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G-d speaks to Abram,
commanding him, “Go from
your land, from your birthplace,
and from your father's house, to
the land that | will show you.”
There, G-d says, he will be made
into a great nation. Abram and
his wife, Sarai, accompanied by
his nephew Lot, journey to the
land of Canaan, where Abram
builds an altar and continues to
spread the message of a single
G-d.

A famine forces the first Jew to
depart for Egypt, where beautiful
Sarai is taken to Pharaoh'’s
palace; Abram escapes death
because they present themselves
as brother and sister. A plague

prevents the Egyptian king from
touching her and convinces him
to return her to Abram and to
compensate the brother-
revealed-as-husband with gold,
silver, and cattle.

Back in the land of Canaan, Lot
separates from Abram and
settles in the evil city of Sodom,
where he falls captive when the
mighty armies of Chedorla’omer
and his three allies conquer the
five cities of the Sodom Valley.
Abram sets out with a small
band to rescue his nephew,
defeats the four kings, and is
blessed by Melchizedek, the king
of Salem (Jerusalem).

G-d seals the Covenant between
the Parts with Abram, in which
the exile and persecution (Galut)
of the people of Israel is
foretold, and the Holy Land is
bequeathed to them as their
eternal heritage.

Still childless ten years after their
arrival in the Land, Sarai tells
Abram to marry her maidservant
Hagar. Hagar conceives,
becomes insolent toward her
mistress, and then flees when
Sarai treats her harshly. An angel
convinces her to return and tells
her that her son will father a
populous nation. Ishmael is born
in Abram’s eighty-sixth year.




PARSHAH
OVERVIEW

Lech Lecha

Thirteen years later, G-d changes
Abram’s name to Abraham
(“father of multitudes”) and
Sarai's to Sarah (“princess”) and
promises that a son will be born
to them. From this child, whom
they are to call Isaac (“will
laugh”), will stem the great
nation with which G-d will
establish His special bond.
Abraham is commanded to
circumcise himself and his
descendants as a “sign of the
covenant between Me and you.”
Abraham immediately complies,
circumcising himself and all the
males of his household.




QUESTIONS FOR DISCUSSION

Is the most urgent issue for a tiny newborn to cut
the most intimate part of his body? And in public?

Wouldn’t it have been better to bring the child into
the world of Judaism through some spiritual
ceremony, like prayer or Torah study?



TEXT 1A

Genesis 17:1
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And Abram was ninety-nine years old, and G-d
appeared to him and said, “l am Almighty G-d:
walk before Me and be perfect.”



QUESTION

What does it mean to be perfect in G-d’s eyes?

ANSWER

G-d wasn't referring to perfection in every
area, but specifically to circumcision. Abraham was
nearly complete: only this final mitzvah remained.



TEXT 1B

Rashi, ad loc.
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"“Walk before Me": in the mitzvah of circumcision.
And by this you will be perfect, for as long as the
foreskin is on you, you are blemished.






TEXT 2

Midrash, Tanchuma,

Tazria, chapter 5
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Turnus Rufus the Wicked once asked
Rabbi Akiva, “"Whose deeds are more
beautiful: those of G-d or those of
humans?”

Rabbi Akiva answered, “Those of humans
are more beautiful!”

Turnus Rufus said, “Look at the heavens
and the earth—can a person make
anything like them?”

Rabbi Akiva said, “Don’t give me examples
that are beyond human capacity. Speak of
things found among people.”

Turnus Rufus asked, “Then why do you
circumcise?”




TEXT 2

Midrash, Tanchuma,
Tazria, chapter 5
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Rabbi Akiva replied, “I knew that this is
what you were really asking, and therefore
| told you in advance that human deeds
are more beautiful than those of the Holy
One, blessed be He.” Rabbi Akiva brought
him stalks of wheat and prepared loaves
and said, “These are G-d's work, and these
are human work [and the human work is
more beautiful].”




QUESTIONS

1. Is the foreskin really a blemish that makes us
flawed, and how does removing it bring the body
to perfection?

2. The body is G-d’s creation: why change it? How
can it be considered not good enough or needing
repair?
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"Walk before Me and be perfect”
means don't ask why you need to
circumcise.




POSSIBLE ANSWER

Mmeans

1

"Be perfect

the perfect

circumcise In

ioning.

thout quest
That is what makes it a
perfect mitzvah.

way Wi



OPTIONAL
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Genesis 26:5

Because Abraham obeyed My voice and
kept My charge, My commandments, My
statutes, and My instructions.




QUESTION

[f Abraham was so
careful with all the
other mitzvot, why did
he wait until ninety-nine
to be circumcised?
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TEXT 4B

Rashi, ad loc.
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"My charge” refers to the protective decrees to
distance us from the Torah prohibitions: for
example, the secondary prohibitions that prevent
incest from occurring and the rabbinic decrees to
safeguard the prohibitions of Shabbat.

"My commandments” refers to things that, had they
not been written, would have been fit to be
commanded: for example, prohibitions against
robbery and bloodshed.

"My statutes” refers to matters about which the evil
inclination and the nations of the world object, such
as eating pork and wearing garments of wool and
linen, for which no reason is given, but these are the
decrees of the King over His subjects.

"My instructions” (plural) includes the Oral Law, the
laws given to Moses from Sinai.







