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Partners In Torah San Diego
Mission Statement:

Partners In Torah San Diego is a community-wide, independent
and inclusive adult education program focusing on
understanding Jewish relevancy to our lives by studying text
most interesting to each participant.

Through one-on-one discussion for 1 hour each week,
friendships are forged between mentors and mentees.

Partners in Torah San Diego has proven to be effective at
reclaiming the rich legacy of wisdom, inspiration, and guidance
for many who have, until now, lacked access.

Welcome.
Thank you for coming.

Please encourage friends to join you in participating so that we
can grow together as a community.



The Mishna in Pirkei Avot (5:3) tells us that Hashem tested our
forefather Abraham (“Avraham Avinu”) - - with 10 tests, and he passed
them all. One of the tests was the command in this week’s portion to
leave his father’s house, his city of birth, and his homeland, to travel to an

unspecified destination. The parsha begins with these words (Genesis
12:1):

TN TGN NIND TN PN I TNTIIN TYIND T2 T2 DIIN I TIT MR (R

12) And Hashem said to Avram, go for yourself (for your own good)
from your country, from your birthplace, and from your father’s home, to
the land that | will show you.

(In the verse he is still Avram, since his name hadn’t yet been changed, but
I will refer to him as Avraham.)

A “test” in the Mishna refers to a challenge whose outcome is uncertain
with many formidable obstacles standing in the way that need to be
overcome such that it is daunting to the protagonist and requires much
effort and tenacity on his part to successfully complete. By using his G-d
given resources to devise strategies and tactics to overcome the
challenge, the protagonist creates within himself new powers that did not
previously exist, thus making himself a greater person. Now part of him,
he can invoke these skills for new challenges. Until then, these skills were
merely dormant potential that could have no effect on the person. Only
through using their latent potential could these traits become part of the
person’s makeup and contribute to his greatness. One will never grow or
reach his potential unless he challenges himself to step out of his comfort
zone. As the saying goes, “Calm seas do not make a great captain.”

Hence, one may wonder, what was so daunting about the test to
Avraham of 7% 7% (Go for yourself)? Bosses commonly tell employees to
relocate to a new state and city because the business needs them there.
Although such a move requires many considerations and adjustments,
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ultimately the employee realizes that the job is more important than
where he currently lives and makes the move. Students, too, commonly
leave town to study in a yeshiva or school out of state, or even out of the
country, to further their education. Once again, receiving the sought
education trumps the convenience of living at home.

So, we still need to understand what was so difficult about this
particular commandment that qualifies it as one of the 10 tests with
which Hashem tested Avraham.

There are several approaches to answer this question.

1. Maimonides writes in the laws of Idol Worship (1:3)

MON DY WY DYTIND) OIYN D32 91T DIP2 RITPDY TIYD DINNM 1IN NN
122990 MY PYN DYN NAPNIY KNP TONN MY THIayd 1IN D) OIYN DD ThX
[ARP)A)AP;

Avraham went to Haran and began to call in a great voice to the
whole world and to let them know that there is only one G-d Who controls
the entire world and only He should be worshipped. Abraham would go
from city to city and country to country, etc.

Avraham ultimately influenced thousands of people in Haran to leave idol
worship and to believe in the One Creator, Hashem. Leaving Haran meant
that Abraham had to leave all of his disciples behind. Because only about
300 people went with Avraham, what would happen to the ones who
would remain in Haran without their leader to guide them? Avraham
realized that leaving Haran meant leaving behind the many souls on
which he had worked so hard to bring close to Hashem, who would likely
revert to their old ways of idol worship. How would the new souls that he
would meet and influence in the future be any better than those that he
had already brought close to Hashem? What would be the point?



This presented Avraham with the following dilemma.

Should | abandon all the people who have trusted me about
Hashem, allowing them to possibly revert to their idolatrous beliefs, or
should | remain with them to support them and keep them loyal to
Hashem? What would Hashem want more?

Avraham overcame the thought to “help Hashem” and to stay with
the thousands of adherents in Haran. Instead, he obeyed Hashem’s
command, packed his bags and got going.

2. Hashem promised Avraham many blessings for going to “the land
I will show you.”

The next verse in the Torah says (12:2):

2) And | will make you a great nation, | will bless you, and make your
name great, and you shall be a blessing.

Hashem promised Avraham that he would receive children, a great
nation, wealth, and fame if he would do what Hashem asked of him. It
sounds like a no-brainer. Why wouldn’t he go? What more could he ask
for? What kind of test could this be?

The Sages explain that this exactly was the test: To see if Avraham
would go to the place for himself, for the personal gain that he would
receive, or would his motives be pure and he would go only to fulfill
Hashem’s will, with no thought given to receive the personal benefits.
This was also a difficult personal test to Avraham, for he had no children
and had no one to carry forward his legacy. The promise of a child who
would lead the next generation in the service of Hashem could have been
a great reason for Avraham to follow Hashem’s commandment. But he
still did it completely to fulfill Hashem’s command with no interest in
personal gain.



