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Chapter III: Lech Lecha (Gen. 12:1–17:27) 
 
Essay 1. The death of Terah 
 

", מַה כְּתִיב לַמַּעֲלֶה מִן הָעִנְיָן "וַיָּמׇת תֶּרַח בְּחָרָן", אָמַר ר' יִצְחַק אִם לָעִנְיָן הַחֶשְׁבּוֹן וְעַד לֶ˂־לְ˃עַל פָּסוּק "  רַבָּה  מִדְרָשׁ

אֶלָּא בִּתְחִלָּה אַתָּה דּוֹרֵשׁ שֶׁהָרְשָׁעִים בְּחַיֵּיהֶם קְרוּיִים מֵתִים, לְפִי שֶׁהָיָה אַבְרָהָם  .  ו מִתְבַּקֵּשׁ לוֹ עוֹד שִׁשִּׁים וְחָמֵשׁ שָׁנִיםיעַכְשָׁ 
לְ˃ אֲנִי פּוֹטֶרְ˃    אָמַר לוֹ הקב"ה  .לוֹאָבִינוּ מְפַחֵד וְאוֹמֵר אֵצֵא וְיִהְיוּ מְחַלְּלִים בִּי שֵׁם שָׁמַיִם וְיאֹמְרוּ הִנִּיחַ אָבִיו לְעֵת זִקְנָתוֹ וְהָלַ˂  

בּוּד אַב וָאֵם, וְלאֹ עוֹד אֶלָּא שֶׁאֲנִי מַקְדִּים מִיתָתוֹ לִיצִיאָתְ˃, בַּתְּחִלָּה "וַיָּמָת תֶּרַח  יבּוּד אָב וָאֵם, וְאֵין אֲנִי פּוֹטֵר אַחֵר מִכִּ ימִכִּ 
  בְּחָרָן" וְאַחַר כָּ˂ "וַיּאֹמֶר ה' וַיּאֹמֶר" עכ"ל.

  
Midrash Rabbah on the verse, “The L-rd said to Abram: ‘Go forth from your country, 

and your relatives, and your father’s house’ ”:1 

What is written prior to this matter? “Terah died in Haran.”2 Rabbi 
Yitzchak said: If you follow the calculation [of years] until now, [Terah] still 
had an additional sixty-five years coming to him.3  

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  
1 Gen. 12:1. 
2 Gen. 11:32. 
3 The calculation will be explained later in this essay. 
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אֲנִי פּוֹטֶרְ˃ וְאֵין אֲנִי לְ˃  וְלָמָּה אָמַר לוֹ    .ב בִּכְבוֹדוֹי תֶּרַח עוֹבֵד עֲבוֹדָה זָרָה הָיָה וּמֵחֲמַת זֶה אַבְרָהָם אֵינוֹ חַיָּ   וְהוּא תָּמוּהַּ דַּהֲלאֹ
וְעוֹד מַה בֶּצַע שֶׁהַכָּתוּב הִקְדִּים    ב בִּכְבוֹדוֹ.י בּוּד אַב וָאֵם, וַהֲלאֹ בַּר מִינָן כָּל בֵּן שֶׁאָבִיו עוֹבֵד עֲבוֹדָה זָרָה אֵינוֹ חַיָּ יפּוֹטֵר אַחֵר מִכִּ 

מָא וְחַיָּה  שָׁנָה  שִׁבְעִים  בֶּן  הָיָה  אַבְרָהָם  כְּשֶׁנּוֹלַד  תֶּרַח  שֶׁהֲרֵי  מַכְחִישׁ,  שֶׁהָעַיִן  דָּבָר  וְהוּא  וְאַבְרָהָם  מִיתָתוֹ  שָׁנִים  וְחַמֵּשׁ  תַיִם 
  וְעוֹד מַהוּ בִּתְחִלָּה אַתָּה דּוֹרֵשׁ וְכוּ'. .וְחַמֵּשׁ שָׁנִים אַרְבָּעִיםעִים, נִמְצָא לְתֶּרַח מֵאָה כְּשֶׁיָּצָא מִבֵּית אָבִיו הָיָה בֶּן חָמֵשׁ וְשִׁבְ 

 
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,4 and he lived 205 years,5 and Abraham 
when he went out from his father’s house was 75 years old,6 so it’s found that Terah was 145 
years old at that time. Thus, Terah lived 60 years after Abraham left.7 

Also, what is the meaning of  “Initially, you expound that the wicked in their lifetimes 
are called ‘dead’ ”? 

