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The Courage Not to Conform
Leaders lead. That does not mean to say that
they do not follow. But what they follow is 
different from what most people follow. They 
don’t conform for the sake of conforming. 
They don’t do what others do merely 
because others are doing it. They follow an 
inner voice, a call. They have a vision, not of 
what is, but of what might be. They think 
outside the box. They march to a different 
tune.

Never was this more dramatically signalled 
than in the first words of God to Abraham, the
words that set Jewish history in motion: 
“Leave your land, your birthplace and your 
father’s house and go to the land that I will 
show you. (Gen. 12:1)”

Why? Because people do conform. They 
adopt the standards and absorb the culture 
of the time and place in which they live – 
“your land.” At a deeper level, they are 
influenced by friends and neighbours – “your 
birthplace.” More deeply still they are shaped
by their parents, and the family in which they 
grew up – “your father’s house.”

I want you, says God to Abraham, to be 
different. Not for the sake of being different, 
but for the sake of starting something new: a 
religion that will not worship power and the 
symbols of power – for that is what idols 
really were and are. I want you, said God, to 
“teach your children and your household 
afterward to follow the way of the Lord by 
doing what is right and just" (Gen. 18:19).

To be a Jew is to be willing to challenge the 
prevailing consensus when, as so often 
happens, nations slip into worshipping the 
old gods. They did so in Europe throughout 
the nineteenth and early twentieth century. 
That was the age of nationalism: the pursuit 
of power in the name of the nation-state that 
led to two world wars and tens of millions of 
deaths. It is the age we are living in now as 
North Korea acquires and Iran pursues 
nuclear weapons so that they can impose 
their ambitions by force. It is what is 
happening today throughout much of the 
Middle East and Africa as nations descend 
into violence and into what Hobbes called 

“the war of every man against every man.”1

We make a mistake when we think of idols in 
terms of their physical appearance – statues,



figurines, icons. In that sense they belong to 
the ancient times we have long outgrown. 
The way to think of idols is in terms of what 
they represent. They symbolise power. That 
is what Ra was for the Egyptians, Baal for 
the Canaanites, Chemosh for the Moabites, 
Zeus for the Greeks, and what missiles and 
bombs are for terrorists and rogue states 
today.

Power allows us to rule over others without 
their consent. As the Greek historian 
Thucydides put it: “The strong do what they 

wish and the weak suffer what they must.”2 
Judaism is a sustained critique of power. 
That is the conclusion I have reached after a 
lifetime of studying our sacred texts. It is 
about how a nation can be formed on the 
basis of shared commitment and collective 
responsibility. It is about how to construct a 
society that honours the human person as 
the image and likeness of God. It is about a 
vision, never fully realised but never 
abandoned, of a world based on justice and 
compassion, in which “They will neither harm
nor destroy on all My holy mountain, for the 
earth will be filled with the knowledge of the 
Lord as the waters cover the sea” (Isaiah 
11:9).

Abraham is without doubt the most influential
person who ever lived. Today he is claimed 
as the spiritual ancestor of 2.3 billion 
Christians, 1.8 billion Muslims and 14 million 
Jews, more than half the people alive today. 
Yet he ruled no empire, commanded no great
army, performed no miracles and proclaimed 

no prophecy. He is the supreme example in 
all of history of influence without power.

Why? Because he was prepared to be 
different. As the Sages say, he was called ha-
ivri, “the Hebrew,” because “all the world was
on one side (be-ever echad) and he was on 

the other”.3 Leadership, as every leader 
knows, can be lonely. Yet you continue to do 
what you have to do because you know that 
the majority is not always right and 
conventional wisdom is not always wise. 
Dead fish go with the flow. Live fish swim 
against the current. So it is with conscience 
and courage. So it is with the children of 
Abraham. They are prepared to challenge the
idols of the age.

After the Holocaust, some social scientists 
were haunted by the question of why so 
many people were prepared, whether by 
active participation or silent consent, to go 
along with a regime that was committing one 
of the great crimes against humanity. One 
key experiment was conducted by Solomon 
Asch. He assembled a group of people, 
asking them to perform a series of simple 
cognitive tasks. They were shown two cards, 
one with a line on it, the other with three lines
of different lengths, and asked which was the
same size as the line on the first. Unbeknown
to one participant, all the others had been 
briefed by Asch to give the correct answer for
the first few cards, and then to answer 
incorrectly for most of the rest. On a 
significant number of occasions the 
experimental subject gave an answer he 
could see was the wrong, because everyone 



else had done so. Such is the power of the 
pressure to conform: it can lead us to say 
what we know is untrue.

