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“Fostering diverse modes of attention to textual details cultivates
correlative forms of attention to the world and divine reality”

Michael Fishbane (1943- ), Sacred Attunement: A Jewish Theology
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«Tachometer Torah” Parashat-haShavu’a Stats
SET T Weekly Portion: Leich L’cha
_\j\. ’ 1 Consists of: Genesis 12:1-17:27
2 L
A oo N _Sequence—
: in annual Torah cycle: 3™ of 54
...read down to the red line in Genesis: 31 of 12

A Salient Selection from the Portion -
Genesis 12:10-20

Context:  Genesis, first of the Five Books of the Torah, is an outline of the Creation of the
physical universe; a description of the origin of the human family by their respective nations;
and an account of Abraham’s and Sarah’s lineage through their grandson Jacob as the
foundation of the Israelite people.

Content:  Avram (who is still going by his Aramaic name from Ur, and will not change it to
Hebrew until chapter 17) has followed God'’s invitation to depart his ancestral homeland and
go forth to found a dynasty in Canaan. Yet it develops that the rainy seasons in The Promised
Land can be fickle— so, during a time of local drought and resultant famine, the would-be
Patriarch pulls up stakes and goes off to the more reliable food supply of the Nile Valley...
where he does not exactly cover himself with glory.

12:10] - Now there was a famine in the land. D‘j:}{ ‘1"1’1 \(ﬂN: :9‘1 "'\’1

So Avram went down to Egypt to sojourn 3)’7'1 720 2 DY W])b ‘1)3"18)3
there, for the famine was severe in the land. \{.] N:l

12:11] - As he was about to enter Egypt, he said 9NN N}J‘J PN ‘]\’)ND M
to his wife Sarai: “Look, I know what a N) TN 13-\\’)2‘( )‘-“)) ‘JN ‘-])QNn
beautiful woman you are. AN NI N AVYN ,3 ’ﬂ)’7’

©  Sarai in the market of Mari (detail)

by Tom Lovell, 1966
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12:12] - “If the Egyptians see you, and think
‘She is his wife,” they will kill me and let you
live. [12:13] - Say, instead, I pray, that you
are my sister, that it may go well with me on
your account, and that I may remain alive
because of you.”

12:14] - So it is that, when Avram entered
Egypt, the Egyptians saw how very beautiful
the woman was. [12:15] - Pharaoh’s courtiers,
seeing her, praised her to Pharaoh, so the
woman was taken into Pharaoh’s palace.

12:16] - He richly endowed Avram, on her
account, giving him sheep; oxen; male and
female donkeys; slave men and women; and
camels.

[12:17] - But The Eternal One Pharaoh
and his household with mighty on
account of Sarai, the wife of Avram.

12:18] - So Pharaoh summoned Avram and
demanded of him: “What is this you have done
to me! Why did you not tell me that she was
your wife? [12:19a] - Why did you say, ‘She
is my sister,” so that I took her as my woman?

12:19b] - “Now— here is your wife; take her
and begone!” [12:20] - At which Pharaoh
instructed men regarding him, to
him, together with his wife and all that he
possessed.
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| /@\f SRR Snippe‘l~ as a warm-up
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12:20 - Pharaoh instructed men regarding him, to him

jﬁbm’j NoVYY 1/ 97 /simple active - “dispatch; send [away]”
Il / DY9 / intensive active - “release; let go”

A) Exodus 6:11 - B) Exodus 7:26 - C) Exodus 13:17 -
ny79 ON 727 Na N2V NINd N N> nyI9 NYa >N
0131 727 YTV MY NN oyn N
N3 NN nYY Thus says The Eternal Now it happened, when

ININD INIYS One: “Release
arah. Ruler | People, that they may the people ...

offer service to Me.”

Go in to Pharah, Ruler
of Egypt, [and tell him
that] he is to release the
Israelites from his land.

My Pharaoh had released

D272 DY) Y2 NN NN Y
12:17 - The Eternal One Pharaoh with mighty

- Vocabulary of The Ten Plagues Narrative (Exodus 7-11) -

an verb ¥-3-) “touch” | Y)Y

the Finger of God DOIDN YINN

the Hand of God ﬂiﬂ? ™
My plagues YN

- Subsequent Significant Adumbration in Genesis -
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Genesis 31:23 -

Lavan pursues Jacob, to recover his
daughters and flocks

Genesis 31:25 -

Lavan and his sons overtake Jacob in the
region east of the Jordan

Genesis 44:4 -

The steward pursues Joseph’s brothers, to [
recover the “stolen” goblet

Genesis 44:6 -

The steward overtakes Joseph’s brothers,
and accuses them of the theft

Exodus 14:8 -

Pharaoh pursues the Israelites, to bring Eﬁ>

them back to servitude

Exodus 14:9 -

Pharaoh’s chariotry overtakes Israel at the
shores of the Sea.

