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

Essay 14. Abraham chooses between Exile and Gehenna
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Midrash Yalkut Shimoni on the verse:

“And Abram was very rich in cattle, in silver, and in gold.”" This is what
is written, “And He brought them out with silver and gold, and there was not
among His tribes one who stumbled.”

- Yalkut Shimoni, Parashat Lekh Lekha, remez 69
This is puzzling—what is the connection between this and that?

NP2 IR 0332, P32 ITLRY A¥TY AKX 72 077287 7"IPR MR NI 1D AT WITRD MRRY Wi v
DI 71 0237 W IR R 477 2712y Xep P91 .03 A7) XPY 072, nPabnea Ny 2 0702 a7aN)
K77 ,793P3 122Y WK X A0 Dk 2927 AT A1 D22 IWOR X N 8725 0 2va7 10 Nk ARy

M0 072 NYRIY W) IR Xon X9 nan DY XX 77iR0 nE ORI 192p XD

One may say that it was stated in the Midrash that in the vision of the [Covenant]
between the Parts, the Holy One, Blessed be He, said to Abraham:

“Through which do you wish your descendants to be punished, through
Gehenna or through the Kingdoms?” Abraham chose the Kingdoms, so that
they wouldn’t descend to Gehenna.

- Gen. Rabbah 44:21
In the first chapter of Avodah Zarah (5a), there is a dispute over whether the Israelites would
have become immortal upon accepting the Torah at Sinai, if they had not erred with the Golden
Calf. It is said:

“[Even though Scripture says:] ‘May they always be of such mind, to fear
Me and follow all My commandments, that it may go well with them and with their

’ English translation: Copyright © 2025 by Charles S. Stein. Additional essays are available at https://zstorah.com
"'Gen. 13:2.
2 Ps. 105:37.




children forever,’? [nevertheless] it was not possible to nullify [the power of] the
Angel of Death over them, as the decree [of death] was already issued [from the
time of Creation]. [Rather,] the Jewish people accepted the Torah [not with an
expectation of immortality, but] only in order that no nation or tongue would
rule over them.

- Avodah Zarah 5a
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This is difficult to understand. If there is an Angel of Death, then there is also an evil
inclination, for it is the evil inclination that is the Angel of Death. This is not good for Israel,
for if there were no exile, they would descend to Gehinnom, so where is the promise to
Abraham our father?

One may say that indeed, if they had not made the Golden Calf, even if they sinned
afterward, they would go into exile and not into Gehinnom. That which it says, “that no
nation or tongue should rule over them,” refers to their possessions. For there, in Avodah
Zarah 5a, it raises the question from that which is written, “Surely you shall die like men,”*
and concludes, “What is death?—poverty.”

Rashi explains the Gemara: “ ‘What is death?—poverty,” that when they sinned, the
nations ruled over them, consuming their wealth all day, ‘and they shall be devoured.’” ”
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Hear from this that the main punishment concerned their wealth, as measure-for-
measure punishment, since they made the Golden Calf out of the abundance of silver and gold
they possessed. If not for this, even if they went into exile, they would all have been princes
to their masters, just as Jacob and Joseph were in Egypt.

3 Deut. 5:26.
4 Ps. 82:7.
5 Deut. 31:17.
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It is known that if Israel had completed the appointed time in Egypt, they would have
completed the general rectification, and never again would they have been enslaved under
any nation or tongue, which is not the case now that they did not complete the appointed time.

They must complete four other exiles, as we will elaborate later according to the order
and matter of the weekly parshas. Even regarding the great wealth they received, they were
not worthy to merit it except after the completion of the appointed time; whereas now, since
they left before their time, as the commentators wrote, and as we will also elaborate in its
place concerning the Exodus from Egypt, and see there.

Rather, the Holy One, Blessed be He, desired to make known to that righteous one
that even though they would be destined to go into other exiles because of the shortened time,
nonetheless He wished to give them great wealth. This would be a sign that in the other exiles
they would no longer be poor but wealthy, as they are now, even though, since they had not
completed the time they were to be in Egypt, the law and obligation of servitude was still upon
them.
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Abraham was seventy years old when he made the Covenant between the Parts, as
Tosafot wrote (Berachot page 7b, text beginning “There was no man who called Him
‘Master,”” etc.), and then immediately the exile of Egypt began: for the angels appointed over
Israel descended there and remained until they left, as the Kabbalists wrote.® Abraham’s
descent to Egypt was by command of the Holy One, Blessed be He, who said to him, “Go and
subdue the way for your children,” as it is brought in Gen. Rabbah (40:8) on the verse, “And
it was well with Abram for her sake.”’ Scripture says, “And Abram was very rich in cattle,”
as if to say that even though the exile had already begun, he had great wealth, to be a sign to

¢ R. Menachem ben Meir of Speyer (c.1340—c.1410), Sefer Tzioni (1384), Parashat Lech Lecha.
" Gen. 12:16.



his children that when they would go forth from there before their time, even though the
yoke of servitude was still upon them, they would go out with great substance, to show that
the exile which Abraham chose was like the exile endured by the Patriarchs and by Joseph,
who were kings and princes, and would not suffer excessively in it.
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This is the intent of the Midrash: “And Abram was very rich.” This is difficult to
understand: was it praise for Abraham to be so exceedingly wealthy, beyond his needs and to
boast in his riches? The solution of the Midrash is: “This is what is written, ‘And He brought
them out with silver and gold,” ” as if to say that Abraham’s wealth was a sign for Israel, that
He loves them, and when He chose exile for them, He chose wealth for them.

Had they not sinned with the Golden Calf, they would have remained so, and no nation
would have ruled over their possessions. Perhaps you will say that this wealth and property
which Israel received was, on the contrary, to their detriment, that they made the calf with
that very gold that came from Egypt, a place of impurity. Therefore, it concludes, “and there
was not among His tribes one who stumbled,” meaning that it was the mixed multitude who
made [the Golden Calf], and Israel were punished only because they erred after them during
those forty days, which were within their bridal chamber, as is known. L.e., the giving of the
Torah is compared to a wedding day.®
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According to this, the verse “and afterward they will go free with great wealth”® may
be interpreted thus: “When I will judge that nation with ten plagues, which will happen when
it refuses to send them forth; and why will it refuse? Because the appointed time has not yet
been completed.”

If so, it is a sign for the other exiles; nevertheless, “and afterward they will go free
with great wealth,” to hint that they will all be princes to their masters, as explained above.

8 Mishnah Taanit 4:8; Taanit 26b.
° Gen. 15:14.