More frightening still was the Stanford 
experiment carried out in the early 1970s by 
Philip Zimbardo. The participants were 
randomly assigned roles as guards or 
prisoners in a mock prison. Within days the 
students cast as guards were behaving 
abusively, some of them subjecting the 
“prisoners” to psychological torture. The 
students cast as prisoners put up with this 
passively, even siding with the guards 
against those who resisted. The experiment 
was called off after six days, by which time 
even Zimbardo had found himself drawn into 
the artificial reality he had created. The 
pressure to conform to assigned roles is 
strong enough to lead people into doing what
they know is wrong.

That is why Abraham, at the start of his 
mission, was told to leave “his land, his 
birthplace and his father’s house,” to free 
himself from the pressure to conform. 
Leaders must be prepared not to follow the 
consensus. One of the great writers on 
leadership, Warren Bennis, writes: “By the 
time we reach puberty, the world has shaped 
us to a greater extent than we realise. Our 
family, friends, and society in general have 
told us – by word and example – how to be. 
But people begin to become leaders at that 
moment when they decide for themselves 

how to be.”4

One reason why Jews have become, out of 
all proportion to their numbers, leaders in 
almost every sphere of human endeavour, is 
precisely this willingness to be different. 
Throughout the centuries, Jews have been 
the most striking example of a group that 
refused to assimilate to the dominant culture 
or convert to the dominant faith.

One other finding of Solomon Asch is worth 
noting. He noted that when just one other 
person was willing to support the individual 
who could see that the others were giving the
wrong answer, it gave him the strength to 
stand up against the consensus. That is why, 
however small their numbers, Jews created 
communities. It is hard to lead alone, far less 
hard to lead in the company of others even if 
you are a minority.

Judaism is the counter-voice in the 
conversation of humankind. As Jews, we do 
not follow the majority merely because it is 
the majority. In age after age, century after 
century, Jews were prepared to do what the 
poet Robert Frost immortalised:

Two roads diverged in a wood, 
and I,
I took the one less travelled by,
And that has made all the 
difference.5

It is what makes a nation of leaders.

Shabbat Shalom



QUESTIONS (AROUND THE 
SHABBAT TABLE)

1. When Abraham began his journey, 
what was he following and how was 
he leading? 

2. When is it a good idea to take the road
less travelled by? 

3. Does Abraham’s story inspire you to 
challenge the idols of today? If so, 
what do you see as today’s idols? 

NOTES

1. Thomas Hobbes, The Leviathan, ed. Richard Tuck 
(Cambridge, England: Cambridge University Press, 1991),
part 1, ch. 13. 

2. Thucydides, 5.89. 
3. Genesis Rabbah 42:8 
4. Walter Bennis, On Becoming a Leader (New York: Basic 

Books, 1989), 49. 
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Abraham's Discovery
And God said to Abram: 'Go out 
from your country, from your 
birthplace, from the home of your 
father, to the land which I will show
you ...' [Genesis 12:1]

This Torah portion begins with the Divine 
directive to Abram (later to be known as 
Abraham) to leave his home for a destination
unknown.

Who was this man Abram and why was he 
chosen for this special directive? How had he
merited God's attention? Why was he, of all 
people, destined to become the first of the 
patriarchs, the father of many nations?

Regarding all these questions, the Torah is 
silent.

Of course, the Midrashic literature ably fills in
all the gaps, recounting Abram's many trials 
and tribulations as a child and young man. 
We are told of his lonely spiritual quest and 
eventual discovery of the One God. While we
have no question about the authenticity of 
the Oral Tradition, why does the Torah itself 
not share these details with us?

Of course, such a question could be posed 
about any section of Midrash, but, in this 
instance the complete lack of explanation of 
Abram's special status in the Torah leaves us
especially puzzled. After all, Abram was 
selected for a truly monumental encounter 
with God -- an encounter which would give 
humanity monotheism and change the world 
forever. Why is the reason for something so 
important related exclusively through the Oral
Tradition?