The Torah reports (12:4) that Avraham passed the test.
TIT, VIR 73T W2 07 T (7
4) And Avraham went as Hashem had told him.

Avraham did not mix any personal desires in his motivation in going
on the journey. He went strictly because Hashem had directed him to.

Hashem interestingly did not reveal to Avraham where he was to go.
Hashem just said, “to the land | will show you.” “You just get started; |
will let you know where to go.” The commentaries explain that this was
intended to increase Avraham’s merit with each uncertain step that he
would take. It is much harder to travel when you have no idea where you
are going.

While these are two acceptable explanations, there is still an
unanswered question on the original verse. Hashem told Avraham - go for
yourself (for your own good) from your country, from your birthplace, and
from your father’s home. Isn’t the order reversed? When one travels from
home, first he leaves the house, then the city, and, lastly, the country. So
Why did Hashem tell it to Avraham in the reverse order?

3. Rabbi Samson Raphael Hirsch %"1x (1808-1888) presents the
following explanation of the test of 7% 7>.

A person is influenced by his surroundings. Maimonides writes in
the sixth chapter of the Hilchos Deiyos:

AN rM2nt 'y N rvynal I'iyTa |Ynl nIrn% oIx 7w ImmMa MNT
IN1'"TN 'YIX AN1nNd

1) Hashem created a person in a way that he is drawn in his ideas
and his actions to the ideas and actions of his friends and the people he
associates with, and he will act like the people of his country.



Maimonides continues to say a person who lives among evil people
must move to a different country where the people are good so that his
ideas and deeds are not influenced negatively by them.

While we may feel proud to be American, many people from other
countries look down at us as being very plain and unsophisticated. We
are as American as apple pie, not a croissant or anything delicate like
that. You would never catch an Englishman or a Frenchman biting into a
hotdog and bun loaded with relish, ketchup, and mustard.

When people from New York visit Detroit, they think the city is
closed for cleaning. There are no people around, and, those who are,
aren’t rushing around like there is no tomorrow. The Detroiters walk so
calmly they seem to have nothing to do with their lives.

We are definitely influenced by the country and city we live in, but
that is nothing compared to the influence from the house in which we
grew up. The personalities, values, and attitudes of our parents, mold and
shape us from the time we are infants.

The directive to Avraham Avinu was Go to yourself! Do not follow
societal norms that tell you that if you do what everyone else is doing and
you fit in, you are okay and nothing more is expected of you. Do not
follow the ways of your homeland and your city, accepting what they do
as acceptable and right. You must judge yourself by your relationship with
Hashem. You must use a completely different standard for deciding how
to act other than, “everyone is doing it.”

To quote Rabbi Hirsch (p. 224).

How could we have existed, how continue to exist, if we had
not, from the very beginning, received from Abraham the courage to
be a minority!



“Up-to-date Judaism!” (“We need to update Judaism,” a
powerful force in Rabbi Hirsch’s times.) The loudest protest against
it is the first Jewish word, 75 7>.

Perhaps inherent in this commandment is the charge to Abraham to
purge himself of the negative influences of his country, city, and home. To
return to the pure soul that Hashem created in him before it became
tainted by his environment. Hashem commanded Avraham to strip away
the negative and foreign influences that he received from his country, the
city in which he was born, and the home in which he was raised. Hashem
instructed Avraham, “/ want you to isolate the pure soul that | gave you at
birth and live a life of pure service to Me. If you succeed, | will make you
the father of a great nation, one that has you as its holy and pure
foundation and its source.”

This is why the command to Abraham is listed in seemingly reverse
order. It is actually listed in the order of difficulty. It is easiest to shed the
influence of the country, more difficult to shed the influence of one’s city,
and most difficult, and nearly impossible, to shed the influence of one’s
home. This was quite a difficult test, but Avraham managed to pass it
with aplomb.

The big question is how did Avraham know what he originally was,
and what the external influence was that he needed to remove? This
guestion applies to us as well. Who are we in essence, without the
outside influences of our homes, cities, and country?

The pure soul of a Jew will yearn for a relationship with Hashem and
desire to do only what Hashem wants it to.



This concept is expressed in the prayer of Rabbi Alexandri as
recorded in the Talmud Tractate Berachos 17a.
IMNIY TIAT VYT M) DINIYN 1127 29N NN DNNT TN IITIDIIN P2

NDIXNY TN 1IN X7 NPITN TIAYWI NDMWIAY TINRY 2DY10 20) TN MVYD
DOV 1252 TN IPIN MVYY W 0N

After finishing his Amida, Rabbi Alexandrai would say, “Master of
the Universe, it is open and revealed to You that our true desire is to
fulfill Your desire. What is stopping us? The leaven in the dough (the
materialistic part of us) and the kingdom we live in (societal influence.)
Please save us from them so we may fulfill Your desire as You wish us to.

