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Torah: Gen 12:1-17:27

Haftorah: Isa 40:27-41:16

Apostolic: Rom 4:1-25


Genesis 12:1 Now the LORD said to Abram, “Go from your country and your kindred and your father’s house to the land 
that I will show you. 2 And I will make of you a great nation, and I will bless you and make your name great, so that 
you will be a blessing. 3 I will bless those who bless you, and him who dishonors you I will curse, and in you all the 
families of the earth shall be blessed.” 


15:1 After these things the word of the LORD came to Abram in a vision: “Fear not, Abram, I am your shield; your 
reward shall be very great…” 15:6 And he believed the LORD, and he counted it to him as righteousness…


Commentary by Jonathan Sacks Sacks 
Genesis: The Book of Beginnings, Covenant & Conversation 1 

The Long Walk to Freedom 
We have arrived at the watershed of the book of Genesis. Prior to Abraham, all four dramas of 
Genesis dealt with the evasion and abdication of responsibility. Adam denies personal 
responsibility. Cain denies moral responsibility. Noah fails the test of collective 
responsibility. Babel was a rejection of ontological responsibility – the idea that the ethical 
imperative comes from a source beyond the self.  Abraham represents the turning point, 1

offering a counterpoint to the previous failures. 


Unlike Adam, Abraham accepts personal responsibility, heeding the word of God and 
setting out on a journey in obedience to the divine call. Adam is exiled from Eden against his 
will. Abraham undergoes a kind of voluntary exile, bidding farewell to the familiar in search of 
the unknown, guided only by the voice of God. 


Unlike Cain, he accepts moral responsibility, rescuing his nephew Lot from war. He is his 
brother’s – more precisely, his brother’s son’s – keeper, the very principle Cain denied. 
Abraham knows that we have duties not only to ourselves but to others. This is the moral 
sense. 


In contrast to Noah he accepts collective responsibility. He prays for the inhabitants of 
Sodom, even though he knows they are sinful, on the grounds that there may be innocent, 
righteous people among them. They are not his brothers, not his kin, not part of his specific 
covenant with God, but they are human beings, and Abraham feels the imperative of praying, 
even arguing with God, on their behalf. 


In contrast to the builders of Babel, he understands ontological responsibility, the duty of 
human beings to respond to the otherness, and the command, of God. This is the basis of the 
greatest of his trials, his willingness to sacrifice even his son if God so commands it. Abraham 
knows that we are but “dust and ashes” (18:27) in the face of the Infinite. He does not try to 
build a tower to heaven; his task is to obey the will of heaven on earth. 


Genesis 18:27 Abraham answered and said, “Behold, I have undertaken to speak to 
the Lord, I who am but dust and ashes.


 See the previous chapter. 1
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Abraham is a new human type: the person whose life is a response to the call of God. Until 
now, with the exception of Noah, we have encountered human beings for whom God’s 
command is a constraint from which they try to break free, by violence in the case of Cain and 
the generation of the Flood, by hubris in the case of the builders of Babel. Abraham is different. 
For him, the command is life itself. God speaks; Abraham listens and acts, without resistance 
on the one hand, and with pride on the other. His life is an answer to God’s question; his 
existence is lived in the conscious presence of the divine will. 


Shema, the process of responding to God: begins with listening, that one might hear, 
that one might attune, that one will come to understand, that one will now internalize, 
and now one is readied to respond.


With Abraham a new faith is born: the faith of responsibility, in which the divine command 
and the human act meet and give birth to a new and blessed order, built on the principles of 
righteousness and justice. Judaism is supremely a religion of freedom – not freedom in the 
modern sense, the ability to do what we like, but in the ethical sense of the ability to choose 
to do what we should, to become co-architects with God of a just and gracious social order. 
The former leads to a culture of rights, the latter to a culture of responsibilities: freedom as 
responsibility. 


The advent of Abraham was not a small turning point. For almost as long as we have 
documentary evidence, human beings have attributed their misfortunes to factors other than 
the human will and the “responsible self.”  In large part, they still do today. In the past, men 2

blamed the stars, the fates, the furies, the gods. Today they blame their parents, their 
environment, their genes, the educational system, the media, the politicians, and when all else 
fails – the Jews. 


Approaches to Healing: Pathogenic vs. Salutogenic 
Pathogenic originates from the philosophy that human beings exist in a dualistic 
environment; the physical system is distinct from the emotional, the psychological, the 
spiritual systems; supporting the idea that “if you stop the bleeding you have stopped 
the pain.” Pathogenic's question is, “What is wrong… what is wrong with you?” 
Pathogenics focuses attention on the outer environment and seeks to control it.


