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The Economist ran a story recently, the tagline of which read: “All elections get called the most 

important for decades. This one really is.” And a Jewish Center veteran who’s lived through 19 

presidential elections told me just yesterday that – in his lifetime – he can’t remember an election 

that’s been more electric or more gripping.  

 

I suppose history will be the only objective arbiter of this question. But I, for one, have certainly 

gotten caught up in the mania, reading with interest opinion pieces and editorials, listening to the 

pundits and talking heads on the news and checking far too frequently on the latest polls.  

 

So as we gear up for November 6
th

, I’d like to pause for a moment and share with you a message 

relevant to these times that emerges directly from the opening פרשיות of ספר בראשית – a 

perspective on how to see and hold these moments of profound tension in our nation. 

 

You’ll notice that בראשית נח ולך ולך each features an intense dispute between brothers. The first 

episode sets all the others into motion. It’s the story of Kayin and Hevel. The text is elliptical, 

enigmatic, even opaque. The clues are too sparse to conclude much for certain. But what we do 

know is that these two brothers are very different.  

 

• Kayin is a farmer; Hevel is a shepherd. 

• Kayin’s offering finds no favor in the eyes of Hashem. Hevel’s does.  

 

Wherever the breakdown occurs, we all know how the story concludes. This first struggle for 

power in the Torah ends in the first act of murder.  

 

The second story we read last week. In the aftermath of the flood, Noach debases himself in his 

tent. Cham commits a sin that prompts his father to curse his descendants. His brothers Shem and 

Yefet act more virtuously and they are rewarded.  

 

Again, there is more ambiguity than clarity. But what emerges is a very different approach to the 

fundamental question raised by the first episode: What do brothers do when they see the world 

differently?  

 

Shem and Yefet do not see things as their brother, Cham does. Whereas Cham in some form or 

fashion is clearly attempting to supplant his father, Shem and Yefet share no such ambition. 

They remain beholden to the notion that they are sons and the dignity of their father is 

sacrosanct.  

 

The protagonists’ moral conscience has developed. Just a few chapters earlier, when Kayin 

cannot countenance Hevel, his response is to kill him. 
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Shem and Yefet do not accept the approach of their brother, but they don’t attack him. They 

don’t even reproach him. They simply choose a different course from the one they find 

objectionable. For the first time, the Torah declares that brothers can disagree without 

fractiousness dissolving into fratricide.  

 

And while it may not be obvious on a surface reading of the text, our parsha features its own 

profound commentary on brothers.  

 

Avraham was one of three sons born to Terach. He had two brothers: Nachor and Haran. Nachor 

becomes the grandfather of Lavan and Rivka, but for the time being he’s absent. And though the 

Torah tells us that Haran died back in Ur Kasdim, he left a son – Avraham’s nephew – Lot.  

 

What’s fascinating is that time and again the Torah goes out of its way to refer to Avraham and 

Lot not as uncle and nephew, but as brothers.  

  בראשית פרק יג 

  רֶֹעי� ִּכי ֲאנִָׁשים ַאִחים ֲאנְָחנּו: (ח) ַוּיֹאֶמר ַאְבָרם ֶאל לֹוט ַאל נָא ְתִהי ְמִריָבה ֵּבינִי ּוֵבינֶי� ּוֵבין רַֹעי ּוֵבין

Avraham said to Lot: Let there be no strife between you and me, between my shepherds and 

yours, for we are brothers.   

  בראשית פרק יג 

 ִ   ָּפְרדּו ִאיׁש ֵמַעל ָאִחיו:(יא) ַוּיְִבַחר לֹו לֹוט ֵאת ָּכל ִּכַּכר ַהּיְַרֵּדן ַוּיִַּסע לֹוט ִמֶּקֶדם ַוּי

So Lot chose for himself the whole plain of the Jordan and he journeyed eastward. Thus they 

parted – one man from his brother.   

 

For as the Midrash writes, the son of one’s brother is also considered his brother.      

