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What did Abraham know?
The Covenant between the Pieces and the Exodus from Egypt

Devar Torah for Rosh Hodesh Nissan, Rachel Ademiann ,j0°1

In this Devar Torah, | would like to explore thgndmic between divine time and
human time in the fulfillment of God’s promise tdoraham in the Covenant between the
Pieces: “You shall surely know that your offspritwall be strangers in a land not theirs,
and they shall be enslaved and oppressed four @dnears...but ...in the end they shall
go free with great wealth” (Gen. 15:13-14). |lstdmember the first original question
that | posed at a Seder: “If God had it all pladhoet — the exile, oppression, slavery and
redemption — what role did the people play?” ksphophecy to Abraham a prediction of
what will happen, or what God wilmake happen? Where is the line between
omniscience and omnipotence? In my audacious sck way, | was saying (as do we
all): hey, but what about me? Do | have any dayuawhat goes on around here? My
father would have loved to have said “No!” Butwas a good dad, and a professor of
philosophy at that, so we’'d discuss the matter.

Today | turn to the opening verses of the Maftir some guidance: “And the
Lord said to Moshe and Aharon in the land of Egyphis month is for youhahodesh
hazeh lakhenthe beginning of the months; it shall be the fakthe months of the year
for you.” (Ex. 12:1-2). For the Israelites, thissvnot only the first mitzvah they were
given as a nation before their Exodus from Egypt, dso their first step into history.
Nahum Sarna, in his bodkxploring Exoduscomments:

A people newly freed must henceforth be sustaingdtd own native

resources if it is to achieve true national indejgste, if it is no longer to
be a passive object of history, subservient toraidant but alien culture.
A liberated people must evolve and stress its oistindtive autonomous
culture, devise its own structures of national &xise, and forge its own
institutions. One of the first desiderata is tlséablishment of a uniform
calendar

When God announcesiHaHodesh ha’zeh lakhernthis monthis for you, the first month
of the year”, the people are being given one vempdrtant means of extricating

themselves out of the cyclical measure of timee-répetitive rhythm of the agricultural

! Nahum Sarn&xploring ExodusNew York: Schocken Books, 1966, p. 81.



calendar. The Israelites would also play criticdé in shaping the calendar, with the act
of witnessing thanolad,the new moon, and passing the message from hittdylltop.
Though we no longer practice the proclamation o tholad we still recall the
empowerment the nation was given then in deterrgitine sanctity of time, with the
verse recited at Kiddush on¥om Tov “These are the festivals of the LORD, holy
convocations rfikra’ei kodesh which you shall proclaimtikre’u) in their seasons”
(Lev. 23:4). That iswe are meant to proclaim therfikro otam, whereas Shabbat is
independent of the human measure of time, linkdterao CreationiMa’aseh Breshitas

it says:“al ken berakh Hashem et Yom haShabbat ve'yekdldshe- therefore God
blessed the Shabbat aBdd made it holy” (Ex. 20:10).

So if our first step into history begins with empamg the Israelites by
establishing a calendar, one must ask: how wearg kleeping time before this point? |
imagine the slaves, working in the mortar and Qrinkthe caverns of the dead, marking
the years, the months, the days in chalk on thekbvalls; God, on high, counting by the
years on his holy abacus, mumbling to himself: eftlshall be enslaved and oppressed
390 more years, 389 more years, 388 more yearsWe' read in the Haggadah every
year: ‘Barukh ShomerHavtahtato leYisraBlessed be God, Who keeps His promises to
Israel, blessed be He, for God calculated the enth@® bondagehishev et haketz,
according to what He had said to Abraham at thee@ant of the Pieces: “And He said
to Abram, ‘*You shall surely knowyé&do’a ted’g that your offspring shall be strangers in
a land not theirs, and they shall be enslaved apdessed four hundred years; but | will
execute judgment on the nation they shall servd,iarthe end they shall go free with
great wealth™ (Gen. 15:13-14).

