Abraham’s Tent:

The First Covenantal Family
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1: Fathers and sons

Genesis 11:26-32 279-170:X" NWNI2
(26) When Terah had lived 70 years, he begot Abram, “NX™TRIM MY ooyaw nanTnn (19)
Nahor, and Haran. (27) Now this is the line of Terah: BN (1) 17NN iMnN 07X
Terah begot Abram, Nahor, and Haran; and Haran AR TAR-AR 77950 MR 1R NTYiR
begot Lot. (28) Haran died in the lifetime of his father  (15) .utb-nx 751 19m 130-mx 3
Terah, in his native land, Ur of the Chaldeans. (29) SRS VWINB o nm’;J:a"b’y ﬁ':r; .
Abram and Nahor took to themselves wives, the name " _,_ .20 n‘m(w:) 0TS TN
of Abram’s wife being Sarai and that of Nahor’s wife D’w']’,-{u’;iam&'_'nm{ S DJ.'I':7
Milcah, the daughter of Haran, the father of Milcah and | S5 T 13 55m M NER
Iscah. (30) Now Sarai was barren, she had no child. AN TR PRI LT N3 71272 Mnyniy
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(31) Terah took his son Abram, his grandson Lot the
son of Haran, and his daughter-in-law Sarai, the wife of
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his son Abram, and they set out together from Ur of the 13X NUX in72 g'nK) 12712177712

Chaldeans for the land of Canaan; but when they had ~ T¥¥N77 D702 MNm DX X¥71 112
come as far as Haran, they settled there. (32) The days I (39) 40P 13U 1107V IR VI3

of Terah came to 205 years; and Terah died in Haran. N MY DN 030 WA MmN
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2: Enter: God

Genesis 12:1-3 ‘ 19-2N:9 MOWNTS
(1) The LORD said to Abram, “Go forth from your ; S .
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native land and from your father’s house to the land that
| will show you. n°amt ART2iRm A%IND 17

(2) 1 will make of you a great nation, NN W V']?,‘U'b?f TN

And | will bless you; , M
I will make your name great, 1272K] 77"73 ’ul? AWYNY ()

And you shall be a blessing.

And curse him that curses you; P _
And all the families of the earth nawn 9352197221 IR

Shall bless themselves by you.” ATNG
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3. Abram’s companions

Genesis 12:4-7
(4) Abram went forth as the LORD had commanded him,

and Lot went with him. Abram was seventy-five years old
when he left Haran. (5) Abram took his wife Sarai and his

brother’s son Lot, and all the wealth that they had

amassed, and the persons that they had acquired in Haran;
and they set out for the land of Canaan. When they arrived

in the land of Canaan, (6) Abram passed through the land
as far as the site of Shechem, at the terebinth of Moreh.
The Canaanites were then in the land. (7) The LORD
appeared to Abram and said, “I will assign this land to
your offspring.” And he built an altar there to the LORD
who had appeared to him.

4. Lot’s lot
Genesis 13:5-13
(5) Lot, who went with Abram, also had flocks and herds
and tents, (6) so that the land could not support them staying
together; for their possessions were so great that they could
not remain together. (7) And there was quarreling between
the herdsmen of Abram’s cattle and those of Lot’s cattle.—
The Canaanites and Perizzites were then dwelling in the
land.— (8) Abram said to Lot, “Let there be no strife
between you and me, between my herdsmen and yours, for
we are kinsmen. (9) Is not the whole land before you? Let us
separate: if you go north, I will go south; and if you go
south, I will go north.” (10) Lot looked about him and saw
how well watered was the whole plain of the Jordan, all of
it—this was before the LORD had destroyed Sodom and
Gomorrah—all the way to Zoar, like the garden of the
LORD, like the land of Egypt. (11) So Lot chose for himself
the whole plain of the Jordan, and Lot journeyed eastward.
Thus they parted from each other; (12) Abram remained in
the land of Canaan, while Lot settled in the cities of the
Plain, pitching his tents near Sodom. (13) Now the
inhabitants of Sodom were very wicked sinners against the
LORD.

