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On April 21, 1980, a Cuban runner named Rosie Ruiz ran across the finish line of the Boston 

Marathon with the fastest female time in the race’s history. The TV announcers and reporters on 

hand were at a loss to explain how they could have missed her at checkpoints along the way. It 

was simply baffling that someone so unknown could have come out of nowhere to win one of the 

most prestigious marathons in the country. 

 

As it turns out, Ruiz did come out of nowhere. More specifically, she came out of the crowd of 

spectators and ran only the last half mile of the race. Today, she holds the distinction of having 

perpetrated one of the greatest frauds in marathon history.   

 

This morning I’d like to share with you a fascinating comment in the Midrash that entirely 

reshapes a well-known narrative in our parsha. When Avraham leaves Charan and makes his  לך

 journey to Canaan, he leaves his father behind, but takes with him his nephew Lot. Though we לך

know nothing of their pre-existing relationship, we quickly learn that Avraham and Lot are not 

able to live amicably together: 

 ולא נשא אתם הארץ לשבת יחדו כי היה רכושם רב ולא יכלו לשבת יחדו.

Twice in one pasuk the Torah emphasizes that they simply cannot live side by side. Their flocks 

are too numerous. Their shepherds begin to quarrel. It’s not working.  

 

Averse to strife, Avraham suggests they part ways כי אנשים אחים אנחנו. They are brothers and 

sometimes even siblings must separate from one another for a time in order to maintain the 

civility of their relationship.  

 

We take it as axiomatic that in this story Avraham is the bigger man. He invites Lot to take any 

parcel of land he wishes, the two separate, and the narrative continues with God’s great promises 

of the land and the children.  

 

But the Midrash has a different reading of this story:  

דבק וללוט אחיו אין מידבק?יאמר הקב"ה לכל הוא מ  

God is critical of Avraham and says, “He keeps company with everyone and yet the company of 

his own brother he refuses to keep.” Rather than separating from his nephew, the Midrash 

argues, Avraham should have found a way to reconcile and remain together with him. 

 

דבקילכל הוא מ  – Avraham keeps company with everyone. It’s a striking observation. Yet in 

thinking about the life of Avraham, one readily notices its unmistakable veracity.  

• He enters into binding covenants with God and Avimelech. 

• He forms alliances not only with kings, but with ענר, אשכול וממרא. 

• The image of his tent has become proverbial – open on all four sides in order to connect 

to strangers and travelers so that they feel welcome. 
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• And how telling that when he comes to the בני חת to procure a burial plot for his beloved 

Sarah he declares גר ותושב אנכי עמכם – I may be a sojourner, but I am also a native: I am 

one of you.   

 

Throughout his journey, Avraham makes a difference in the world and makes a difference in 

people’s lives. Subtly, the Midrash reveals the secret to Avraham’s success. Wherever he goes, 

he becomes an insider – connected to and allied with the people around him. To exert influence 

from afar is simply not effective.  

 

For the Midrash, Lot is the test case. For as soon as Avraham dispatches him – as soon as 

Avraham’s avuncular presence fades – his nephew descends to unspeakable moral depths. 

Avraham maintains the familial bond and, at great personal risk swoops into save Lot when he 

learns that he’s been taken captive in a regional war among kings. But their relational distance 

leaves Lot separate and apart. He never again experiences the spiritual benefits of being touched 

by an Avraham.  

 

The message, quite simply, is that insiders wield enormous potential. It’s human relationships 

and close personal contact that enables one to raise up others or be raised up oneself.  

 

Back when I was a student, I had the privilege of serving as a Wexner Graduate Fellow and 

twice a year all of the fellows would get together for a retreat. There were around 20 people in 

my class and they represented virtually every stripe and denomination of contemporary Jewish 

life.  

 

One of the opening sessions was a kind of ice breaker. A facilitator put up a series of category 

headings around the perimeter of a circle. Each person would decide with which category they 

most identified and then stand next to that heading. If you felt attached to no category, you 

would stand in the middle of the circle. Then everyone would explain their choice. The first 

round was based on geography. You could choose West Coast, Northeast, South or Midwest. 

Someone from New York chose West Coast and explained that he had gone to college in 

California and politically and socially felt more connected to that part of the country. 

 

The next round featured denominational headings: Orthodox, Conservative, Reform, 

Reconstructionist and Secular. Interestingly, in our post-denominational little world, more than 

half the class congregated in the center, refusing to attach to a particular label. I bring up this 

episode because of my friend Ami. Unlike the other JTS rabbinical students who gravitated to 

the middle, Ami stood proudly next to the sign that read Conservative. “Sure, I share your 

concerns and disappointments,” he said. “There are lots of reasons I’m critical of my 

movement’s institutions. But the only way I’m going to make a difference – the only way I’m 

going to make them better – is if I’m on the inside. The only way to improve the establishment is 

to be part of the establishment.”     

 

Avraham is called Avraham HaIvri, the Midrash says, because  

 כל העולום כולו מעבר א' והוא מעבר א'.

Philosophically, the entire world stood on one side – on one עבר – and Avraham stood opposite 

them. His ideas about ethical monotheism were revolutionary. They were counter-cultural. One 



3 

 

would have expected that Avraham’s adult life would have followed the pattern of his childhood 

– that he would have been marginalized at best or thrown into a fiery furnace at worst. And yet 

somehow Avraham is able to deliver his message to a waiting world because he connects to 

people and they connect to him.  

 

November is membership month at The Jewish Center. Marathons require that one start the race 

from the beginning.  Participation in important Jewish communal institutions doesn’t work this 

way. You can become a member and full partner at any point along the course. At The Jewish 

Center, relative newcomers serve as committee chairs and even officers. Don’t confuse our fealty 

to tradition with exclusivism. It’s true that we love our history and embrace our past, but we feel 

even more passionately about our future. At The Jewish Center, we don’t see barriers to 

participation; we see opportunities for every member to be involved.  

 

If you’re not yet already a Jewish Center member, join us. Doing so will transform your 

experience. You’ll go from being an outsider to an insider; instead of feeling like a user, you’ll 

feel like an owner. And if you’re already a member, take your membership to the next level. If 

you have a talent that you’d like to share, take advantage of our new member-led experiential 

education and become a teacher. If you have great ideas, we want to hear them and we want to 

empower you to take ownership over them.  

 

When we say The Jewish Center is where you belong, it’s not just a slogan; it’s a call to action. 

For almost 95 years, The Jewish Center has been creating a legacy of excellence. As we think 

about the next 95, we aspire to nothing less.  


