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On Being a Jewish Parent
The most influential man who ever 

lived does not appear on any list I have 
seen of the hundred most influential 
men who ever lived. He ruled no empire, 
commanded no army, engaged in no spec-
tacular acts of heroism on the battlefield, 
performed no miracles, proclaimed no 
prophecy, led no vast throng of followers, 
and had no disciples other than his own 
child. Yet today more than half of the 
billions of people alive on the face of the 
planet identify themselves as his heirs.

His name, of course, is Abraham, held 
as the founder of faith by the three great 
monotheisms, Judaism, Christianity, and 
Islam. He fits no conventional stereotype. 
He is not described as unique in his gen-
eration, as in the case of Noah. The Torah 
tells us no tales of his childhood, as it does 
in the case of Moses. We know next to 
nothing about his early life. When God 
calls on him, as He does at the beginning 
of this week’s parsha, to leave his land, his 
birthplace, and his father’s house, we have 
no idea why he was singled out.

Yet never was a promise more richly 

fulfilled than the words of God to him 
when He changed his name from Abram to 
Abraham:

“For I have made you father of many 
nations” (Gen. 17:5).

There are today 56 Islamic nations, more 
than 80 Christian ones, and the Jewish 
state. Truly Abraham became the father 
of these many nations. But who and what 
was Abraham? Why was he chosen for this 
exemplary role?

There are three famous portraits of 
Abraham. The first is the Midrash we 
learned as children. Abraham, left alone 
with his father’s idols, breaks them with 
a hammer, which he leaves in the hand of 
the biggest of the idols. His father Terah 
comes in, sees the devastation, asks who 
has caused it, and the young Abraham 
replies, “Can you not see? The hammer 
is in the hands of the largest idol. It must 
have been him.” Terah replies, “But an 
idol is mere of wood and stone.” Abraham 
replies, “Then, father, how can you wor-
ship them?” 1 

1. Midrash Bereishit Rabbah 38:13
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Amazing stand alone homes in  
OLD KATAMON, TALBIYA, BAKA, GERMAN COLONY  

MEKOR HAIM 100 sqm 
with 3 bedrooms and 2 
full bathrooms, registered 
parking and sukka 
terrace. Shabbat elevator.
Price 3,650,000 NIS

OLD KATAMON, Moshava 
Bldg. 74 sqm, two beds, 
2 baths & 2 terraces. 3rd 
floor great views. Available 
immediately. 2 elevators, 
underground parking. 24/7 
doorman. 3,650,000 NIS

In BAKA, 236 sqm on two 
floors, plus 80 sqm of out-
door space, high ceilings, 
authentic Jerusalem build-
ing with modern addition. 
4 bedrooms plus office/ or 
sitting room. Master suite 
on entrance level.  
Parking and storage.

OLD KATAMON 300 sqm of 
living space and garden.  
11 rooms. Large dining room 
and large entertainment 
area. 5 bathrooms and 2 
balconies 

Available now at good 
price.  Call Eta.

In GERMAN COLONY,  
140 sqm on one floor, 2nd 
floor walk up, completely 
renovated. 4 bedrooms and 
2 full baths. Large sukka 
terrace. 7,100,000 NIS

This is Abraham the iconoclast, the 
breaker of images, the man who while still 
young rebelled against the pagan, poly-
theistic world of demigods and demons, 
superstition and magic.

The second is more haunting and is enig-
matic. Abraham, says the Midrash, is like a 
man travelling on a journey when he sees 
a palace in flames.

He wondered, “Is it possible that the pal-
ace lacks an owner?” The owner of the pal-
ace looked out and said, “I am the owner of 
the palace.” So Abraham our father said, 
“Is it possible that the world lacks a ruler?” 
God looked out and said to him, “I am the 
Ruler, the Sovereign of the universe” (Mid-
rash Bereishit Rabbah 38:13).

This is an extraordinary passage. Abra-
ham sees the order of nature, the elegant 
design of the universe. It’s like a palace. 
It must have been made by someone, for 
someone. But the palace is on fire. How 
can this be? Surely the owner should be 
putting out the flames. You don’t leave 
a palace empty and unguarded. Yet the 
owner of the palace calls out to him, as God 
called to Abraham, asking him to help fight 
the fire.

God needs us to fight the destructive 
instinct in the human heart. This is Abra-
ham, the fighter against injustice, the man 
who sees the beauty of the natural uni-
verse being disfigured by the sufferings 
inflicted by man on man.

Finally comes a third image, this time by 
Moses Maimonides:

After he was weaned, while still an 
infant, Abraham’s mind began to reflect. 
Day and night, he thought and wondered, 
“How is it possible that this celestial sphere 
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should continuously be guiding the world 
and have no one to guide it and cause it to 
turn, for it cannot be that it turns itself?” 
He had no teacher, no one to instruct him 
in anything. He was surrounded, in Ur 
of the Chaldees, by foolish idolaters. His 
father and mother and the entire popula-
tion worshipped idols, and he worshipped 
with them. But his mind was constantly 
active and reflective, until he had attained 
the way of truth, found the correct line of 
thought, and knew that there is one God, 
He that guides the celestial spheres and 
created everything, and that among all that 
exists, there is no God beside Him. (Mai-
monides, Hilchot Avodat Kochavim 1:3) 

This is Abraham the philosopher, antici-
pating Aristotle, using metaphysical argu-
ment to prove the existence of God.