Salutogenic originates from the philosophy that human beings exist in singularity; that 
the physical, the emotional, and the spiritual are integrated; supporting the idea that 
human suffering is more encompassing than a physical malady. Salutogenic’s question 
is, “How is your life impacted by what has happened to you?” Salutogenics focuses on 
growing and improving the individual’s response and capacity to navigate through the 
outer environment, whatever the circumstance.


There is a Jewish joke that exposes the desire to escape responsibility better than any 
philosophical treatise: For a year, Rabbi Cohen has labored to teach his unruly class the book 
of Joshua. No one has paid much attention, so he makes the end-of-year exam as easy as 
possible. He asks Marvin, at the back of the room, “Who destroyed the walls of Jericho?” 
Marvin replies: “Please sir, it wasn’t me.” Scandalized, he reports this to Marvin’s parents. 

 The phrase comes from Reinhold Niebuhr, The Responsible Self (New York: Harper & Row, 1963). See also 2

Jonathan Sacks, To Heal a Fractured World: The Ethics of Responsibility (London: Continuum, 2005); New York: 
Schocken, 2005.
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Instead of apologizing, they indignantly reply, “If Marvin says it wasn’t him, then it wasn’t him.” 
In despair he goes to the president of the congregation and tells him the story. The president 
listens, opens his drawer, gets out his checkbook, writes in it and says: “Here’s a thousand 
dollars. Get the walls repaired, and stop complaining.” 


Ours is an age of “Please sir, it wasn’t me.” In one famous American court case, the attorney 
defending two young men who murdered their parents, claimed that they were innocent on the 
grounds that their parents had been psychologically abusive. In another, the lawyer argued that 
his client was not to blame for his violence. What he ate made him excitable. This became 
known as the “junk food defense.”  We live in what is called the victim culture. 
3

Nowadays, to win sympathy for your cause, you have to establish your credentials as a victim. 
This has overwhelming advantages. People empathize with your situation, give you support, 
and avoid criticizing your actions. It has, however, three drawbacks: it is false, it is 
corrupting, and it is a denial of humanity. A victim is an object, not a subject; a done-to, not 
a doer. He or she systematically denies responsibility, and those who wish to help only prolong 
the denial. They become what is known in addiction therapy as co-dependents. By locating 
the cause of someone’s plight in factors external to the person, the victim culture 
perpetuates the condition of victimhood. Instead of helping the prisoner out of prison, it 
locks him in and throws away the key. 


The call of God to Abraham – “Leave your land, your birthplace and your father’s house” (11:2) 
– was a summons to chart a new and different path, the most fateful and at the same time the 
most hopeful in the history of mankind. The best description of it is the title of Nelson 
Mandela’s autobiography: The Long Walk to Freedom. 


Fundamental to the Torah are two freedoms: the freedom of God and the freedom of 
human beings. God is not, in Judaism, an impersonal force. He acts, whether in creation, 
revelation or redemption, not on the basis of necessity but of choice. In choosing to make 
mankind in His own image, He endowed us too, with choice. There is no such thing as fate or 
predestination. “I call heaven and earth to witness,” said Moses, “that I have set before you life 
and death, blessing and curse. Therefore choose life” (Deuteronomy 30:19). 


Alasdair MacIntyre once pointed out that there are two kinds of atheist: one who does not 
believe in God, and one for whom atheism itself is a kind of religion.  Of the latter, some of the 4

greatest examples were lapsed, converted, or non-believing Jews – most famously, Spinoza, 
Marx and Freud. Instead of merely denying the truths of Judaism, they set out to provide 
systematic alternatives. Each sought to show that we are not free. Man is a predictable animal. 
Our nature and character are subject to quasi-scientific laws. There is a science of human 
behavior as there is a science of atoms. History, personal or collective, is a form of inevitability. 
We are what we are because we could not be otherwise. 


Unwittingly these three provide the best commentary on the opening verse of Parashat Lekh 
Lekha. At the heart of God’s threefold call is a summons to a life of radical freedom, which is 
Judaism’s living protest to these approaches. 


 On this, see James Q. Wilson, Moral Judgment: Does the Abuse Excuse Threaten our Legal System? (New York: 3

Basic Books, 1997). 

 Alasdair MacIntyre, “God and the Theologians,” in Against the Self-Images of the Age: Essays on Ideology and 4

Philosophy, (University of Notre Dame Press, 1978), 12–26.
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Marx said that man is a product of social forces, themselves shaped by the interests of the 
ruling class, the owners of property of which the most significant is land. Therefore God said to 
Abraham, Leave your land. 


Spinoza said that man is made by innate instincts and biological drives given by birth, positing 
a genetic determinism. Therefore God said to Abraham, Leave the circumstances of your 
birth. 


