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Last year when I visited my brother in NYC we rented a car and went to look at the old
neighborhoods that we used to live in when we were kids. As we drove we began to reminisce
and became quite nostalgic about the old places, Shef's bakery, Epstein's delicatessen,
Thompkins candy store, the stickball courts at Dewitt Clinton high school, Yankee Stadium, and
of course the old songs from the 60's (Puppy Love, Blue Moon) But when we got to The Bronx
and looked for the old neighborhoods, they weren't there. The stores had closed;  the high school
had built an addition and taken away the stick ball courts, Yankee Stadium was there but Mickey
and Roger  and Yogi and Moose Skowron and all the rest were gone and indeed the old songs
had been replaced with a new music.  I discovered that Thomas Wolfe  was right when he wrote
"You Can't Go Home Again." I suppose it all centers around what you mean by the word,
"home."

I was 18 when I left home. How old were you? Have you left yet?  There is something that feels
very safe about the word "home." Home is the place where you can be yourself, you can walk
around in your underwear, you can slouch, lay on the couch, listen to your music, be crabby,
have gas, just plain relax. As the cliché says home is the place they have to take you in. At home
you can finally relax. If your home is a safe home it may also be a place where you experience
peace and joy and some moments of quiet. It is a place where you feel that you belong. This
description may sound too idealistic for you either because you did not grow up in such a home
or you do not now live in one. So maybe it is better to say that we all yearn for a place where we
can stop running, we can be safe and at peace. A place to belong that is called home.
But this yearning to return home seems to be in stark contrast to the life offered to the biblical
character, Abram. In Jewish tradition this part of the book of Genesis is called Lech Lacha which
simply means, Go! Abram is told by God, "Go from your home, your family and your land to the
place that I will show you." In essence, go from your home to a new home and I will be with
you.  And the text says, Abram went. 

The midrash (which are the rabbinic commentaries on the biblical text) asks certain questions:
Why did God ask Abraham to go to another land? What was wrong with the land he was
presently in? And why did God not tell Abram where the new land was? W hy did God choose
Abram and no other human being.? What made Abraham so special? We are told that Noah was
a righteous man and that Moses cared about the suffering of his fellow Jews, but there is no
lauding of Abram? And why did Abram go and not look back?

The midrash answers all these questions with just a few words. It says, Abram heard, he went,
and he trusted. And then the midrash tries to understand what it has just said.  Abram heard the



words of God: Go from your family and land to the place that I will show you. The rabbis ask,
How did he know that the voice he was hearing was from God? Was the voice so convincing?
Did the message come to him in a dream or a vision? Or did he hear its call as a sudden
inspiration or had he been planning to leave for a long time? How did he know that what he was
doing was from God? The midrash teaches that he did not know and only later discovered that
what he had done was part of what God wanted him to do. But the midrash asks if he was so
unsure what made him so resolute that he took his wife, his nephew all his cattle and belongings
and went? Like the ancient Buddha he could have left his family and gone looking for God and
truth but he did not. The midrash is convinced that he heard and heard correctly but they are not
sure why and  Abraham was also not so sure. Whatever he heard he could not confirm as coming
from God. At least the text does not tell us how he heard but only that he did.

He heard and then he went. And Abram went as the Lord had commanded him. He didn't just
hear but he acted. The midrash asks, How did he know whether his actions were what God
wanted? What if he was really acting out of his own selfishness, his own ego? Maybe his actions
had less to do with following God than running away from a family that was crazy or as we
would say dysfunctional. Was he right to pack up and run away without knowing for sure where
he was going? Was he right to cut himself from his family in order to follow a voice that he was
not really sure about? What about loyalty to family and tradition? After all, let's be honest, he ran
away from home.  He abandoned his tradition. He acted, yes, but wasn't he just being impulsive?
The text does not answer our questions. It only says that having heard he went.

He heard, he went, and he trusted. The midrash asks how do we know that he trusted? The text
does not tell us about his inner feelings or thoughts. How can we say what he really believed?
Maybe he was really tired of all the rules within his father's house and he just wanted to get out?
What if the story of the voice telling him to leave was a ruse? How did the rabbis conclude that
Abram trusted? They said, rather cryptically, one finds faith through the feet and not the mouth.
What does that mean?  They said, if you want to know what a person believes do not listen to the
mouth but follow the feet. The rabbis taught that what you do determines who you are.  For them
the fact that Abram went meant that at least on some level he trusted.  I suppose it's similar to
Jesus. When Jesus called people to trust he did not say, trust me, he said, "If anyone would come
after me, let him deny himself and follow me." The secret resides in the following or the doing.
The rabbis also taught that when Abram went, the act of going created his trust. That leaving
home , whatever his motivation, compelled him to trust.

And the Rabbis asked one more question, How was it that Abram was able to trust? After all, he
did not have all the supports and structures that we have.  He did not have the Torah, the
scriptures, the prayers, the hymns, the clergy , or the long tradition of faith. He had no creeds or
hymns or confessions, How could he trust? Surely his life was as precarious as ours, reasoned
the rabbis. What was the secret that allowed him to trust without knowing for sure that he was
not deluded?  Another rabbi sharpened the issue, he said, look at all that happened to him; he
was attacked and went to war to save his nephew Lot; he tried to get his wife pregnant for 50
years without success, when he finally did get a son God told him to take the son and kill him,
and when he was ready to die, the promise that God had made him about taking him to a
promised land and giving him a new home , that promise was unfulfilled. So why did Abram
trust and what did Abraham know that we do not know, asked the rabbis. They answered, he



knew "because and despite." He knew that sometimes you believe in God because so much good
has happened to you or because you have experienced so much beauty and love, or because you
can feel the presence of God but he also knew that sometimes you believe despite what is
happening to you, despite cancer, and despite rape, and despite abuse, and despite depression and
of course, despite The Holocaust. The rabbis teach us that to believe in God is to trust when God
is present and when God appears to be absent. They say Abram knew that and that is why he
trusted.  The rabbis seem to have anticipated Martin Luther. For they proclaimed that when God
appears to be most absent that is when God is most present. Abram found that he had no choice
but to trust in God because and despite God.

So it is that Jews and Christians in their histories, have seen their lives reflected through
Abraham. For Jews he was the one who heard, who went, and who trusted because and despite.
For Christians he is the one, as Paul writes in Romans 4, the one who is a model for what it
means to have Christian faith because Abraham was the first who hoped against hope. 
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