Genesis 14:14

(14) When Abram heard that his kinsman had been taken captive,
he mustered his retainers, born into his household, numbering
three hundred and eighteen, and went in pursuit as far as Dan.
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5: Abraham’s sister/wife

Genesis 12:11-20

(11) As he was about to enter Egypt, he
said to his wife Sarai, “I know what a
beautiful woman you are. (12) If the
Egyptians see you, and think, ‘She is his
wife,” they will kill me and let you live.
(13) Please say that you are my sister, that
it may go well with me because of you, and
that I may remain alive thanks to you.” (14)
When Abram entered Egypt, the Egyptians
saw how very beautiful the woman was.
(15) Pharaoh’s courtiers saw her and
praised her to Pharaoh, and the woman was
taken into Pharaoh’s palace. (16) And
because of her, it went well with Abram; he
acquired sheep, oxen, asses, male and
female slaves, she-asses, and camels. (17)
But the LORD afflicted Pharaoh and his
household with mighty plagues on account

of Sarai, the wife of Abram....(20) And
Pharaoh put men in charge of him, and they
sent him off with his wife and all that he
possessed.
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6: Abraham’s men

Genesis 14:21-24

(21) Then the king of Sodom said to Abram,

“Give me the persons, and take the
possessions for yourself.” (22) But Abram
said to the king of Sodom, “I swear to the
LORD, God Most High, Creator of heaven
and earth: (23) | will not take so much as a
thread or a sandal strap of what is yours;
you shall not say, ‘It is | who made Abram
rich.” (24) For me, nothing but what my
servants have used up; as for the share of
the men who went with me—Aner, Eshkol,
and Mamre—Iet them take their share.”
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7: The handmaiden and the first-born son
Genesis 16:1-16
(1) Sarai, Abram’s wife, had borne him no children. She had
an Egyptian maidservant whose name was Hagar. (2) And
Sarai said to Abram, “Look, the LORD has kept me from
bearing. Consort with my maid; perhaps | shall have a son
through her.” And Abram heeded Sarai’s request. (3) So
Sarai, Abram’s wife, took her maid, Hagar the Egyptian—
after Abram had dwelt in the land of Canaan ten years—and
gave her to her husband Abram as concubine. (4) He
cohabited with Hagar and she conceived; and when she saw
that she had conceived, her mistress was lowered in her
esteem. (5) And Sarai said to Abram, “The wrong done me is
your fault! I myself put my maid in your bosom; now that she
sees that she is pregnant, | am lowered in her esteem. The
LORD decide between you and me!” (6) Abram said to Sarai,
“Your maid is in your hands. Deal with her as you think
right.” Then Sarai treated her harshly, and she ran away from
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her...(15) Hagar bore a son to Abram, and Abram gave the
son that Hagar bore him the name Ishmael.
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8: The promise of Isaac

Genesis 17:5-21

(5) And you shall no longer be called Abram, but your
name shall be Abraham, for | make you the father of a
multitude of nations..(15) And God said to Abraham, “As
for your wife Sarai, you shall not call her Sarai, but her
name shall be Sarah. (16) I will bless her; indeed, | will
give you a son by her. I will bless her so that she shall give
rise to nations; rulers of peoples shall issue from her.”

(17) Abraham threw himself on his face and laughed, as he
said to himself, “Can a child be born to a man a hundred
years old, or can Sarah bear a child at ninety?” (18) And
Abraham said to God, “O that Ishmael might live by Your
favor!”

(19) God said, “Nevertheless, Sarah your wife shall bear
you a son, and you shall name him Isaac; and | will
maintain My covenant with him as an everlasting covenant
for his offspring to come. (20) As for Ishmael, | have
heeded you. | hereby bless him. I will make him fertile and
exceedingly numerous. He shall be the father of twelve
chieftains, and | will make of him a great nation.

(21) But My covenant | will maintain with Isaac, whom
Sarah shall bear to you at this season next year.”
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9: One son too many?

Genesis 21:1-7

(1) The LORD took note of Sarah as He had
promised, and the LORD did for Sarah as
He had spoken. (2) Sarah conceived and
bore a son to Abraham in his old age, at the
set time of which God had spoken. (3)
Abraham gave his newborn son, whom
Sarah had borne him, the name of Isaac. (4)
And when his son Isaac was eight days old,
Abraham circumcised him, as God had
commanded him. (5) Now Abraham was a
hundred years old when his son Isaac was
born to him. (6) Sarah said, “God has
brought me laughter; everyone who hears
will laugh with me.” (7) And she added,
“Who would have said to Abraham

That Sarah would suckle children!