 

So the Torah sets up for us a narrative that fits precisely the same pattern as the previous two: 

Inasmuch as Lot is the stand-in for his deceased father, once again we find a set of brothers who 

see the world differently and can no longer abide continuing along the same path. The question 

is: Has the fraternal relationship progressed since the sons of Noach? Surely fratricide is off the 

table. But what do we make of Avraham’s suggestion to Lot that they part ways?  

 

What I’d like to suggest is that Avraham does something here that is both subtle and profound. 

Like Shem and Yefet before him, Avraham recognizes that there are circumstances in which 

brothers simply will not agree. Each must go his own separate way.  

 

But according to Rashi’s incisive reading of the text, Avraham goes one step further. Remember 

his proposal:  

  בראשית פרק יג 

  ִאם ַהְּׂשמֹאל ְוֵאיִמנָה ְוִאם ַהּיִָמין ְוַאְׂשְמִאיָלה:

Whatever you choose, Lot. It’s up to you. If you go left, I will go right; if you choose right, I will 

go left.  

 

But Avraham has a deeper message in mind. ואימנה means not just to go right – but as Rashi says: 

Like the word אמונה. For though we are separating, Avraham promises, I will stand faithfully by 

you. I will never be so distant that I cannot come to your aid.  
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And so it is.  

  בראשית פרק יד 

  (יד) ַוּיְִׁשַמע ַאְבָרם ִּכי נְִׁשָּבה ָאִחיו 

Just a few verses later, war breaks out and Avraham hears the news: His brother has been taken 

captive. He leaps swiftly into action, mobilizing his troops to keep kith and kin from harm’s way.  

 

In essence, Avraham offers to us a new model for fraternal relations. It’s possible, he argues, to 

be very much at odds with one’s brother. It’s possible that siblings may need to place a kind of 

healthy distance between one another so as to avoid coming to blows. And, yet, Avraham argues 

at the very same time that one cannot make oneself so distant that he is beyond earshot of his 

brother’s pleas for help in his time of greatest need. For even as they stand at two sides of a great 

ideological or philosophical divide, they must nevertheless recognize the unbreakable bond that 

unites them.   

 

When James Monroe became President of the United States in 1817, he wasted no time 

populating his cabinet with exceptionally strong statesmen. John Quincy Adams became 

Secretary of State and John C. Calhoun was named Secretary of War. But he also tapped William 

H. Crawford, his most powerful political rival, to be his Secretary of Treasury. 

 

200 years hence, the politics of our generation seems almost the antithesis of this earlier epoch.   

 

Perhaps you’ll say that your rabbi is young and naïve – which is at the very least a half-truth. But 

I believe – I want to believe – that in the coming years we’ll see the return – not only of civility 

in public discourse – but a renewed capacity for fraternity among rivals.   

 

But in the end, I’m much more interested in preserving the civility and sanctity of this sacred 

community. For sadly: the brinkmanship and bluster of the politicians and pundits cannot help 

but take their toll on our better sensibilities. How quickly those who don’t share our beliefs in 

our own minds become enemy combatants.    

 

Our tradition endorses the right to strong opinions and there are surely times to reject ideas or 

policies that grate against our deeply held beliefs and values. And sometimes, we need to declare 

as Avraham does: הפרד נא מעלי – it will be better for everyone if we simply part ways with the 

opposition.  

 

But whatever side we’re on, it’s incumbent upon us to recognize that the opposition should never 

be thought of as evil incarnate. A little misguided, maybe – but not evil.  

 

We’re blessed to live in a great nation. And we would do well to remember that it is ironically 

our shared national identity that empowers us with the liberty to speak our minds so freely and so 

divisively with no fear of reprisal.  

 

To borrow from the words of Calvin Coolidge, “Amid all the clash of conflicting interests, amid 

all the welter of partisan politics, every American can turn for solace and consolation” to the 

recognition that we are but brothers – bound by a common identity – inspired by a common 

dream.  


