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The exodus from Babel continues 

At three different times after the flood, God 
tells humanity “Lech Lecha”: “multiply 
upon the earth,” “replenish the earth,” 
“swarm the earth.” But humanity defies 
God’s orders and does the exact opposite: 

They build a city, so “we would not be scattered on the 
face of the whole earth.”

One man does hear God’s “Lech Lecha.” Biblical 
interpreters claim that Abraham came from a place 
called Ur Kasdim and heard a call that was uniquely 
directed to him. But can Ur Kasdim be Babel? And can 
Abraham simply have heard God’s repeated call of 
Lech Lecha that was directed to all of humanity?

We know that the exodus from Babel occurred at Pe-
leg’s time and we can calculate that Abraham was born 
during Peleg’s life. Kasdim is a name used later in the 
bible for Babylonians. Also we can derive the magnan-
imous nature of Ur Kasdim from God’s own words: “I 
am the Lord that brought thee out of Ur Kasdim, to 
give thee this land to inherit it.”

We can also ascertain that the abandonment of the 
“fleshpots of Babel” extracts a heavy price: Abraham’s 
family was plagued with shorter lifespans and fertility 
problems. After all, Babel was the world. Why would 
anybody want to leave it?

Did Abraham hear what others failed to hear? This 
depends on one’s view about the prophecy spectrum. 
Is a prophet someone who has a dedicated line of com-
munication with God? Or someone who hears what 
others do not? Is it about information-gathering or 
about information-analysis?

Theodor Herzl hinted his own view on this matter 
a number of times, including during the 1903 Ugan-
da debate. Accused of abandoning that same land 
promised to Abraham’s seed in favor of Jewish 
settlement in Africa, he was attacked: “Where is the 
Land of Israel in the British proposal [of Uganda]?” 
He answered: “The charter to the Land of Israel is 
written on the official British documents in invisible 
ink.” Herzl assured that if they follow his lead, the ink 
will then be visible to all (source: Isaiah Friedman, 
Germany, Turkey and Zionism 1897-1918).

Indeed, those who were able to see the invisible 
ink understood the magnitude of the British Ugan-
da proposal: It gave Zionism official recognition and 
ingrained the Zionist idea within the British gov-
ernment’s operates. Sure enough, 14 years later, the 
British issued the Balfour Declaration.

Abraham, like Herzl, read the invisible ink that 
others could not: He rebelled against Babelian univer-
salism and set course toward the Promised Land. Ca-
naan, who was slated to be “servants unto his breth-
ren,” possibly served as the necessary “advance team,” 
clearing the terrain and ridding it of animals. A few 
decades after the exodus from Babel, the world seemed 
to have been at peace and Abraham was spreading his 
monotheistic doctrine.

But not everybody accepted the principles of the 
Abrahamic revolution. Five kings from the Babel area 
demanded that the “colonies” serve them (“pay tax-
es”) – a potent display of Babelian supremacism. After 
all, all of humanity came from Babel.

Abraham’s nephew Lot possibly spread the ideas of 
the Abrahamic revolution to the Sodom region after 
he moved there. And indeed, after 12 years of serving 
the five kings, those “colonies” rebelled (“no taxation 

without representation”). The five kings retaliated 
with war, crushed the rebels and captured Lot.

Abraham then intervened, delivering a fatal blow 
to the five kings. His victory was not only a rescue 
operation for Lot. It was a rescue operation for his 
monotheistic revolution!

Those events set the stage for the defining conflict 
of the biblical era: Abraham’s Lech Lecha vs Babel 
supremacism, monotheism vs paganism. Indeed, 
about a thousand years after Abraham, Babel (Babylon) 
destroyed Jerusalem. But roughly 1,500 years after-
wards, the Abrahamic doctrine prevailed: Europeans 
accepted monotheism in the form of Christianity and 
Middle Easterners in the form of Islam. End of history? 
Not yet: About a thousand years after that, starting in 
the 18th century, the old biblical conflict was set to re-
sume with the stunning rise of European atheism.

This coincided with the rapid ascent of European 

supremacism, seeking not only to tax “its” colonies, 
but also to aggressively impose European values on 
non-Europeans: universalism, secularism, denational-
ism – in short, Babelism.

This divide is perhaps best depicted in a 2020 dual-
ity: US President-elect Joe Biden’s call for Americans 
to “spread the faith” vs French President Emmanuel 
Macron’s act of European supremacism at Jerusalem’s 
Church of Saint Anne, contemptuously claiming it based 
on colonialist-era arrangements (religion vs sacrilege).

And so, as the debate over Abraham’s exodus from 
Babel resumes, it is incumbent upon us to try to read 
that invisible ink that leads to the Promised Land.  ■
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Courageous, conservative,  
or a survivor? 

Last week, we parted from our forefather Abra-
ham, after three parashot that described the 
course of his life. Next week, we will em-
bark on the tortuous life journey of Jacob, 
Abraham’s grandson, which will take us 

through the next six Torah portions. This week, we 
read the single parasha that describes the life of the 
Jewish nation’s second, middle, forefather – Isaac.

The differences in the way Isaac is presented in the Torah 
in comparison to how Abraham and Jacob are presented 
are not only reflected in the amount of text dedicated to 
each one of them. There is a clear and distinct difference 
between Abraham and Jacob versus Isaac.