Yet I have borne a son in his old age.”

Genesis 21:9-14

(9) Sarah saw the son whom Hagar the
Egyptian had borne to Abraham playing. (10)
She said to Abraham, “Cast out that slave-
woman and her son, for the son of that slave
shall not share in the inheritance with my son
Isaac.” (11) The matter distressed Abraham
greatly, for it concerned a son of his. (12) But
God said to Abraham, “Do not be distressed
over the boy or your slave; whatever Sarah
tells you, do as she says, for it is through
Isaac that offspring shall be continued for
you. (13) As for the son of the slave-woman,
I will make a nation of him, too, for he is

your seed.” (14) Early next morning Abraham

took some bread and a skin of water, and
gave them to Hagar. He placed them over her

shoulder, together with the child, and sent her

away. And she wandered about in the
wilderness of Beer-sheba.
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10: Humanity
Genesis 18:1-15
(1) The LORD appeared to him by the terebinths of
Mamre; he was sitting at the entrance of the tent as
the day grew hot. (2) Looking up, he saw three men
standing near him. As soon as he saw them, he ran
from the entrance of the tent to greet them and,
bowing to the ground, (3) he said, “My lords, if it
please you, do not go on past your servant. (4) Let a
little water be brought; bathe your feet and recline
under the tree. (5) And let me fetch a morsel of
bread that you may refresh yourselves; then go on—
seeing that you have come your servant’s way.”
They replied, “Do as you have said.” (6) Abraham
hastened into the tent to Sarah, and said, “Quick,
three seahs of choice flour! Knead and make cakes!”
(7) Then Abraham ran to the herd, took a calf,
tender and choice, and gave it to a servant-boy, who
hastened to prepare it. (8) He took curds and milk
and the calf that had been prepared and set these
before them; and he waited on them under the tree

as they ate.

Genesis 18:17-25

(17) Now the LORD had said, “Shall I hide from
Abraham what | am about to do, (18) since Abraham
Is to become a great and populous nation and all the
nations of the earth are to bless themselves by him?
(19) For I have singled him out, that he may instruct
his children and his posterity to keep the way of the
LORD by doing what is just and right, in order that

the LORD may bring about for Abraham what He has

promised him.”...(23) Abraham came forward and
said, “Will You sweep away the innocent along with

the guilty? (24) What if there should be fifty innocent

within the city; will You then wipe out the place and

not forgive it for the sake of the innocent fifty who are

in it? (25) Far be it from You to do such a thing, to

bring death upon the innocent as well as the guilty, so
that innocent and guilty fare alike. Far be it from You!

Shall not the Judge of all the earth deal justly?”
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11: God, again
Genesis 22:1-12
(1) Some time afterward, God put Abraham to
the test. He said to him, “Abraham,” and he
answered, “Here I am.” (2) And He said,
“Take your son, your favored one, Isaac, whom
you love, and go to the land of Moriah, and
offer him there as a burnt offering on one of the
heights that I will point out to you.”

(3) So early next morning, Abraham saddled his
ass and took with him two of his servants and
his son Isaac. He split the wood for the burnt
offering, and he set out for the place of which
God had told him....(6) Abraham took the wood
for the burnt offering and put it on his son Isaac.
He himself took the firestone and the knife; and
the two walked off together.

(7) Then Isaac said to his father Abraham,
“Father!” And he answered, “Yes, my son.”
And he said, “Here are the firestone and the
wood; but where is the sheep for the burnt
offering?” (8) And Abraham said, “God will see
to the sheep for His burnt offering, my son.”
And the two of them walked on together.

