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Noach


At the end of Parashat Noach, the Torah presents a pasuk that is difficult, not because of its complexity, but for its simplicity. It states (Bereishis 11:31):
ויקח תרח את אברם בנו ואת לוט בן הרן בן בנו ואת שרי כלתו אשת אברם בנו ויצאו אתם מאור כשדים ללכת ארצה כנען  ויבאו עד חרן וישבו שם 
First, the Torah employs a surprising verb regarding Terach: the lashon of ‘taking.’ We have no reason to conclude anything save that his family went along with him; it seems out of place to employ such a strong verb when he simply convinced his adult family members to travel with him. One could argue that ‘taking’ means that Terach ‘took responsibility’ for the three, but that just begs the question: why would he now take responsibility for them? Second, including the many אתs, the Torah supplies eleven superfluous words to describe the relationship between Terach and his three family members. The Torah could just as easily have written that “ויקח תרח את אברם לוט ושרי ויבאו עד חרן וישבו שם.” What is the Torah’s goal in identifying the specific point of relationship between the three and Terach? Last, the Torah states that Terach was headed towards the land of C’naan. If Terach meant to go there, why did his travels end in Charan? As we already pointed out earlier, the extraneous facts could easily be omitted. Moreover, the Torah testifies that Terach never got there; should we care about his original intentions?

Often the goal of a Midrash is to fill in the blanks and holes created by the terse narratives of the Torah. Sometimes, the reader will even be clued in to the basic psychological underpinnings ever present in a protagonist’s mind-set. With Avraham, the Midrashim paint a vivid picture of his early escapades, including his run-ins with the family business, fatherly disapproval, Nimrod and large ovens. Furthermore, the Midrash informs us that Avraham achieved a number of epiphanies at different junctures in his life – at the ages of 3, 40 and 70, respectively. What interests me is the first number. Aside from Rivkah or the Gra, we generally don’t hear much about the exploits of a three year old. But, because the Midrash already ascribes greatness to Avraham at the age of three, I don’t think we’d be out of line by asserting that a three year old cannot accomplish anything that is indicative of his own essence; his actions reflect his parents’ values, as well as the their exceptional rearing, more than any quality about the child himself. I believe that Avraham got the כח to act as he did from his father, and that  כחwas really present in his father, but because of certain character traits, impossible for him overcome or distance himself from, he was doomed to never reach the heights that his son was destined to.

Famously the lashon of ‘taking’ is used by marriage throughout the Torah. We need look no farther than two pasukim earlier for that. But, another usage, that is just as notorious, can be found at the very beginning of Sedra Korach. While the various Midrashim and Rishonim argue amongst themselves regarding what it is that Korach actually took, Onkelus translates the word as ‘divided’ or ‘argued.’ In other words, Korach took up an argument with Moshe over authority and the inherent holiness of the nation. By applying a similar usage of the word ‘taking’ to our pasuk at the end of Sedra Noach, (even though Onkelus does not translate ‘vayikach’ here as he did in Sedra Korach) we can gain a tremendous insight into Terach and his intentions.


Terach decided to leave Ur Casdim, on his own initiative, in order to better perfect himself. Just like Korach took up a rebellion against Moshe, so too, Terach revolted against the mores of his native soil.
 He had independently realized that Ur Casdim, being a place of idolatry, lacked the necessary qualities that a town needs to allow its citizens to evolve into God’s servants; the Torah itself states that he had planned to go to C’naan. But what was in C’naan at that time that would have driven him there in the first place? We could only speculate. Maybe it was Yeshiva Sheim Va’Eiver,
 or maybe it was the prospect of a life free of Nimrod and his tyranny; whatever it might have been, the Torah generally ascribes to the land monotheistic qualities, and points to it as the ideal land in which to serve God. In other words, people who want to find the truth, and serve God in an ideal way, go there. So, it’s possible the Torah described him as headed to C’naan simply because he chose to leave idolatry. Or it’s possible that he truly was headed to the land of C’naan with intentions of perfecting himself and hopefully his family. But in the end, he never got there; so what happened?


In Sedra Lech Lecha, God commands Avram to leave three things behind: his land, his birth place and his father’s house. For all practical purposes, he did the first two when he left with his father to settle in Charan. These first two aspects are only tests when one understands them in relation to Terach. Terach had left behind his idolatrous homeland, yet one impediment always remained, holding him back from a pure monotheism and a fully non-idolatrous life – his family. He couldn’t separate from the family bond that drives man away from God towards the comfort of his family. Surprisingly, according to some counts, as many as six out of ten of Avraham’s ten trials dealt directly with family members. God’s ultimate plan necessitated that Avraham put God before his family: those who the strongest bond a person forges with during his lifetime. This also explains why the tenth test, the ultimate tribulation, involved him executing his beloved son Yitzchak, not himself! The bond of love that attached him to his son eclipsed the very bond that connected him to his life; he would have gladly given up his own life to save that of his son.

Terach settled in Charan because it was convenient, it was there on the way, and it ostensibly was good for his family. He had already left the idolatrous city of Nimrod; there’s no reason for him to believe that his spiritual quest necessitated him to traverse the whole Near East just to reach C’naan. Terach’s mistake is indicative of a psychological fault that most people fall prey to. They believe that if one simply takes the first step towards a goal, the rest will automatically fall in place. They forget that every step needs ample effort, and that nothing worthwhile is easy. With this understanding, the Torah’s employment of eleven superfluous words when describing the family relationships between Terach and his three family members is not surprising. The Torah’s many descriptive terms were necessary to present the defining characteristic that made these people part of Terach’s life; this is why they were important to him. At this juncture, the Torah never mentions anything of Avraham or his ethereal traits because until Sedra Lech Lecha, for all practical purposes, they are unimportant.

(By Avraham, Chazal go out of their way to speak of his lack of כיבוד אב ואם towards his father. Avraham is caricatured as a wanton soul for leaving his father and tending to his own spiritual needs. This is because when a parent hears that his son is a prophet commanded to accomplish a feat by the word of God, or at least doing what they believe to be the best possible actions in relation to God, the parent will pardon his/her honor; the parent will feel a sense of pride and accomplishment that his child was able to achieve such amazing heights.
 But by Terach, because he placed family responsibility before all, and before one’s relationship with God, he would not have pardoned his children from the commandment of honoring him. Just as he put his family before the worship of God, so too, he would have expected them to as well. Therefore, Chazal must explain Avraham’s impertinence towards his father.)

Given this understanding, two pasukim later, in Parashat Lech Lecha, God’s command and test, that Avraham must leave his home land, his birthplace, and his father’s house, could be understood in a whole new light.

� We could just as easily assume that assume that the term ‘vayikach’ refers to the fact that Terach took responsibility for his three family members; but by equating the term with its Onkelus’ interpretation in Parashat Korach, we gain an extra insight into the verse. 


� The Seforno says (11:31): “The land of Israel is predisposed to facilitate intellectual achievement, and was more desirable than all other lands… its environment had not been adversely affected by the deluge as were the other lands of the world… Chazal say that “the air of the Land if Israel makes you wise.” All these factors, if known to Terach, also might have drawn him to the land.


� When Chazal claim the same thing by Yoseif HaTzadik, one cannot argue that Ya’akov would have been happy or proud of his absence, as one can claim by Avraham.