Three images of Abraham; three ver-
sions, perhaps, of what it is to be a Jew. The 
first sees Jews as iconoclasts, challenging 
the idols of the age. Even secular Jews 
who had cut themselves adrift from Juda-
ism were among the most revolutionary 
modern thinkers, most famously Spinoza, 
Marx, and Freud. Thorstein Veblen said in 
an essay on “the intellectual pre-eminence 
of Jews,” that the Jew becomes “a disturber 
of the intellectual peace . . . a wanderer in 
the intellectuals’ no-man’s-land, seeking 
another place to rest, farther along the 
road, somewhere over the horizon.”

The second sees Jewish identity in terms 
of tzedek umishpat, a commitment to the 
just society. Albert Einstein spoke of the 
“almost fanatical love of justice” as one of 
“the features of the Jewish tradition which 
make me thank my stars that I belong to it.”

The third reminds us that the Greek 

thinkers Theophrastus and Clearchus, dis-
ciples of Aristotle, speak of the Jews as a 
nation of philosophers.

So these views are all true and profound. 
They share only one shortcoming. There 
is no direct evidence for them whatsoever 
in the Torah. Joshua speaks of Abraham’s 
father Terah as an idolater (Josh. 24:2), but 
this is not mentioned in Bereishit.

The story of the palace in flames is per-
haps based on Abraham’s challenge to 
God about the proposed destruction of 
Sodom and the cities of the plain: “Shall 
the Judge of all the earth not do justice?” 
As for Abraham-as-Aristotle, that is based 
on an ancient tradition that the Greek phi-
losophers (especially Pythagoras) derived 
their wisdom from the Jews, but this too is 
nowhere hinted in the Torah.

What then does the Torah say about 
Abraham? The answer is unexpected and 
very moving. Abraham was chosen simply 
to be a father. The “Av” in Avram/Avraham 
means “father”. In the only verse in which 
the Torah explains the choice of Abraham, 
it says:

For I have chosen him, so that he will 
direct his children and his household after 
him to keep the way of the Lord by doing 
what is right and just, so that the Lord will 
bring about for Abraham what He has 
promised him” (Gen. 18:19).

The great scenes in Abraham’s life – 
waiting for a child, the birth of Ishmael, 
the tension between Sarah and Hagar, the 
birth of Isaac, and the binding – are all 
about his role as a father (next week I will 
write about the troubling episode of the 
binding).

Judaism, more than any other faith, 
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These weekly teachings from Rabbi Sacks zt”l 
are part of his ‘Covenant & Conversation’ series 
on the weekly Torah teaching. With thanks to the 
Schimmel Family for their generous sponsorship, 
dedicated in loving memory of Harry (Chaim) 
Schimmel. Visit www.RabbiSacks.org for more.

sees parenthood as the highest challenge 
of all. On the first day of Rosh Hashanah 
– the anniversary of Creation – we read of 
two mothers, Sarah and Hannah, and the 
births of their sons, as if to say: Every life is 
a universe. Therefore if you wish to under-
stand the creation of the universe, think 
about the birth of a child.

Abraham, the hero of faith, is simply a 
father. Stephen Hawking famously wrote 
at the end of A Brief History of Time that if 
we had a Unified Field Theory, a scientific 
“theory of everything”, we would “know 
the mind of God.” We believe otherwise. To 
know the mind of God we do not need the-
oretical physics. We simply need to know 
what it is to be a parent. The miracle of 
childbirth is as close as we come to under-
standing the-love-that-brings-new-life-into-
the-world that is God’s creativity.

There is a fascinating passage in Yossi 
Klein Halevi’s book on Christians and Mus-
lims in the land of Israel, At the Entrance to 
the Garden of Eden. Visiting a convent, he is 
told by a nun, Maria Teresa:

“I watch the families who visit here 
on weekends. How the parents behave 
toward their children, speaking to them 
with patience and encouraging them to ask 
intelligent questions. It’s an example to the 
whole world. The strength of this people is 
the love of parents for their children. Not 
just the mothers but also the fathers. A 
Jewish child has two mothers.”

Judaism takes what is natural and sanc-
tifies it; what is physical and invests it with 
spirituality; what is elsewhere considered 
normal and sees it as a miracle. What Dar-
win saw as the urge to reproduce, what 
Richard Dawkins calls “the selfish gene”, 

is for Judaism high religious art, full of 
drama and beauty. Abraham the father, 
and Sarah the mother, are our enduring 
role models of parenthood as God’s gift 
and our highest vocation. 
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FOR SALE
TALPIOT CLOSE TO BAKA - GOOD DEAL!  
New project, 2/3/4/5 rooms, Shabbat elevator, 
large balcony, master bedroom, parking,  
storageroom, starting at 2,000,000 NIS
CLOSE TO EMEK REFAIM 
Lovely 4 rooms with 40m, building rights, first 
floor, 14m sukkah balcony, completely renovated, 
master bedroom. Exclusive 3,550,000 NIS
NAYOT 
Large 4 rooms, 93m, in a building with  
elevator, 12m sukkah balcony, renovated,  
master bedroom, parking, storageroom,  
quiet, exclusive, 3,650,000 NIS
CLOSE TO BAKA ON A CHARMING STREET 
Unique Cottage, 6.5 rooms, 186m,  
beautifully renovated, private entrance,  
small garden, private roof with potential,  
3 directions, quiet, parking, exclusive