(9) They arrived at the place of which God had
told him. Abraham built an altar there; he laid
out the wood; he bound his son Isaac; he laid
him on the altar, on top of the wood. (10) And
Abraham picked up the knife to slay his son.
(11) Then an angel of the LORD called to him
from heaven: “Abraham! Abraham!” And he
answered, “Here I am.” (12) And he said, “Do
not raise your hand against the boy, or do
anything to him. For now | know that you fear
God, since you have not withheld your son,
your favored one, from Me.”
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12: Consequences
Genesis 22:14-19
(14) And Abraham named that site Adonai-yireh, whence
the present saying, “On the mount of the LORD there is
vision.” (15) The angel of the LORD called to Abraham a
second time from heaven, (16) and said, “By Myself I
swear, the LORD declares: Because you have done this
and have not withheld your son, your favored one, (17) |
will bestow My blessing upon you and make your
descendants as numerous as the stars of heaven and the
sands on the seashore; and your descendants shall seize
the gates of their foes. (18) All the nations of the earth
shall bless themselves by your descendants, because you
have obeyed My command.”

(19) Abraham then returned to his servants, and they
departed together for Beer-sheba; and Abraham stayed in
Beer-sheba.

Genesis 23:1-2

(1) Sarah’s lifetime—the span of Sarah’s life—
came to one hundred and twenty-seven years. (2)
Sarah died in Kiriath-arba—now Hebron—in the
land of Canaan; and Abraham proceeded to mourn
for Sarah and to bewail her.

Genesis 26:1-5

(1) There was a famine in the land—aside from the
previous famine that had occurred in the days of
Abraham—and Isaac went to Abimelech, king of the
Philistines, in Gerar. (2) The LORD had appeared to
him and said, “Do not go down to Egypt; stay in the
land which | point out to you. (3) Reside in this land,
and | will be with you and bless you; | will assign all
these lands to you and to your heirs, fulfilling the oath
that | swore to your father Abraham. (4) | will make
your heirs as numerous as the stars of heaven, and
assign to your heirs all these lands, so that all the
nations of the earth shall bless themselves by your
heirs— (5) inasmuch as Abraham obeyed Me and kept
My charge: My commandments, My laws, and My
teachings.”
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13: The space between us

Rabbi Lord Jonathan Sacks, “To Bless the Space Between Us”:

Abraham was chosen in order to be a father. Indeed Abraham’s original name, Av ram,
means “mighty father”, and his enlarged name, Avraham, means “father of many nations”.

No sooner do we notice this than we recall that the first person in history to be given a
proper name was Chavah, Eve, because, said Adam, “she is the mother of all life.” Note
that motherhood is drawn attention to in the Torah long before fatherhood...The reason is
that motherhood is a biological phenomenon... Fatherhood is a cultural phenomenon...

This emphasis on parenthood..is absolutely central to Jewish spirituality, because what
Abrahamic monotheism brought into the world was not just a mathematical reduction of the
number of gods from many to one. The God of Israel is not primarily the God of the
scientists who set the universe into motion with the Big Bang. It is not the God of the
philosophers...Nor is it even the God of the mystics, the Ein Sof, the Infinity that frames
our finitude. The God of Israel is the God who loves us and cares for us as a parent
loves for and cares for a child.”...

Thus our relationship with God is deeply connected with our relationship with our parents,
and our understanding of God is deepened if we have had the blessing of children...

All of which makes the story of Abraham very hard to understand for two reasons. The
first is that Abraham was the son told by God to leave his father: “Leave your land,
your birthplace and your father’s house.” The second is that Abraham was the
father told by God to sacrifice his son:...How can this make sense? It is hard enough
to understand God commanding these things of anyone. How much more so given
that God chose Abraham specifically to become a role model of the parent-child,
father-son relationship.

The Torah is teaching us something fundamental and counter-intuitive. There has to be
separation before there can be connection. We have to have the space to be
ourselves if we are to be good children to our parents, and we have to allow our
children the space to be themselves if we are to be good parents....

Likewise in the case of the binding of Isaac. | have long argued that the point of the story
is not that Abraham loved God enough to sacrifice his son, but rather that God was
teaching Abraham that we do not own our children, however much we love
them...First separate, then join. First individuate, then relate. That is one of the
fundamentals of Jewish spirituality. We are not God. God is not us. It is the clarity of
the boundaries between heaven and earth that allow us to have a healthy
relationship with God... God loves us as a parent loves a child — but a parent who truly
loves their child makes space for the child to develop his or her own identity. It is the space
we create for one another that allows love to be like sunlight to a flower, not like a tree to
the plants that grow beneath. The role of love, human and Divine, is, in the lovely
phrase of Irish poet John O’Donohue, “to bless the space between us”.