  
ם מִיתָתוֹ וְעוֹד  הַמִּדְרָשׁ הִיא כָּ˂, שֶׁלִּכְאוֹרָה לְפִי פְּשָׁט הַפְּסוּקִים שֶׁכָּתַב "וַיָּמׇת תֶּרַח בְּחָרָן" הַרְבֵּה שָׁנִים קוֹדֵ   נַתווְיֵשׁ לוֹמַר דְּכַוָּ 

יֵשׁ לְ˃ לוֹמַר שֶׁהַטַּעַם לְכָל זֶה הוּא מִפְּנֵי שֶׁהָרְשָׁעִים בְּחַיֵּיהֶם קְרוּיִים   לּוּ הָיָה כְּבָר מֵת,יב אֶת אָבִיו כְּאִ וֹצִוָּה לְאַבְרָהָם בְּנוֹ לַעֲז
.  . .  "וַיִּקַּח תֶּרַח אֶת־אַבְרָם בְּנוֹ  שֶׁאַדְרַבָּא הִתְחִיל תֶּרַח לַעֲשׂוֹת תְּשׁוּבָה מְעַט מְעַט כְּדִכְתִיב  , אֲבָל לְפִי הָאֱמֶת אֵינוֹ כֵּן, מֵתִים

  ר לְסוֹרוֹ. וֹב אוֹתוֹ פֶּן יַחְזוֹוַיֵּצְאוּ אִתָּם מֵאוּר כַּשְׂדִּים" וְכוּ', וְאַבְרָהָם הָיָה מְפַחֵד לַעֲז
 
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.”8 

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,”9 and Abraham was afraid to leave [Terah], lest he return to deviance.  

 

 
4 Gen. 11:26. 
5 Gen. 11:32. 
6 Gen. 12:4. 
7 There is a discrepancy, as the Midrash states that Terah died 65 years after Abraham’s departure. 
8 Berachot 18b. 
9 Gen. 11:31. 
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מָּן  וּו שֶׁהוּא מַתְחִיל לִהְיוֹת מְזישָׁ וְזֶהוּ, לְפִי שֶׁהָיָה אַבְרָהָם אָבִינוּ מִתְפַּחֵד וְאוֹמֵר אֵצֵא וְיִהְיוּ מְחַלְּלִים בִּי שֵׁם שָׁמַיִם, כְּלוֹמַר עַכְ 
וְאַדְרַבָּא מִן הַדִּין הָיָה לַהֲבִיאוֹ עִמִּי לָאָרֶץ יִשְׂרָאֵל, שֶׁכְּשֵׁם שֶׁזְּכוּת    .לְהִתְחָרֵט מֵעֲוֹנוֹתָיו וְלָשׁוּב בִּתְשׁוּבָה אֲנִי אֶתְרַחֵק מִמֶּנּוּ

וְאָמַר לוֹ הקב"ה לְ˃ אֲנִי פּוֹטֶרְ˃    .מָהיאֶרֶץ יִשְׂרָאֵל תּוֹעִיל לִי לְהוֹלִיד בָּנִים כָּ˂ תּוֹעִיל לוֹ לְהִתְחָרֵט לְגַמְרֵי וְלָשׁוּב בִּתְשׁוּבָה שְׁלֵ 
"וְאַתָּה תָּבוֹא אֶל־אֲבֹתֶי˃ בְּשָׁלוֹם", וּפֵרֵשׁ רַשִׁ"י בִּשְּׂרוֹ שֶׁיַּעֲשֶׂה בּוּד אַב וָאֵם לְפִי שֶׁכְּבָר הִבְטַחְתִּי לְ˃ בְּמַרְאָה בֵּין הַבְּתָרִים  ימִכִּ 

עַצְמוֹ, אֲבָל  רֶ˂ לְהוֹלִיכוֹ עִמְּ˃ לְאֶרֶץ יִשְׂרָאֵל וְלאֹ לְהִתְעַכֵּב אֶצְלוֹ עַד שֶׁיִּתְחָרֵט לְגַמְרֵי שֶׁבְּוַדַּאי יִתְחָרֵט מֵ וֹוְאֵין צ . תֶּרַח תְּשׁוּבָה
   ין לוֹ הַבְטָחָה זוֹ.בֵּן אַחַר שֶׁאָבִיו עוֹבֵד עֲבוֹדָה זָרָה וּמַתְחִיל לְהִתְחָרֵט אֵין לוֹ רְשׁוּת לְהִתְרַחֵק מִמֶּנּוּ לְפִי שֶׁאֵ 

 
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,10 ‘As for you, you shall go to your ancestors in peace; you shall 
be buried at a ripe old age,’ ”11 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.  

