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Chapter I1I: Lech Lecha (Gen. 12:1-17:27)

Essay 1. The death of Terah
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Midrash Rabbah on the verse, “The L-rd said to Abram: ‘Go forth from your country,
and your relatives, and your father’s house’ ”:!

What is written prior to this matter? “Terah died in Haran.”? Rabbi
Yitzchak said: If you follow the calculation [of years] until now, [Terah] still
had an additional sixty-five years coming to him.’

Initially, [to explain this discrepancy], you expound that the wicked in
their lifetimes are called “dead.” [Why does the Torah mention Terah at this time,
if he was still alive?] Because our forefather Abraham was fearful, and he said:
“If I leave, the Name of Heaven will be desecrated because of me, as people
will say: ‘He abandoned his father and left him in his old age.” ” The Holy One,
Blessed be He, said to him: “I exempt you from honoring your father and
mother, but I do not exempt anyone else from honoring their father and
mother. Moreover, I am advancing [the report of] his death before your
departure; first: ‘Terah died in Haran’ and then: ‘the Lord said to Abram, Go
forth from your country.” ”

- Gen. Rabbah 39:7

: English translation: Copyright © 2023 by Charles S. Stein. Additional essays at https://www.zstorah.com
"' Gen. 12:1.

2 Gen. 11:32.

3 The calculation will be explained later in this essay.
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This is strange, for wasn’t Terah a worshipper of idolatry, and because of this
Abraham was not obliged to honor him? Why did He say to him, “Go forth, I exempt you
from honoring your father and mother, but I do not exempt anyone else from honoring their
father and mother,” for in any case, any son whose father is a worshipper of idolatry is not
obliged to honor him?

Also, what is to be gained by Scripture first mentioning [Terah’s] death before
recording G-d’s order for Abraham to leave? For this is something that the eye disproves, for
when Abraham was born, Terah was 70 years old,* and he lived 205 years,” and Abraham
when he went out from his father’s house was 75 years old,’ so it’s found that Terah was 145
years old at that time. Thus, Terah lived 60 years after Abraham left.’

Also, what is the meaning of “Initially, you expound that the wicked in their lifetimes
are called ‘dead’ ”?
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It can be said that the intention of the Midrash is thus, that apparently there is a
simple meaning of the verses that write, “And Terah died in Haran”—which was many years
before his death—and also the verse that [G-d] commanded his son, Abraham, to leave his
father, as if he had already died. It can be said that the reason for all this is because the
wicked in their lives are called “dead.”®

But the truth is that this is not [the reason in this case], for to the contrary, Terah
started to repent slowly. As it is written, “Terah took his son Abram; his grandson Lot, the son
of Haran; and his daughter-in-law Sarai, the wife of his son Abram, and they set out together
from Ur of the Chaldeans for the land of Canaan; but when they had come as far as Haran, they
settled there,”” and Abraham was afraid to leave [Terah], lest he return to deviance.

4 Gen. 11:26.

5 Gen. 11:32.

® Gen. 12:4.

" There is a discrepancy, as the Midrash states that Terah died 65 years after Abraham’s departure.
8 Berachot 18b.

? Gen. 11:31.
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That is, because our father Abraham was afraid and said I will leave and they will
profane the name of Heaven on my account, as if to say, now that he has begun to be ready
to repent of his sins and return in repentance, I am distancing myself from him. To the
contrary, the right thing to do is to bring him with me to the Land of Israel, for just as the
merit of the Land of Israel will benefit me to raise sons, it would similarly benefit him to fully
repent and return in complete repentance. The Holy One, Blessed be He, said to him, “I
exempt you from honoring your father and mother, because I have always promised you in
the vision Between the Parts,'” ‘As for you, you shall go to your ancestors in peace; you shall
be buried at a ripe old age,” ”!' and Rashi explained, He announced to him that Terah had
repented. Thus, there is no need to take him with you to the Land of Israel and to stay with
him until he completely repents, for certainly he will repent on his own. But regarding another
son whose father worships idolatry and begins to repent, he does not have permission to
distance himself from him, because there is no such guarantee.
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You may say, Abraham did not yet have this promise, which was only told to him at
the Covenant Between the Parts. According to what the Tosafists wrote in the first chapter
of Berachot (page 7b), the incident of the Covenant Between the Parts was five years before
this parashah, for there Abraham was 75 years old.!"”

Thus, in order to inform everyone that there is no earlier or later in the Torah, i.e., it
is not necessarily written in chronological order, and they should know that the incident of the
Covenant Between the Parts was prior to the journey of Abraham, because of that, [Scripture]
first mentioned “and Terah died in Haran.” That is clear and decisive evidence that there is
no earlier and later in the Torah.

10 Gen. 15:7-21.
T Gen. 15:15.
12 Gen. 12:4.
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Also, it can be said regarding the fact that I advanced the report of his death before
your departure, that the truth is that there was a denial of reality, for we understand from the
math that Terah hadn’t died at this time.

Rather, since we maintain that whenever there is a descent from a higher level to a
lower level, it is considered to be like death, as is brought in the Zohar, parashat Nasso (page
135b in the Idara), and see there.'’ But here, initially Terah had support and great profits
from the people of his generation, for he would sell them idols. But after Abraham mocked
the idols and then was rescued from the fiery furnace of Ur Kasdim,'* [Terah’s] power was
weakened and he fell and descended from his greatness, as no longer did he have people
believing in him and in his idols. Now, with this understanding, it’s fine that Scripture said
immediately after the incident of Ur Kasdim that Terah was considered “dead.”

13 Zohar, Idra Rabba, Naso 135b.
14 Rashi on Gen. 11:28.