- more over
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12:13 - Say, instead, I pray, that you are my sister,
7702257 207 WN?

| that it may go well with me on your account

D) Samson Raphael Hirsch (1808-1888), T'rumat Tz'vi on Genesis 12:13 - Could it be
true that Abraham was afraid only for himself— and that therefore, in order to save himself,
he was ready to compromise his wife’s honor? In view of all the incidents of this sort that
took place in ancient Egypt and Phoenicia, we have reason to conclude (and this may not be
without analogy in European countries of our own day) that in the climate of immorality
which prevailed in those lands, maidens were safer than married women, especially if the
maiden was also a foreigner.

E) Toby Wilkinson (1969- ), F)  Dylan Bickerstaffe (1962- ),

The Rise and Fall
of Ancient Egypt -

The per-khener, or royal harem,
comprising the households of the
King’s female relatives and minor
wives, was an important institu-
tion in its own right.

It owned land and operated work-
shops, notably for textile manu-
facture, and was thus a potential
power space for an ambitious
rival to the reigning Kking.
Throughout ancient Egyptian
history, palace intrigue and
attempted coups would often
originate inside the harem.

“Royal Ladies of the New Kingdom”
lecture to Essex Egyptology Group, July 2021 -

The excavated site at Gurob was identified in
inscriptions as Per-Khener n Mi-Wer, “the Mi-Wer
Women’s-House” (or harem). Associated tombs of
harem women featured impressive funerary goods,
each body encased in three nested wooden coffins,
side-by-side to each other in the burial chamber,
embellished with rich golden objects.

Many of the women were identified by names that
suggest a Syrian or Levantine origin: Men-het, Men-
wel, and Mer-ti. Those women were quite possibly
“mail-order brides,” for a great number of the al-
Amarna letters [of Akhenaten, c. 1340 BCE] consist
of a request to “send me women”— often
specifically asking for the Asiatic correspondent’s
daughters or sisters— and the foreign king asking for
gold in return.

G) Tamara Cohn Eskanazi (1951- ), The Torah: A Women’s Commentary - This passage

finds its counterpart twice more in Genesis [Abraham and Sarah in 20:1-18, and Isaac and Rebekah
in 26:1-6]. The deception leads to an improvement in the trickster’s status, but the deception
is uncovered and they are summarily dismissed. They depart, however, with their newly
acquired goods intact.

The tale portrays Pharaoh as a dupe, and deals with the “us-them” theme in a humorous and
thoroughly traditional way.

This passage is not a tale about unethical behavior, but a story of marginalized persons who
succeed in roundabout, unorthodox ways. In both such stories that involve Abraham and
Sarah, Sarah proves to be the reason for Abraham’s increased wealth.

- continued
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H) Midrash Genesis Rabbah 40:4 -  Abraham had been the principal party—
“Avram took his wife Sarai” [Genesis 12:5]—
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yet he subordinated himself [by saying to her:] “Please, say you are my sister [that it may
go well with me on your account” - Genesis 12:13]. He thereby became incidental to, and
dependent upon, her: “Pharaoh richly endowed Avram, on her account” [Genesis 12:16].

D Manasseh ben-Israel (Manoel Dias Soiero, 1604-1657), The Conciliator #40 -

Genesis 12:13 - Say, instead, I pray, that you are my sister.
Genesis 26:5 - Abraham obeyed Me and kept My commandments and My laws.

Avoiding falsehood is one of the 613 precepts of the Torah. If our Patriarch Abraham
made use of falsehood, in saying of his wife “she is my sister,” how can this later verse
[from Genesis 26] say that he “obeyed My commandments and My laws”?

It is a maxim of our ancient sages that “it is permitted to prevaricate for the sake of peace.”
That signifies ambiguous words absent of detriment to anyone, reflecting merely the desire to
attain just ends for the advantage of a fellow creature. As such, the most benign kind of
falsehood, which affects none and is of advantage to someone, is permitted in cases of
necessity: like that of Abraham to AviMelech [Genesis 20:2] and to his young men [Genesis
22:5]; the midwives to Pharaoh [Exodus 1:19]; et cetera, all of whom avoided danger thereby
without injuring anyone or giving offence.

The cause, then, of Abraham acting in this manner is clear, considering the certain evil that
awaited him by saying Sarah was his wife. For, she being extremely beautiful, there would
not be any shortage of those who would attempt his death to obtain her. Therefore, by saying
she was his sister, he incurred no danger, but would acquire great favor from princes, who (in
the hope of his conceding her to them for wife) might bestow their friendship upon him— and
so, by amusing them with false hopes, he might eventually free himself and quit the city. But
it happened differently to what he thought would be the case— for the princes who saw
her, conceiving themselves unworthy of a jewel of such singular beauty, all concluded she
was worthy only of a throne and scepter, and as such she was extolled to Pharaoh.