 
וְלאֹ עוֹד    ן לאֹ הָיְתָה לוֹ לְאַבְרָהָם הַבְטָחָה זוֹ, שֶׁלּאֹ נֶאֶמְרָה לוֹ אֶלָּא בִּבְרִית בֵּין הַבְּתָרִים, מִשּׁוּם הָכִי הוֹסִיףיוְאִם תּאֹמַר עֲדַיִ 

חַמֵּשׁ   הָיָה  מַעֲשֶׂה בֵּין הַבְּתָרִים )ף ז'אֶלָּא שֶׁאֲנִי מַקְדִּים מִיתָתוֹ לִיצִיאָתְ˃, שֶׁלְּפִי מַה שֶׁכָּתְבוּ הַתּוֹסָפוֹת בְּפֶרֶק קַמָּא דִּבְרָכוֹת (דַּ 
חָר בַּתּוֹרָה  וּקְדָּם וּמְאוּוּכְדֵי שֶׁיָּדְעוּ הַכֹּל שֶׁאֵין מ  ,, שֶׁכָּאן הָיָה אַבְרָהָם בֵּן שִׁבְעִים וַחֲמֵשׁ שָׁנָהלֶ˂־לְ˃שָׁנִים קוֹדֵם פָּרָשָׁה זוֹ שֶׁל  

מִשּׁוּם הָכִי הִקְדִּים לוֹמַר "וַיָּמׇת תֶּרַח בְּחָרָן", שֶׁזֶּהוּ מוֹפֵת   ,וְיַאֲמִינוּ שֶׁמַּעֲשֶׂה שֶׁל בֵּין הַבְּתָרִים הָיָה קוֹדֵם נְסִיעָתוֹ שֶׁל אַבְרָהָם
  חָר בַּתּוֹרָה.וּקְדָּם וּמְאוּחוֹתֵ˂ שֶׁאֵין מ

 
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.12 

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. 
11 Gen. 15:15. 
12 Gen. 12:4. 
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לָּא הוֹאִיל דְּקַיְימָא לַן דְּכֹל  וְעוֹד יֵשׁ לוֹמַר עַל הַהִיא שֶׁאֲנִי מַקְדִּים מִיתָתוֹ לִיצִיאָתְ˃, שֶׁלְּפִי הָאֱמֶת הַוְיָא הַכְחָשָׁה בִּמְצִיאוּת, אֶ 
אַף כָּאן   .הַר פָּרָשַׁת נָשׂאֹ (דַּף קל"ה ע"ב בְּאִדָּרָא) וְעיי"שוֹכִּדְאִיתָא בְּז   מַאן דְּנָחִית מִדַּרְגָּא קַדְמָאָה דְּהֲוָה בֵּיהּ מִקְרֵי מִיתָה,

צּוּל אַבְרָהָם מֵאוּר כַּשְׂדִּים  יאֲבָל לְאַחֵר שֶׁנִּ   . ר לָהֶם צְלָמִיםכֵ וֹ מִתְּחִלָּה תֶּרַח הָיָה לוֹ נֶאֱמָנוּת וְרֶיוַח גָּדוֹל מֵאַנְשֵׁי דּוֹרוֹ, שֶׁהָיָה מ
ר לָּתוֹ שֶׁלּאֹ הָיוּ עוֹד מַאֲמִינִים לוֹ וְלאֹ לִצְלָמָיו, וּמֵעַתָּה שַׁפִּיר אָמַר קְרָא שֶׁמִּיָּד אַחַר מַעֲשֶׂה שֶׁל אוּוּנֶחֱלַשׁ כֹּחוֹ וְנָפַל וְיָרַד מִגְּד
  כַּשְׂדִּים נִקְרָא שֶׁמֵּת תֶּרַח.

 
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.13 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,14 [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. 