The Jew’s soul Jew naturally wants to do what Hashem wants it to
do. This is because the soul is a spark of Hashem Himself, and as such, has
a natural affinity for Hashem. Unfortunately, our earthy body, and the
influence of the society surrounding us, impact and taint our pure soul,
causing it err from its true essence.

This was the directive to Avraham: Return your soul to its original
state without the outside influences of your country, city, and home.

How did Avraham accomplish this difficult task?

The Torah teaches us that Avraham Avinu kept the entire Torah
before it was given. We derive this from the verse in Genesis 26:5

12 275 NPWNRN2 790
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5) Because Avraham listened to my voice and kept my safeguards

(Rabbinic safeguards to the commandments), my commandments (the

logical ones, such as do not steal, do not murder) , my decrees (that have

no perceivable logic), and my Torahs (written and oral).



The Midrash asks:

X 295 - WA XN AT
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DR 7% 1IN AR % M (T 2°%70) 2N1PHI MNN0Y MDD AXR MRIY TN PYN P
amhiah]

Whence did Avraham learn the Torah? Rabbi Shimon Bar Yochai
said. His two kidneys became like two pitchers of water that overflowed
with Torah. Rabbi Levi said, he learned it from himself.

How could he have learned it from himself? What sources would he
have used?

Our Sages teach us a very deep concept. The Zohar says that
Hashem looked into the Torah and from it He created the world. We
could compare it to the blueprint that a builder looks at as he builds a
building. The architect drew on the blueprint all the building’s
specifications, and the builder follows the instructions set in the
blueprint. Once the building was built, it would be possible to look at the
building and redraw the blueprint from its specifications since they
accurately reflect the information that was on the original blueprint.

Similarly, Hashem used the Torah as the blueprint for the world, and
Avraham Avinu was able to look at the world and figure out the blueprint
—the Torah - whence it came.

There is another layer of depth to this concept, viz, that is that the
Torah is also like the blueprint for the Jewish person. The Torah contains
248 positive commandments and 365 negative commandments. The 248
positive commandments correspond to a person’s 248 limbs, and the 365
negative commandments correspond to the person’s 365 veins and
sinews. Through looking into himself and understanding how he was
constructed, Abraham was able to arrive at the 613 commandments. This
is the opinion of Rabbi Levi who says “from himself” he learned the
Torah.
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Avraham was able to discern not only the 613 commandments, but
even the rabbinic laws that would later be enacted to safeguard them.
We lack the ability to comprehend Avraham’s greatness and his ability to
do this. Of course, Hashem helped him.

King Solomon tells us in Ecclesiastes 7:29:

irabRairiable
D027 NIAYN WP ARm W O7RT DY DOPYRT ALY WR

29) Hashem made man straight, but they sought out different
calculations.

If we were to just follow our inherently pure soul, we would
naturally follow the straight path. Unfortunately, we are so inundated by
the values and perspectives of the off-kilter world around us we cannot
help but be influenced by them.

Our Sages interestingly teach us that if a Jewish child did not come
into contact with any other people, he would automatically begin talking
wIIPn WY (Hebrew) at the age of two. This shows that the Torah is deep
within our souls, and to the degree that we remain pure of outside
influences, it can shine forth more brightly.

Because of our open society and the ease of communication,
foreign ideas and ideologies threaten to adulterate the Torah’s pure
values and morals. This may be our greatest challenge in today’s world: to
remain pure and unaffected. It is entirely possible through technology to
gain exposure to any and every type of lifestyle, idea, or value held by
even the world’s most depraved people. We have no way of knowing if
and how they have somehow insidiously affected our way of thinking.
How are we to follow the directive of 77 75, to return to the real me?
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We must follow the path set by Avraham Avinu and use the only
tool capable of purifying our souls from outside influences, and that is to
study the Torah and absorb its holy and pure concepts. The more Torah
we take in, the more pure truth we have in us, and the more falseness is
driven out. The true Torah thoughts and ideas that take over our minds
will ultimately drive out all the false and erroneous ones until we have
only pure Torah thoughts and ideas in our minds. It is a lifelong process,
and the positive effect of the Torah on our souls slowly becomes evident.
This is the only way to have only the truth in our souls.

All who come to Partners Detroit and avail themselves of the
opportunity to learn Hashem’s wonderful Torah are absorbing Torah
ideas and concepts, which, if accepted internally, will rout the many
erroneous ideas that we pick up from our environment. What an amazing
accomplishment that is!
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