To answer this question, let us examine the 
picture of Abram that is painted by our 
Sages.

Abram was born into a world of polytheism. 
In fact, we learn that his father, Terach, was a
purveyor of idols. When young Abram was 
asked to mind the store, he engaged various 
customers in theological debate, as the 
Midrash relates:



R. Hiyya said: "Terach was a 
manufacturer of idols. He once 
went away somewhere and left 
Abram to sell them in his place. A 
man came and wished to buy one.

'How old are you?' Abram asked 
him.

'Fifty years,' was the reply.'Woe to 
such a man!' he exclaimed, 'you 
are fifty years old and would 
worship a day-old object!'

At this the man became ashamed 
and departed.

On another occasion a woman 
came with a plateful of flour and 
requested him, 'Take this and offer

[After she left] Abram took a stick, 
broke the idols, and put the stick in
the hand of the largest.

When his father returned he 
demanded, 'What have you done 
to these idols?!"

'I cannot conceal it from you,' 
Abram answered. 'A woman came 
with a plateful of fine meal and 
requested me to offer it to them. 
One claimed, "I must eat first," 
while another claimed, "I must eat 
first." Then the largest got up, took
the stick, and broke the others.'

'Why do you make sport of me,' 
the father cried out; 'they don't 
know anything!'

Do your ears hear what your 
mouth is saying?' Abram retorted."
[Midrash Rabbah, Genesis, 38:13]

Abram's challenge is a theological one, the 
result of many long hours of painstaking 
analysis. We are told that Abram considered 
the various forms of worship practiced in his 
part of the world, rejecting one after the other
through the use of critical thinking. [Talmud 
Shabbat 156a] He used pure logic to 
conclude on his own -- without any guide or 
teacher -- that the world must have had a 
beginning. He reasoned that there must be 
some great force in this world, there must be 
a First Cause, there must be a God. [Midrash
Rabbah 39:3, 95:3]

We are told Abram's beliefs were challenged 
by Nimrod, a wicked tyrant of his day:

" 'Let us worship the fire!' he 
[Nimrod] proposed.

'Let us rather worship water, which
extinguishes the fire,' replied 
Abram.

'Then let us worship water!'

'Let us rather worship the clouds 
which bear the water.'

'Then let us worship the clouds!'

'Let us rather worship the winds 
which disperse the clouds.'

'Then let us worship the wind!'



'Let us rather worship human 
beings, who withstand the wind.'

'You are just bandying words,' 
Nimrod exclaimed, 'we will worship
naught but the fire. Behold, I will 
cast you into it, and let your God 
whom you adore come and save 
you from it.'" [Midrash Rabbah, 
Genesis 38:13]

Nimrod hurls Abram into the fire, but the 
young man leaves the furnace unscathed. 
The Midrash is a vivid testament to Abram's 
incredible heroism -- he is willing to sacrifice 
all for his beliefs. Again we must ask: Why 
does the Torah omit this impressive story? 
Surely the image of young Abram 
withstanding the torments of his persecutor 
would have served as an impressive 
example for future generations.

But God preferred to begin the tale of Abram 
with revelation: Go out from your country, 
from your birthplace, from the home of your 
father, to the land which I will show you ... 

The issue at hand is that for all of Abram's 
genius, his deductions, conclusions and 
behavior were based on logic -- wonderful 
logic, compelling logic, but nevertheless 
human logic. There are limits to the human 
mind, to man's understanding. When man 
analyzes the world around him, he is limited 
by his subjectivity. [Kuzari 4:27]

All the logic that Abram could muster pointed 
in the direction of the truth of his conclusions.
He must have felt with every fiber of his 
being that he had uncovered the truth, he 

had found God. He was so convinced of the 
merits of his argument that he was literally 
prepared to die for them. The Sages give us 
an image of a man who was sure of his 
conviction as any human being can be, within
the limits of human logic.

Perhaps now we can understand why the 
Torah starts the saga of Abram with a 
revelation. Human logic has its limits, but 
revelation is beyond logic, beyond limits. 
Revelation is meta-logical.