God said, “You shall surely knowddo’a ted’d” — but did Abraham really
know? Were Abraham, Isaac and Jacob keeping tiha is, with a sense of history)
back then? Were the sons of Israel — the twelathbrs and their descendants — marking
off the years in chalk on the walls? Let us logkia, carefully, at the sequence of events
surrounding the prophecy in the Covenant betweenRieces. The first part of the
covenant contains the promise of offsprizgr’a, to Abraham, which he accepts, nay
believes,he’emin beHaShenand it was reckoned to the patriarch as a soofreeerit,
tzedakah(Gen. 15:6), but when it came to God’s promise afid. (v. 7), Abraham asked,



“How will I know that | am to inherit it 13yx v y1x 192?”. And he is not reassured
immediately, but asked to take three animals, loeir tcarcasses in half, and two birds,
lay all the pieces across from one another. Thelsen sets and “a deep sléelbupon
Avram -07ax Yy 129 NnTIM — and behold, a dread of great darkndsscendingipon
him —9y nooy N1y novn Moo mm” (v. 12). God only then tells him the prophecy:
“You shall surely know sn% XY XIN2 73 7002 93 0 y19 y12” (V. 13).

Abraham is seized with apprehension, perhaps patiog what he will be told.
What is this great, terrible darkness tigafalling, n%93, continually, upon him? Why
does God knock him unconscious with a deep sleedem& The prophecy, you will
note, is not just about the Egyptian exile. Afédly no enemy nation is mentioned by
name: they “will be strangers in a land not theiesny XY ¥axa 7y M 0.7 Is it the
Egyptian exile? Or the exile that the patriarcinsliged in Canaan, living as mere
sojourners in the land divinely promised to the®@? is it prescient oéll the exileshat
the Jews would ever endure to the End of TilBeshit Rabbahin fact, understands the
four expression, oy nbay 01 pavn x MM -- DREAD, DARKNESS, GREAT
and DESCENDING UPON HIM” as a reference to the fdamgdoms, the four
civilizations that would rule over Israel througistory: Babylon, Medea, Greece, and
Edom (GenR 44:17). The midrastirkei deRabbi Eliezeadds even more salt to the

wound by suggesting that Abraham, in a way, “adked”. When he said, % yx nna
my»x — how will | know that | am to inherit the land&od answered him: “The whole
world exists contingent on my word, and you askow lwill | know? By your life, you
most definitelyshall know: “7y71 mn2 73 >3 y19 ¥, you shall surely know that your seed
shall be strangers...” (Gen. 15:13)” [PRE 48]. Thdrash suggests that the very reason
why Abraham and his children will not inherit ttantl, at least not right away, is because
he questioned. Yet that kind of vindictive respoii®es not fit my characterization of
God. In my mind, God is more like my own fathére fphilosophy professor, who was
amused and challenged by his precocious daugmervauld engage in discussion.

The discussion, however, does not appear in theofethe Humash,but in the
midrash, Breshit Rabbah What did God do at the conclusion of the promiseéle
showed him a vision of a smoking furnace and bwrriorch, ‘wx 192 wy W0,

passing between the pieces (v. 17).



“And it came to pass, when the sun had set anc thers a dense darkness
[‘alata], behold a smoking furnace and a flaming torchspdsbetween the
pieces” (Gen. 15:17). Shimon b. Abba said in Rhafean’s name: God showed
Abraham four things: Gehenna, that is hell [syniedi by the furnaceyn], the
[foreign] kingdoms fnalkhuyot the smoke;)vy], the Revelation of Torah [the
torch,ma2] and the Temple [the firyx]. He said: as long as your children are
engaged in the latter two [Torah aldodah worship in the Temple] they will
be saved from the former [Gehenna and the subpmato the foreign
kingdoms]. So now choose — how do you want thefgacdown” [that is, suffer
the consequences of their sins] — Gehenna or tiggliims? (GenR 44:21)

