ownership of the residents of Canaan at that
time showed true Yiras Shamayim, while Lot’s willingness to take for
himself what he thought would one day belong to his descendants
demonstrated that something other than a pure commitment to
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Hashems will motivated him. It cannot be said that Lot openly and
brazenly defied Avraham Avinu, since he attempted to justify his ac-
tions, and found a good heter, a basis, for what he did. Nevertheless,’
the essential flaw in this approach can be seen.

Unfortunately, many Jews today adhere to Lot’s philosophy of Yid-

’ dishkeit. Though ostensibly a Torah-observant Jew, this type of person

uses the vast ocean of halachah to find all sorts of leniencies that make ’

his everyday Divine service, his avodas Hashem, easier to cope with.

In terms of keeping the Torah, a person who acts according toa hefer

cannot be considered to be transgressing in any way, and indeed, th'ere.1i
are times when circumstances demand a lenient approach. However,l
when this épproach becomes the basis for one’s Torah observance, it |
shows that there is something lacking in that person’s avodah. A per-i

son who always looks for a heter and seeks to make his Torah practice-
easier for himself is essentially giving a clear message that keeping
the Torah is something of a burden, if not utterly unpleasant. This

demonstrates a flaw in his basic appreciation of HaKadosh Baruch

Hu and His commandments, and a lack of Yiras Shamayim, which is
contrary to evervthing that Avraham Avinu came to teach us.

8 5 For Avraham, every thought and action was an opportunity to
fulfill the will of HaKadosh Baruch Hu. His whole joy and purposein
life was to do Hashem’s bidding without question, without somehow
trying to find a way around his obligations. This can be seen in the
episode of the Akeidah, the Binding of Yitzchak. Faced with losing his
son and heir, and with him, all hope of fuifilling what Hashem had
essentially promised him, he joyfully and without question took Yitz-
chak up to be slaughtered. He may well have been justified in arguing
with Hashem, since He had promised that through Yitzchak, Avraham
would have an eternal inheritance. It is possible that Hashem would
have agreed to this line of reasoning, but Avraham made no such plea.l
He simply set out to fulfill what he had been commanded to do. His
approach to life was one without compromises. Everything he did was

lekadésh Shem Shamayim, to do the bidding of Hashem.
' When a person starts looking for ways to justify actions that he

knows, deep down, are not what Hashem désires, this opens the tini-
est crack into which the yetzer hara enters. Someone who is driven
by a deep desire for some mundane object or experience will always

find a justification for his actions. This is one of the first lessons of the ‘
Torah. Adam HaRishon found what he thought was a sound justifica-
tion for eating the fruit of the Etz HaDaas. He reasoned that since it

was not good for man to be alone, Chavah was therefore good, and so

everything she did was also good. If she offered him the fruit, it must

therefore be a good thing to do. In this way, he justified eating the

fruit. His reasoning was flawed, of course, since he was transgressing

Hashem's clear prohibition, and therefore he was punished.
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So the Midrash tells us: You want to know what Avraham
was? You want to know the secret of his greatness? You want
to know his particular genius? You want to know how the
whole chapter of the world known as Avraham started? The
answer lies in the pasuk in Kobeles: “Chachmah, wisdom, gives
more strength to the wise man than the ten rulers who were
in the city.”

Avraham’s greatness was in his relationship to chachmab, which
was so intense, so powerful, so ... honest ... that he became fused
with it. When he perceived the great knowledge of the existence
o_t: a master of ihf Universe, he didn’t just say, “Well, I know this -

now. It’s a nice thing, a nice thought, quite inspiring actually.
Someday, I'll think some more about it. Someday, I may even do
something about it.” ‘That kind of lackadaisical attitude had no
place in Avraham’s scheme of things. That's not who Avraham

as. “Wisdom gives strength ...” Avraham’s knowledge con-
sumed him, and he achieved understanding,

The Sages did not emphasize Avraham’s religiosity or that
he did this or that good deed or that he was a £zaddi, as the
Torah tells us about Noach. That was not his defining char-
acteristic. It was his relationship to chachmah. All of us have
weaknesses, shortcomings, failures, distortions. We know per-
fectly well what they are, so why don’t we do anything about
them? Why don’t we change? It’s because our relationship to
chachmak is tenuous and feeble. We may have the knowledge,
Dut we have precious little understanding. We achieve under
standing when our knowledge becomes so deep and pervasive
that it defines our whole personality. It energizes and directs

. us. That is where Avraham stood out; it was in the realm of his

gelationship to_chachmabh.

You take a regular person up into the Swiss Alos and show
him the grandeur and magnificence of Hashem’s creation, and
it takes his breath away. You show him how a baby is born,

e

how the embryo progresses from stage to stage until a little
human being is born. You teach him biology and show him all
the miraculous processes that are constantly going on inside our
bodies every minute of every day. It is beyond incredible. And
what will your average person say? He'll probably acknowledge
that it is really fascinating, but will he be transformed? Will he
tyrn his life around and seek a new direction? Not likely.

28 But Avraham did. When he perceived the concept of the
‘brilliantly illuminated palace in the desert, his life was never

again the same because he went from knowledge to understand-
ing, which leads directly to transformation. That is where he got
the strength to be Avraham the Jvri, the one who could stand
on one side with his own views, opinions and attitudes while the
entire world was on the other side with opposite views, opinions
and attitudes, and he wouldn’t concede to them. Nothing could
budge him because he and his knowledge were one.
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