The Torah is a document which describes the
covenant between God and His people, 
between a people and their God. Such a 
covenant can only be based on revelation. 
The Torah is replete with commandments, yet
such commandments can only exist if there 
is a command. Revelation is the vehicle 
through which God commands us.

For millenia, Jewish children have been 
inspired by the awesome religious legacy 
which the young Abram forged prior to the 
revelation, but his early story lacks the Divine
imperative. Abram's story reflects a time and 
place long ago and far away. For it was only 
after Abram's lonely, logical search led him to
realize that there was something beyond 
nature, that God revealed Himself and His 
commandments to Abram, and the world was
changed forever. The dark ages came to an 
end. The world devoid of the knowledge of 
the Divine Presence disappeared forever, 
shattered like the idols at Abram's feet.

Prior to revelation everything that Abram did 
was, in fact, correct. He was so spiritually 



sensitive that he had the ability to discern 
God's will; this is the reason that our Sages, 
in the Midrash, have recorded and preserved 
Abram's trials and tribulations. But the all-
important story of Abraham, father to nations,
begins with revelation.

Said R' Isaac: "This may be 
compared to a man who was 
traveling from place to place when
he saw a building in flames. 'Is it 
possible that the building lacks a 
person to look after it?' he 
wondered. The owner of the 
building looked out and said, 'I am 
the owner of the building.' 
Similarly, because Abraham our 
father said, 'Is it conceivable that 
the world is without a guide?' The 
Holy One, blessed be He, looked 
out and said to him 'I am the 
Guide, the Sovereign of the 
Universe' ... hence it is written: 
And God said to Abram: 'Get out 
from your country, from your 
birthplace, from the home of your 
father, to the land which I will show
you ...' [Midrash Rabbah, Genesis 
39:1]

Still, spiritual greatness does not exist in a 
vacuum. And we continue to ponder what 
brought Abram to this crucial time. The 
Biblical text leaves us a hint about the source
of his inspiration -- it was none other than his 
pagan father Terach.

And Nahor lived twenty nine 
years, and fathered Terach. And 
Nahor lived after he fathered 
Terach a hundred and nineteen 
years, and fathered sons and 

daughters. And Terach lived 
seventy years, and fathered 
Abram, Nahor, and Haran. 
[Genesis 11:24-26]

We find that Terach, son of Nahor, fathered 
three sons: Abram, Nahor and Haran, 
becoming the first person to name his son 
after his own father. Every day of Abram's 
youth, when he looked at his brother Nahor, 
he was reminded of his roots, and of his 
father's roots. Perhaps this is what started 
Abram wondering about the origins of other 
things. This approach, taken to its extreme, 
eventually led Abram out of the pagan 
mindset and into the concept of monotheism.

If so, we can ascribe to Terach the nascent 
belief in One God. However, Terach was 
unable to take the idea to its conclusion. 
Apparently Terach was derailed somewhere 
along the way.

Terach took Abram his son, and 
Lot, the son of Haran, his son's 
son, and Sarai, his daughter-in-
law, his son Abram's wife, and 
they went out with them from Ur 
Kasdim to go into the land of 
Canaan, and they came to Haran 
and dwelt there. [Genesis 11:31]

Terach was on his way to Canaan -- the land 
of Israel, where God would eventually send 
Abram -- but he never arrived there. He 
ended up in Haran instead. Terach knew that 
he must leave the place of his birth, his 
homeland, his people. He also knew that his 
destination must be Israel, but he never quite
accomplished his mission.



The Divine revelation, with which our parsha 
opens, commands Abram to continue that 
which his father began but lacked the ability 
to complete -- to finally get to the land of 
promise. The Zohar teaches:

"It was in that land that Abram 
drew near to God. For it is written: 
and the Lord appeared unto 
Abram. [Genesis 12:7] Here was 
revealed to him what he could not 
previously find out, the hidden 
force that ruled over the (holy) 
land, and so he built there an altar 
to the Lord who appeared to him. 
The words who appeared to him, 
which seem to be superfluous, 
indicate that here was revealed to 
him that grade which rules over 
the land, and that he entered into 
it and was confirmed in it ... There 
were, in fact, two altars, because 
here it was revealed to him that 
God is ruler over all, and he 
became acquainted with the 
higher wisdom, which he had not 
known previously. He therefore 
built two altars, one for the grade 
(of the Godhead) which was 
already known to him, and one for 
the grade which was still 
concealed. This can be seen from 
the text: It first says: And he built 
there an altar to the Lord who 
appeared to him, [Genesis 12:7] 
and afterwards it says and he built
an altar to the Lord, [Genesis 12:8]
simply with an allusion to the 
higher wisdom. Thus Abram 
proceeded from grade to grade 
until he reached his own rightful 
grade, as it is written: And Abram 