Freud said that we are the way we are because of the traumas of childhood, the influence of 
our early years, our relationships and rivalries with our parents, especially our father. Therefore 
God said to Abraham, Leave your father’s house. 


Freedom is not a given of the human situation. Like the other distinctive achievements of 
the spirit – art, literature, music, poetry – it needs training, discipline, apprenticeship, the most 
demanding routines and the most painstaking attention to detail. No one composed a great 
novel or symphony without years of preparation. That is why most theories of human behavior 
are simply false. They claim that we are either free or not; either we have choice or our behavior 

is causally determined. Freedom is not an either/or. It is a process. It begins with 
dependence and only slowly, gradually, does it become liberty, the ability to stand back from 
the pressures and influences upon us and act in response to educated conscience, 
judgment, wisdom, moral literacy. It is, in short, a journey: Abraham’s journey.


That is the deep meaning of the words Lekh Lekha. Normally they are translated as, “Go, leave, 
travel.” What they really mean is: journey (lekh) to yourself (lekha). Leave behind all external 
influences that turn you into a victim of circumstances beyond your control, and travel inward 
to the self. It is there – only there – that freedom is born, practiced and sustained.


Apostolic Writings 
James 2 
14 What good is it, my brothers, if someone says he has faith but does not have works? Can 
that faith save him? 15 If a brother or sister is poorly clothed and lacking in daily food, 16 and one 
of you says to them, “Go in peace, be warmed and filled,” without giving them the things 
needed for the body, what good is that? 17 So also faith by itself, if it does not have works, 
is dead.  
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18 But someone will say, “You have faith and I have works.” Show me your faith apart from your 
works, and I will show you my faith by my works. 19 You believe that God is one; you do well. 
Even the demons believe—and shudder! 20 Do you want to be shown, you foolish person, that 
faith apart from works is useless? 21 Was not Abraham our father justified by works when he 
offered up his son Isaac on the altar? 22 You see that faith was active along with his works, 
and faith was completed by his works; 23 and the Scripture was fulfilled that says, “Abraham 
believed God, and it was counted to him as righteousness”—and he was called a friend of 
God. 24 You see that a person is justified by works and not by faith alone. 25 And in the same 
way was not also Rahab the prostitute justified by works when she received the messengers 
and sent them out by another way? 26 For as the body apart from the spirit is dead, so also 
faith apart from works is dead.  

What is Faith? 
Genesis 15 
1 After these things the word of the Lord came to Abram in a vision: “Fear not, Abram, I am 
your shield; your reward shall be very great…” 6 And he believed the Lord, and he counted it to 
him as righteousness… 

• This scene opens with fear and depression…

• It closes with a firm statement that Abram remains steadfast in his faith in God

• Abram navigates (moves) and takes responsibility (works that lead to righteousness 

and justice)

• He does so even in the face of a culture and an environment that is obstinate, 

uncooperative, and disordered 
5

Nehemiah 9:7 You are the LORD, the God who chose Abram and brought him out of Ur of 
the Chaldeans and gave him the name Abraham. 8 You found his heart faithful before 
you…


Psalm 106:30 Then Phinehas stood up and intervened, and the plague was stayed. 31 And 
that was counted to him as righteousness from generation to generation forever.


Faith is first and foremost expressed in the sense of steady, firm hands, a very basic idea (Ex 
17:12). 
6

Isaiah 35:3 Strengthen the weak hands, and make firm the feeble knees. 4 Say to those 
who have an anxious heart, “Be strong; fear not! Behold, your God will come with 
vengeance, with the recompense of God. He will come and save you.” 


Hebrews 12:12 Therefore lift your drooping hands and strengthen your weak knees, 
13 and make straight paths for your feet, so that what is lame may not be put out of 
joint but rather be healed.


Genesis 49:22 “Joseph is a fruitful bough, a fruitful bough by a spring; his branches run over 
the wall. 23 The archers bitterly attacked him, shot at him, and harassed him severely, 

 Sarna, Nahum M. Genesis. Philadelphia: Jewish Publication Society, 1989. Print. The JPS Torah Commentary. 5

p113

 Scott, Jack B. “116 אָמַן.” Ed. R. Laird Harris, Gleason L. Archer Jr., and Bruce K. Waltke. Theological Wordbook of 6

the Old Testament 1999 : 52. Print. p 52.
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24 yet his bow remained unmoved; his arms were made agile by the hands of the 
Mighty One of Jacob from there is the Shepherd, the Stone of Israel…


• Messiah as Shepherd: Psalm 23:1; 80:1

• Messiah as the Stone: Deuteronomy 32:4; Isaiah 28:16; Ephesians 2:20; 1 Peter 

2:4
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