It is said that by means of Truth did God create the world, which is depicted alike in both the
opening and concluding words of the Creation account in Genesis:

“God Created...” Y DOION N2 [Genesis 1:1]

“God Created by making” WY ©OTION N2 [Genesis 2:3]
The final letters of these respect three words ) . )
form the word NN “truth” as the first and final The Th"tiigdl?:gr; 7Attr|butes
thing t'hat God did creatg 'and mqke. Truth is, 7N WM DINT 5N i
accordingly, one of the Divine Attributes— even T AN TON 19) O QTN'
as Jeremiah says, “T1DN D’T_ibz;{ ﬂiﬂ’ the Eter- The Eternal O il '-'G d o Treete
nal One, Who is God, is Truth” [10:10]. Anditis | .. o . cinat MVIe 18 Lod= compass-

. ) ) sionate and gracious, slow to anger,

said that these letters— being .the first, middle, and abounding in kindness and truth . . . .
last of the alphabet— constitute, between them,

- more over
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the seal of The First Cause, Who is the Beginning, Middle, and End and as such knows the
past; present; and future. He himself is therefore Truth, for His Being is alone true, and not
dependent on any other cause. For this reason truth is a moral virtue that ought to be esteemed,
since— as Don Isaac Abravanel observes on Zechariah 3— it includes every active precept
and theological value.

But when unavoidable, and no one is injured thereby, the benignant prevarication may be
used in the way stated.

PN DMINNN DAN 19 INRY N9Y NYAP NI NIY 1D DX2INDN LYW NXRI
N2 DX NNPIZ YIS DN MR IDDMI NNIN INT TYUNRD) TRD DIRVNY DY)
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INYN 2 AN
J)  RaMBaN (Bonastruc da Porta, 1194-1270) on Genesis 12:11 and 12:10 - [“Say,
instead, | pray, that you are my sister” -] The straightforward reading of the Scriptural text
is that Sarah never undertook it upon herself to say this, but rather that it was the
Egyptians— who are exceedingly wicked and licentious— who, when they saw her and
praised her to Pharaoh, he inducted her into his household. They never asked at all if she
was his wife or his sister, while she remained silent and never told them that she was
his wife.
NN DOUNRM . .. 1712YA 1D H1P0N TOOY NN ININK D 1I8YM 990 DN9AN)
AYRN NN DIYNN XD NN ININK YD NYID N2 DMWY 1D MINN 1IN DY
PINYNY NY NNIN NYYI DX NN WINONY NN PRI D5
Abraham himself declared that she was his sister, and accordingly “[Pharaoh] richly
endowed him, on her account” [12:16]. [Pharaoh] subsequently accused him, in the presence
of the nobility and of the whole imperial court, for having declared that she was his sister—
but he made no accusation against the wife, at all; since it would be unseemly for her
to contradict her husband, it was appropriate for her to have remained silent[— even at her
own cost].

DIV NPIYN INVYN NXANY NIV J1T) XUN ROUN 13%ANX DHYAN 2 Y1
INNIN 19 ITN 9N )Y
You must know that our Patriarch Abraham committed a very great sin, even inad-
vertently, when he brought his virtuous wife to the stumbling-block of sin out of his
own fear lest they might kill him.
DXNPNA ¥’ 2517 UK 93 NN MNMYN NN INMN D8V awa moab 1 1)
NN NTYO ND
He should have trusted in The Ineffable One, Who would save him and his wife and all
he had— for God surely has the power to help and to save.
) RUN AYUR PY IYIN NN NDONN IDY INLVNIV NIND 19 INNIY> D)
NN NT’ 2Y72 DXNIONN
Moreover, his departure from the Promised Land on account of the famine was
another transgression of which he was guilty— for in time of famine God would have
saved him from death.

LAVNN DIPNA NYID T72 DINND NI MDD WIT DY I NN NWYNN DN
NONM YWIN NHY
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It was because of his doing this, that it was decreed his descendants would endure exile in
the land of Egypt under Pharaoh’s power. “In place of justice, there is wickedness and sin”

[Ecclesiastes 3:16].

K) Samson Raphael Hirsch (1808-1888),
T’rumat Tz'vi on Genesis 12:13 -

The Torah does not attempt to hide from us
the faults, errors, and weaknesses of our
great men, and precisely thereby it places
the stamp of credibility upon the happen-
ings it relates.

Had they all been portrayed to us as models
of perfection, we would have believed that
they had been endowed with a higher nature
not given us to attain. Had they been
presented to us free of human passions in
inner conflicts, their nature would seem to us
merely the results of a loftier predispo-
sition— not a product of their personal
merit— and certainly no model we could
ever hope to emulate.

L) Avigdor Shinan (1946- ), “Honestly,
He Made a Mistake,” in The Jerusalem
Report — November 05, 2001 -

The Torah, the Talmud, the Midrash, and our
medieval commentators all refused to sus-
pend judgment of Abraham; all find faults in
his behavior. That is the greatness of
Jewish tradition: it does not glorify
human beings, even the greatest among
them. Even Abraham can err, and there is
no reason to obscure that fact.

The opposite is true: pointing out what is less
than perfect in him and in other biblical
figures makes them into living, breathing
human beings, with whom it is possible to
identify. . . . Our ancestors did not venerate
their own predecessors blindly, but rather
aspired to reach their level— and to do so,
had to describe them as flesh and blood.

Pharaoh returns Sarah, and Expels Abraham
by Isaac Isaacsz, c. 1635