journeyed, going on still toward 
the South, the South (typifying 
wisdom) being the allotted portion 
of Abram, and there he finally fixed
himself. [Zohar, Bereshit, 1:80a].

The closing section of the parsha is equally 
instructive, for it is here is where Abram's 
name is changed to Abraham and he is given
the commandment of circumcision:

And God said to Abraham, 'You 
shall keep my covenant therefore, 
you, and your seed after you in 
their generations. This is my 
covenant, which you shall keep, 
between me and you and your 
seed after you. Every male child 
among you shall be circumcised. 
And you shall circumcise the flesh 
of your foreskin; and it shall be a 
sign of the covenant between me 
and you. And he who is eight days
old shall be circumcised among 
you, every male child in your 
generations, he who is born in the 
house, or bought with money from 
any stranger, who is not of your 
seed. [Genesis 17:9-12]

The basic concept of circumcision is that 
nature is not perfect, and that man can 
"improve" on nature. Circumcision declares 
to man that he can control his sexual urges; 
indeed, that man can go beyond nature. This 
is a concept that necessitated a revelation. It 
is the logical Conclusion -- perhaps we 
should say the meta-logical conclusion -- that
Terach and his generation were unable to 
find. Similarly, when the Jews eventually 
stand at Mount Sinai to forge their own 



covenant with God, revelation is once again 
required. The destiny of the Jewish People 
will call for a encounter with God, and they 
will be called upon to transcend the physical 
and search for the metaphysical. In order to 
accomplish this they will have to transcend 
the logical and hear the meta-logical words of
revelation.

This returns us to the starting point of this 
parsha, for the revelation of God to Abram, 
and the commandments which are the 
content of that revelation, mark the 
foundation of the Jewish People.

The details of young Abram's life prior to that 
point in time are really a part of a different 
story. It is an inspirational story but it is not 
the story that the Torah sets out to tells us. 
The Torah is a book of revelation, of Divine 
directives, of instructions for living. And that 
is the story that begins here.

Torah Teasers Parshat Lech 
Lecha
1. What sets of parshas of the Torah share 
the same root in their name? (10 sets) 
Example: Lech Lecha and Vayelech.

The following ten sets of parshas share the 
same root: (1) Lech Lecha and Vayelech, (2) 

Vayera, Va'era and Re'eh, (3) Chayei Sarah 
and Vayechi, (4) Vayetze and Ki Tetzei, (5) 
Vayishlach, Beshalach and Shlach, (6) Bo 
and Ki Tavo, (7) Mishpatim and Shoftim, (8) 
Tetzaveh and Tzav, (9) Ki Tisa and Naso, 
(10) Bechukotai and Chukat.

2. Aside from this parsha, where else does 
Hashem command Avraham with the words 
Lech Lecha – "Go for yourself"?

When Hashem tells Avraham to sacrifice his 
son, He says Lech Lecha – "And go to the 
land of Moriah" (Genesis 22:2).

3. Which two people are called brothers but 
weren't?

Avraham refers to Lot and himself as 
"brothers" (Genesis 13:8). Avraham was 
actually the uncle of Lot (Genesis 11:27).

4. Which Brit ("covenant/treaty") was made 
between people, and not with Hashem?

Avraham makes a Brit with three men in 
Genesis 14:13.

5. Which body of water, found in Israel, is 
mentioned in this parsha?

The Dead Sea, is mentioned in conjunction 
with the war of the four and the five kings 
(Genesis 14:3).

6. Where is Avraham called an Ivri ("the 
Hebrew")? Who is the only other person in 
the Torah called an Ivri?

When the refugee informs of the capture of 
Lot, Avraham is referred to as HaIvri 
(Genesis 14:13). It is the only place where he
is called this. Yosef is the only other person 



called an Irvi, by the wife of Potiphar 
(Genesis 39:14), and by the butler when he 
informs Pharaoh of Yosef's ability to interpret 
dreams (Genesis 41:12).

