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In most Chassidic communities, the shtreimel is the hat of preference on both Shabbos 

and Yontif. Yet among Chabad Chassidim today, you’ll never find a shtreimel. Even on 

the most important days of the year, the only hat you’ll see in use is the standard issue 

black fedora. In reading Abraham Socher’s feature article on two new books about the 

Rebbe in the current issue of the Jewish Review of Books, I learned why. 

 

That Rabbi Menachem Mendel Schneerson would succeed his father-in-law and become 

the seventh Lubavitcher Rebbe was never a forgone conclusion. His mother-in-law 

favored her other son-in-law, Rabbi Shmaryahu Gourary, who had been at her husband’s 

side while Rabbi Schneerson was studying in Berlin and Paris. When Rabbi Schneerson 

became the Rebbe, his mother-in-law symbolically refused to allow him to wear her 

husband’s shtreimel. So the Rebbe cleverly did away with the use of the shtreimel 

altogether and Chabbad Chasidim haven’t been spotted wearing them since.   

 

I’m afraid we know nothing about Avraham’s mother-in-law, but the moment Avraham 

steps up and leaves behind the legacy of his father is a moment pregnant with meaning.  

 

The question I pose to you is this: What’s our opinion of Terach? It’s true that he is the 

father of our patriarch. But it’s equally true that our associations with him seem always to 

be quite negative.  

 

Our view of him is of course colored by an episode that appears only in the medrash. We 

have an image of little Avraham in Terach’s idol shop. But even in the absence of this 

legend, the Navi is quite explicit: 

 

 בעבר הנהר ישבו אבותיכם מעולם תרח אבי אברהם ואבי נחור ויעבדו אלוהים אחרים. (יהושע כד:ב)

In olden times, your forefathers – Terach, father of Avraham and father of Nachor – lived 

beyond the Euphrates and worshipped other gods. 

 

That Terach was an idolater is undisputed. What I’d like to argue is that there’s more to 

Terach than meets the eye. 

 

Where was Avraham from? He grew up in a place called Ur Kasdim – on the Eastern side 

of the Arabian desert. So how does he end up so far away in the land of Canaan – in the 

land that will become known as Israel? If you read the psukim closely, you’ll notice that 

God never actually tells Avraham where to go: 

 

 לך לך מארצך וממולדתך ומבית אביך אל הארץ אשר אראך.

Go forth from your native land and from your father’s house to the land that I will show 

you.  
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Avraham had been living in Charan in the north. God tells him to pick up and go. 

Without hesitation, Avraham gathers together his family and heads straight for Canaan.  

Keep in mind – God had never mentioned the destination. Yet sure enough – as soon as 

Avraham arrives – God appears to him and says: 

 לזרעך אתן את הארץ הזאת.

This is it. You’re in the right place. This is the land I’m going to give your grandchildren. 

 

So how does he do it? How does Avraham know exactly where to go? 

 

The answer appears in a pasuk we actually didn’t read this morning. It’s a verse that we 

read last week at the very end of Parshas Noach: 

 

ויקח תרח את אברם בנו ואת לוט בן הרן בן בנו ואת שרי כלתו אשת אברם בנו ויצאו אתם מאור כשדים 

 ללכת ארצה כנען ויבאו עד חרן וישבו שם.

Terach took his son Avraham, his grandson Lot, and his daughter-in-law Sarah; they set 

out from Ur Hasdim heading to Canaan. But when they had come as far as Charan, they 

settled there.  

 

Avraham wasn’t the first person to go on aliyah. It was Terach! Canaan was his 

destination from the moment his family left Ur Kasdim. He just never made it. For 

whatever reason, he got stuck in Charan. But that was never his final destination. His goal 

was to get to Canaan! 

 

As soon as Avraham hears the word, “Go,” he rushes straight for the land of Israel. You 

know why? Because that was the unfulfilled dream of his father.  

 

In fact, the medrash says, Avraham bemoaned having to abandon his aged father. Yes 

there may have been mistakes in Terach’s personal history, but Chazal go so far as to say 

that Terach did teshuvah and repudiated his idolatrous past. He’s a much more complex 

figure than we’re willing to admit.  

 

This approach solves another riddle as well. Why is Avraham so intent on taking Lot 

along with him? Lot’s not his responsibility. And – as we’ll learn soon enough – he’s 

actually something of a trouble-maker.  

 

Avraham takes Lot along because he’s mimicking his father. Terach had taken Avraham, 

Sarah and Lot on a journey that was supposed to end in Canaan. Now Avraham finishes 

the mission – not just personally – but in the same manner that his father had planned. 

And that plan included Lot.  

 

Returning to our original question: Had Terach been a terrible person, Avraham would 

have headed in precisely the opposite direction from his father. But in point of fact, 

Terach had begun to blaze a trail toward the Holy Land long before Avraham’s divine 

command. Clearly, Avraham felt attached to his father and even strove to emulate him.   
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It’s so easy to fixate on one story or one representation and formulate an entire series of 

judgments founded on the strength of but a single impression. Based on a line in a 

medrash or a pasuk from the Navi, we’re capable of writing whole scripts or painting 

entire images in our mind.  

 

Nowhere is this phenomenon more prevalent than in the realm of politics. As Election 

Day draws nearer, it’s hard not to allow the form of a campaign to obscure its content.  

 

As David Brooks recently wrote in reference to candidates who have fallen victim to 

some of the most hurtful mudslinging:   

 

“The system will inflame your weaknesses. Then the bad will come to define you, and 

the good you’ve achieved will be forgotten. Few people try to weigh the good against the 

bad and reach some measured judgment. Instead, as David Frum once observed, they 

regard candidates the way adolescents regard parents: if they are not perfect then they 

must be irredeemable.” 

 

Ever so subtly, Avraham reminds us right from the beginning – not only that we should 

be deliberate in judgment – but that we should never fall into the trap of pigeonholing or 

stigmatizing another human being on the basis of one experience or mistake.  

 

We love to think of Avraham as the champion of openness and the paradigm of what it 

means to care deeply about outsiders. We think about Avraham’s tent open on all four 

sides and his going to bat for the most dastardly citizens of Sodom. But long before 

Avraham was busy defending the weak and welcoming the stranger, he reveals the degree 

to which he honored the life and the dream of someone very much on the inside, but 

someone to whom we would otherwise pay little attention. 

 

As Socher alludes to in the article I mentioned earlier, the issue of Messianism has 

obscured the legacy of someone who ranked among the great Jewish leaders of the 20
th

 

century. It is yet another contemporary reminder of the ongoing challenge we face: To 

view those around us – both locally and globally – through lenses wide enough to capture 

the broadest possible sweep of everything a person’s about. Not to ignore the elements 

we find objectionable, but to see them juxtaposed to all that which is right and good. Or 

to put it a little differently, it’s the capacity to see the world as a son or daughter, even 

after one has become a proverbial mother or father.  

 

If indeed our view is broad enough, then we’ll be able to say with pride that we are heirs 

to the legacy bequeathed to us by אברהם אבינו.  

 