Abraham’s choice is a kind of ‘Sophie’s choice’.0 Thake a covenantikhrot brit,
entailscutting (karat) a decision for his children, here symbolized Iy terrifying image
of the smoking furnace and flaming torch passingwben the pieces. The parts of
bloody carcasses, lying across from one other, raag&unt line — the line signed in fire
by theShekhinah The midrash goes on to cite three opinionscofding to the first
opinion, Abraham chosmalkhuyot(the foreign kingdoms); according to the secohd, t
patriarch chose Gehenna and God overrode his degisiccording to the third, he
vacillated all that day until finally, “On that ddlge Lordcut a covenanivith Abraham”
(Gen 15: 18) — the decision was made for him. \Wiag exile and subjugation to the
foreign kingdoms the preferred choice? It entaile participation in history; the
consequences to sin are felt collectively as a lpeepghough some may be righteous,
some less so. Our right to the land is grantedditomally, but, at least, the
consequences are not eternal as the fires of Rather there is always a possibility of
Teshuvah repentance, offikun ‘Olam and if we don't reap the benefits in this
generation, maybe the next one will. The commoadlrebes that Jews are oriented to
living in this world they are not focused on the next or@lam ha’bah. Perhaps the
origin of this belief has to do with what happersgdhe Covenant between the Pieces.
The verdict was exile, “to be strangers in a lanttheir own”. We face and have faced,
through time immemorial, subjugation to foreignddioms precisely because we are a
people grounded in history, in time, ever yearriorga redemptive end.

The question remains: when Abraham wakes up fr@rdéep sleepardema,
does he remember the prophecy? Perhaps afterdhg dark dread fell upon him and he
was told of the four hundred years of exile, he avalp to the vision of the smoking

furnace and flaming torch, the only impression téfthe foreboding oracle. Perhaps he



forgot the terrible dream, the decision he may hHau€ or not. There is no hint in the
last two-thirds of the Book of Genesis that theipaths knew of the exile or the promise
to return. Perhaps Joseph, a dreamer and intermretireams, had inklings of the divine
plan. But the myriad oBnei Yisraelin Egypt, while they may have known of God’s
promise to grant the Land of Canaan to the seddatham eretzandzer’a, they did not
seem to know when the end of the exile would Gée truth is God did not condemn the
Israelites to four hundred years of oppression slagdery but, according to Hazal,
reduced ‘the sentence’ to two hundred and ten basedemmatria ofedu, 19 (from
Jacob’s prompt to his sons to “go dowedu,to Egypt” (Gen. 42:2). Yet even Jacob did
not know whether the descent to Egypt was parefdivine plan and when it would all
end. After all, God had to reassure him (cf. GEn3).

Just as the patriarchs and their descendants tdikhowv theketz(the End),so we
are left wondering what bead on the heavenly ab&mnd is poised over. | began this
Devar Torah about the measure of tilahodesh hazeh lakhefiThis month isfor you'
the first of the months of the year (Ex. 12:2)sia move into history while the waters of
its river have been rushing by for years. But nlbe/people are given a measure, a sense
of towards a history marked by hope. In one of Isaiah’ppexies of comfort there is a
paradoxical expression: “I the Lord will hastelfi.ie. the redemption] in its timéog’itah
ahishenali’ (Isa. 60:22). How can God declare that he Wwédkten the redemption and, in
the same breath, promise that it will come in itgnctime? Rashi comments: if the
Israelites are worthy, God will hasten the Endyat, it will come in its own sweet time.
This year, the State of Israel turns sixty. Itthe first time in history, since the
destruction of the Second Temple, that Israel l@srhore Jews than any country in the
Diaspora. Will we merit the redemption? Is this ttme? We don’t know but we have a
hand in bringing it closer. Let us not sing “ngefar”, but rather “this year in a rebuilt
Jerusalem be’shanah hazot be’Yerushalayim habendiyah