7. Which birds are mentioned in this parsha? 
(3 answers)

Three birds appear in the parsha: turtledove, 
young dove and vulture (Genesis 15:9, 11). 
The first two were used as part of the Brit 
Bein HaBetarim, and the last one came to 
eat the carcasses of the dead animals and 
birds.

8. Who was both a king and a Kohen 
(priest)? Who else in the book of Genesis is 
called a Kohen?

Malchei-Tzedek was both the king of Shalem
and "a priest to the G-d above" (14:18). Later,
Yosef marries the daughter of Poti-Phera 
who was the "priest of On" (Genesis 41:45).

9. In this parsha, in what context is the 
number 10 mentioned? In what context is 
one-tenth mentioned?

Avraham and Sarah wait 10 years in the land
of Canaan before Avraham marries Hagar 
(Genesis 15:3). Avraham gave one-tenth of 
everything to Malchei-Tzedek (Genesis 
14:20).

10. Which article of clothing appears in this 
parsha, but nowhere else in the Torah?

Avraham tells the king of Sodom that he will 
not even take a shoelace from the spoils of 
war (Genesis 14:23).

11. Aside from Avraham and Sarah, who else
in the book of Genesis is given a new name?
(3 answers) Who else in the Torah is given a 
new name?

The name of Yaakov is changed to Yisrael – 
both by the angel he fought (Genesis 32:29) 
and by Hashem (35:10). The name of Yosef 
is changed by Pharaoh to Tzafnat Pane'ach 
(Genesis 41:45). Benyamin's original birth 
name was Ben-Oni, later called Benyamin 
(Genesis 35:18). Moshe changes the name 
of Hoshea Bin Nun to Yehoshua (Numbers 
13:16).

12. What event in this parsha occurs B'etzem
hayom ha'zeh – "on that very day"? What 
other events in the Torah occur B'etzem 
hayom ha'zeh? (3 answers)

Avraham gives all the members of his 
household a Brit Milah "on that very day" he 
is commanded (Genesis 17:23, 26). The 
same expression is used when Noach enters
the Ark with his family (Genesis 7:13), when 
Hashem takes Jews out of Egypt (Exodus 
12:17), and when Hashem tells Moshe to 
ascend Har Nevo to visually survey the Land 
of Israel before his death (Deut. 32:48 with 
Rashi).



Breaking the idols
"Abram took Sarai his wife and his
nephew Lot, and all their wealth 
that they had amassed, and the 
people they had acquired in 
Charan; and they embarked for 
the land of Canaan, and they 
came to the land of Canaan." 
(Genesis 12:5)

They brought them under the 
wings of the Divine Presence: 
Abraham converted the men, and 
Sarah converted the women 
(Rashi to Genesis 12 5).

World history, the Sages tell us, is divided 
into three periods, each lasting 2,000 years. 
The first is called the Era of Tohu Va'vohu 
(void and nothingness), the second, the Era 
of Torah, and the third, the Messianic Era. 
The Sages identify the beginning of the Era 
of Torah with Abraham's conversion of the 
idol worshipers of Charan into believers in 
God.

The question arises: Why did the Sages view
this event as ushering in the Era of Torah? 
After all, the Torah pre-existed Creation and 
was the blueprint for Creation. Adam and 
Noah learned Torah long before Abraham 

was born, and Shem and Ever even set up a 
Yeshiva.

In order to answer this question, we must first
understand Abraham's unique role in the 
transmission of knowledge of God. Raavad 
(in Hilchos Avodah Zarah 1:3) asks why 
Abraham alone of all the righteous people of 
his generation and the preceding 10 
generations is credited with influencing the 
masses. Surely the others also protested 
against idolatry and rebuked their wayward 
contemporaries. He answers that while the 
other wise people admonished their 
contemporaries, they were not able to break 
the idols because the idol worshipers hid 
them. Only Abraham was able to find the 
idols.