Abraham was the founding father, the persona who 
continues to excite human thought even close to 
4,000 years after his passing. Abraham was the man 
who devoted himself to the Divine call to “Go forth!” 
Abraham was the one who fought gallantly to save a 
relative who had betrayed him; who brought guests 
into his tent during difficult times; who prayed to save 
the evil inhabitants of Sodom and Gomorrah; who 
was prepared to go against any intrinsic logic and obey 
G-d in His directive for the Binding of Isaac. Abraham 
was the person about whom G-d attested that he un-
derstood that His ways were “to perform righteousness 
and justice,” and therefore, G-d made an eternal cove-
nant with him “to be to you for a G-d and to your seed 
after you.”

The life of the third forefather, Jacob, during which 

he wandered from land to land restlessly, coping with 
the relationships which had turned into animosity 
with Esau, his brother, and with Laban, his father-in-
law, was tortuous. Jacob’s ability to deal with these 
hardships made him a source of inspiration for mil-
lions of Jews throughout generations of exile. Jacob 
is the one who built the foundations of the Jewish 
nation. His 12 sons created the 12 tribes, which con-
stituted the Jewish nation throughout the centuries, 
during which it established itself in the Land of Israel.

And Isaac? This week’s Torah portion tells us about 
his life. The main story told about Isaac – other than 
the birth of his sons and the blessings he bequeathed 
to them in his old age – is about the digging of wells 
in the Negev, a strip of desert land in the south of the 
Land of Israel:

“And Isaac again dug the wells of water which they 
had dug in the days of his father, Abraham, and the 
Philistines had stopped them up after Abraham’s 
death; and he gave them names like the names that 
his father had given them.”

(Genesis 26: 18)
Note the emphasis on Isaac continuing his father’s 

path. He digs the same wells and calls them by the 
same names. Isaac is the continuation of Abraham. 
Isaac preserves Abraham’s accomplishments. He does 
not embark on a new path, nor does he wander from 
land to land. He spent his entire life in the Land of 
Israel and did his best to take care of his small family.

Why is Isaac considered one of the forefathers? The 
forefathers are not random personalities. They are the 
ones who laid the foundations for the Jewish nation 
for generations. So, what is it that Isaac taught us?

The answer is that because Isaac was who he was, he 
became one of the forefathers. Abraham taught us to 
breach a new path, to rebel against conventional wis-
dom, to embark on a road with an unknown end. Jacob 
taught us to survive hardships and to wander between 
enemies. Isaac taught us how to preserve the past and 
bequeath it to the future. The Jewish nation learned 
that there is no conflict among Abraham, Isaac and 
Jacob. We can be both courageous and conservative, 
leaders and survivors – simultaneously.

The Jewish nation adopted Abraham’s and Jacob’s 
characters, as well as Isaac’s conservative one, thanks 
to which Jewish tradition was preserved for countless 
generations.

Each of us, in whatever situation we find ourselves, 
can learn from the three forefathers of the Jewish 
nation. Sometimes Abraham serves as our role model 
as a courageous innovator of a new path; sometimes we 
see the conservative and cautious Isaac as our beacon; 
and at other times we learn from Jacob how to survive. 
Isaac, our forefather, teaches us that preserving the 
past and walking in its footsteps is no less important 
than courageously breaching a new path. ■
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‘And the Lord said 
unto her: Two 
nations are in thy 
womb’ 
(Toldot 25:23)

Those who were 
able to see the 
invisible ink 
understood the 
magnitude of the 
British Uganda 
proposal

The night in Sodom that set back Abraham’s monotheistic revolution
Something awfully wrong happened when Sodom 

was demolished. First, it appears Sodom’s destruc-
tion caught Abraham by surprise. The day before, 
he negotiated the threshold with God, likely with 
the intention of saving Lot – there must be 10, if not 
50 righteous in Lot’s camp. The angels determined 
there are not and destroyed Sodom.

We know the carnage traveled up through Zoar 
into the mountains, which possibly prompted 
Abraham to escape to Gerar. We can speculate that 
Abraham was surprised since he made no advance 
security arrangements with Gerar. As he approached 
Gerar, fearing for his life, Abraham resorted to the 
good old trick of claiming that his wife, Sarah, is his 
sister. This was based on his conclusion that Gerar 
is not God-fearing. How could this be? Abraham’s 
defeat of the five kings created a pro-monotheistic 
environment. What could have set it back?

The answer might be embedded in the second 
thing that went awfully wrong that night. Our 
monotheistic narrative is that Sodom was destroyed 
by God. But is that also the other side’s narrative?

The people of Sodom were told that night that 
the city would be destroyed. But as the angels 

began the process, Lot repeatedly stalled and then 
asked to abort the mission, claiming he does not 
have sufficient time to reach the safety point in the 
mountains. God granted his request, allowing him 
to stay in Zoar, and hence delaying the destruction 
til morning.

One could only imagine the victorious celebration 
that night in Sodom: The angels escaped, Lot was 
kicked out, and the city is intact – indeed, laughing 
at God’s threats.

How many anti-monotheistic stories and ethoses 
were formed that night? To understand the magni-
tude of the setback to monotheism, one can look 
at the 1973 Yom Kippur War’s faulty “concept”: 
Egypt will not attack Israel, since it does not have 
the capabilities to win back the Sinai. Israel failed to 
recognize the immensity of the Egyptian objective 
to restore their honor through a temporary victory, 
even if followed by defeat.

Abraham seemed to conclude that in spite of the 
regional pro-monotheistic environment that existed 
the night before, things have now changed: Gerar 
“fell” and can no longer be presumed God-fearing. 
 – G.K.
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