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5779: 

Despite the fact of deep Jewish assimilation into American society, Jews remain, in some 
ways, strangers to non-Jews. Several times non-Jews have asked me something about ‘the 
Hebrews’ or ‘the Hebrew faith,’ when what they mean is Jews, and Judaism. This isn’t so much 
an error in fact as it is tone-deaf to the ways that Jews self-identify, kind of like referring to 
American blacks as ‘Negroes.’ We call ourselves Jews, to each other and to our non-Jewish 
friends as well. ‘Hebrew’ is now an antique term. 

But it wasn’t always so. At a certain point in this week’s parshah, Abram (not yet 
Abraham) hears that his nephew Lot had been captured in battle. The Torah says that a 
messenger “brought the news to Abram the Hebrew.” That is the term the in Torah for our 
people when referring to themselves in the presence of others, and it is also how others refer to 
the them. Later in our history, when our people were returning from exile in the Persian empire 
to the land of Israel, the name ‘Jews’ (Yehudim, the descendants of the tribe of Judah) came into 
use. 

The fact that such confusion about our name has persisted from the biblical period to the 
present suggests a long-term identity problem in terms of our relationship with other people. 
They simultaneously know and don’t know who we are. They are aware of us being different, 
they have often treated us as being different, and we have ourselves often made the case for 
ourselves as a people apart. The costs of that sustained arms-length relationship have run from 
misunderstanding to outright violence against us, and will never be fully resolved so long as 
Jews remain a unique and distinctive presence in non-Jewish societies. 

As our parshah points out, the very beginning of our people, with Abram and Sarai, 
necessitated a name change to Abraham and Sarah. The infusion of the divine spirit into them as 
people is reflected in a basic name for God, Yah, becoming part of their names. Without an 
attachment to God and God’s laws for righteous living, we cannot claim to be distinct, cannot 
claim a distinctive name for ourselves. At the same time, our acceptance of those attributes, and 
our difference, will forever subject us to the misunderstanding of those around us. It seems we 
will somehow always be ‘Hebrews’ to some people. 
 
5780: 

When someone lives as long as Abraham did, 175 years, they are bound to have a wide 
range of experiences. We know Abraham primarily as the first Jew, as the individual God chose 
to be the father of a new and distinct people. But Abraham is also our model for hospitality, for 
the way he welcomed the three wayfarers who visit him, and who turn out to be messengers from 
God. He is the brave man who argued with God on behalf of the doomed towns of Sodom and 
Gomorrah. He is the firm believer who was ready to sacrifice his son on God’s word. And in this 



week’s parshah, Abraham is also a warrior, ready to lead 318 men in battle to reclaim his 
nephew Lot and the property taken with him as booty. 

When religion and war mix, we have cause to be nervous. Muhammad, who began Islam, 
spread that religion in part through wars of conquest, a history that modern Islam is very much 
struggling with now. The crusades of the Middle Ages were driven by the desire of Christians to 
liberate the Holy Land from the Muslims, with many Jews also being killed in the process. So 
when we read that Abraham, too, led an army, it gives us pause. 
 In Abraham’s case, the battle was conducted in order to redeem Lot from captivity. From 
that time on, pidyon shevu’im (the redemption of captives) was a basic function of Jewish 
communities. Whenever Jews, including prominent leaders such as rabbis, were taken hostage, 
the community would seek their release, typically through raising money for ransom. That 
approach has been used in modern Israel, to rescue soldiers captured in battle, or even their 
remains. 
 While the Torah affirms Abraham’s status as a warrior, it does so only this one time, 
when he sought the release of his kinsman from bondage. Abraham’s brief foray into war was 
one aspect of a long and eventful life. In that way it is also a model for us: War may have a place 
in our religious outlook, but only when used in limited circumstances, as a last resort, and to save 
lives. 
 
 