Raavad's words are difficult to understand. 
Was our patriarch, Abraham, then, only a 
better detective than the other wise people, 
and thus able to ferret out the hidden idols?! 
Moreover, what does Raavad mean that they
"hid" their idols? Nimrod and his cohorts 
publicly worshiped idols and idol 
manufacturers, like Abraham's father, carried 
on a brisk, open trade.

To understand Raavad we need a deeper 
understanding of ancient idolatry. 
Maimonides explains that the original idol 
worship was a well-intentioned mistake. Just 
as one honors the king by honoring his 
emissaries, so did the generation of Enosh 
worship various natural phenomena, which 
God had invested with certain powers, as a 
means of honoring the Creator of those 
phenomenon. Their mistake lay in failing to 



recognize that showing respect to the king's 
emissary is only a form of honoring the king 
when he is absent. But when he is present, it 
is tantamount to rebellion. Since God is 
always present, the worship of His creations 
is always a diminution of Him:

"Don't accept any other powers in 
My presence." (Deut. 5:7)

The 2,000-year period preceding the Era of 
Torah is described as Tohu Va'vohu - an era 
of confusion, of light and dark mixed together
and not easily delineated one from the other. 
With the sin of Adam, the relative terms 
"good" and "evil" replaced the absolutes of 
"truth" and "falsehood." The various shades 
of good and evil became a confusing 
admixture.

The Torah, by contrast, distinguishes 
absolutely between pure and impure, light 
and darkness, life and death:

"Behold I have placed before you 
today life and good, and death and
evil." (Deut. 30:15)

Only the Torah allows us to separate the light
from darkness, to perceive good as absolute 
truth and evil as absolute falsehood.

The confusion introduced by Adam's sin 
became the principal tool of the yetzer hara 
(evil inclination). As the Baal Shem Tov 
explains, the Satan will be held culpable in 
the future, not for attempting to seduce man 
into sin - that is his function - but rather for 
making the sin appear as a Mitzvah. Thus, 
we tell ourselves when we sleep late and 

miss praying with a Minyan that our sleep is 
a Mitzvah and our intention is only to learn 
Torah with a clearer head that day. This is the
Tohu Va'vohu of the yetzer hara. Torah is the 
remedy.

The idol worshipers of Abraham's generation 
did not hide their idolatry physically, but 
spiritually. They masked it as righteousness 
and honor to God. They created ideologies to
cloak their sins in light and virtue. Prior to 
Abraham, no one was able to expose the 
sham, to delineate the light and darkness. 
This failure prevented them from exercising 
any lasting influence on those they 
admonished. They could not break the idols.

Only Abraham saw the light and darkness in 
their true perspective and conveyed this to 
the masses. He exposed evil for what it was 
and thereby transformed the idol worshipers 
into believers in God. Abraham's life work, 
then, was the beginning of the Era of Torah, 
the delineation of light and darkness.

Since Abraham's unique ability was to 
distinguish between light and darkness, he 
could welcome into his house wanderers who
bowed to the dust of their feet; yet he found it
necessary to distance himself from his 
nephew, Lot. Abraham's very resemblance to
Lot made it imperative that he separate 
himself so as not to confuse his true 
righteousness with Lot's apparent 
righteousness. "Separate yourself from me," 
Abraham told Lot, "for we are brothers." 
Rashi explains the term "brothers" - "They 
looked alike."



Lot was the personification of Tohu Va'vohu. 
On one hand, he appeared to be righteous 
like Abraham: he baked matzot and invited 
guests, even at risk to himself. But in fact, the
jumble of darkness pervaded his life: He 
chose to live among the wicked people of 
Sodom, lured by the wealth he saw there. 
Lot's admixture of good and evil represented 
the antithesis of Abraham's mission in this 
world. Hence, Abraham had to separate from
him.

Of all the non-kosher animals, the pig has 
always symbolized impurity for the Jewish 
people precisely because it bears the 
external sign of a kosher animal, cloven feet. 
It is the kosher feet that make it the most 
loathsome of the non-kosher animals. So, 
too, the most dangerous ideologies are those
that succeed in garbing themselves in an 
aura of piety and righteousness, that claim 
the mantle of Torah and authentic Judaism, 
but are in essence total distortions of the 
Torah.

As descendants of Abraham, who introduced 
the era of Torah, it is our task to toil in Torah 
to discern truth from falsehood, light from 
darkness, the holy from the profane.
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