TWO POSSIBLE ANSWERS

Abraham did mitzvot voluntarily, but he knew they would
gain greater status once commanded. Since circumcision Is
a one-time mitzvah, he waited for G-d’s instruction.

It is a brit—a covenant that requires two sides. Abraham

waited to be commanded so he could formally enter into it
with G-d.



OPTIONAL
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But your blood, | will demand of your
souls.




ANSWER

Any harm to the body without G-d's command is
forbidden, even spilling a drop of blood, so
circumcision is only permitted when commanded.



OPTIONAL
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Rashi, ad loc.

Your blood | will demand of one who

sheds their own blood.




This prohibition was
given to Noah and
bound all his
descendants, so
Abraham had to wait
for G-d’s command.




OPTIONAL

TEXT 5C

The Rebbe, Rabbi
Menachem Mendel
Schneerson, Likutei
Sichot5, p. 146
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Abraham was forbidden to circumcise himself before he was
commanded because it would have caused him to lose blood (and
brought about iliness and danger): which he was forbidden to do.

Once he was explicitly commanded regarding circumcision, the
commandment overrode the prohibition.



This shows how important it is to
protect the body G-d gave us.

QUESTIONS

What makes circumcision so special
that it allows altering the body, and
why is it the first mitzvah?



The brit is a
physical mark of
Jewish identity on
the body, the closest
and most permanent
to our sense of self.



TEXT 6

Rabbi Aharon Halevi
of Barcelona, Sefer
Hachinuch, Mitzvah 2
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G-d wanted to establish a permanent sign in the bodies of the
people whom He set apart to be called by His name. This would
distinguish their bodies from those of other nations, as they are
distinguished in soul, to indicate that their mandates and journeys
are not the same.

The distinction was fixed in the “"golden goblet” because it is the
cause of the species’s continuation.




The brit is placed
on the body’s most
intimate part,
which symbolizes
the deep desire for
life and continuity.




This organ is seen as the
body'’s , representing
our deepest drives, and it
marks Jewish identity
publicly, showing a child’s life
begins openly Jewish.




TEXT 7

The Rebbe, Rabbi
Menachem Mendel
Schneerson, Sefer
Hamaamarim
Melukat, Torat
Menachem 3, p. 119
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The Midrash tells us that Adam declared, “It is correct that | be called Adam
because | was created from the adamah (earth)” (Bereshit Rabah 17:4).

Chasidut points out that Adam called himself by the name of his material
substance (the body, which comes from the earth) rather than by his form (the
soul within him). This is because Adam grasped with his wisdom that the fact
that his body was formed from earth (an inanimate object) lifted him even
higher than his soul’s loftiness. For the higher something is, the lower it falls.



Chasidut: The body is
closer to G-d than the
soul. What seems low or
distant actually comes
from a very high source
that can reach so low.
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We often see the body, especially this organ, as low, but Judaism
teaches that it holds a higher power than the brain, partnering
with G-d in creation and the deepest life force.



OPTIONAL

TEXT 8

Rabbi Shalom Dovber
Schneersohn, Sefer
Hamaamarim 5769
(Brooklyn, N.Y.: Kehot
Publication Society,
2012), pp. 3-4

27 220 nYswa 12 Wnao 1T
NYSYT 1°2) N1IMN YOY ROY Tnhn?
DORWA TYBYD RO 72700

TINT P YWY NI 23w T nyswaT
Pring NI NRRYY X9),725
PRY R T AYOYER DY)
IPRY BT YD XKD A1 Ay

YORUY Tnd a¥Ya 29t 123 Prin Hya
SRRNIT "D IR 19 v KD 9

NITR 11 VR YR ORP R :07ive
TIiRT MR %Y 77 OX) 10 Yy
v XD oK 03 "0 0T Yswing voul
NIIENT? TP 70 D2pnT YIN o
IPRY MID 07972 ROR 90D 93N

12 725 78T OX 2 NIng el

It's well known that the transmission of
intellect from teacher to student, which is a
spiritual transmission, is different from the
transmission of a drop of sperm, which is a
physical transmission.

The transmission of intellect is only a ray from
the teacher’'s mind, not the mind itself. The
proof is that nothing is created through it. A
person who lacks intelligence will gain
nothing, no matter how much they are
taught. As people say, “You can’t put a head
on someone.” If the mind were actually
transmitted through teaching, that intellect
would replicate within the recipient—even if
they originally possessed no intellect at all.
We're compelled to say that only a ray of
intellect is transmitted, not its essence.




OPTIONAL

TEXT 8

Rabbi Shalom Dovber
Schneersohn, Sefer
Hamaamarim 5769
(Brooklyn, N.Y.: Kehot
Publication Society,
2012), pp. 3-4
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By contrast, through the physical transmission
mentioned above, the very essence of the
father's mind is transmitted and gives rise to
a complete soul in the child that has a mind
and all the faculties of the soul, everything in
full. The child becomes just like the father;
this child, in turn, becomes a parent to one
just like themself. The father’s essence is
transmitted; therefore, an entirely new being
in the likeness of the father comes into
existence. . ..

This transmission is drawn forth specifically
through a physical drop. Why? Because the
essence cannot come about through a
spiritual conduit but only through physicality.
For “the beginning is wedged in the end.”




OPTIONAL

Intellect and speech can't transmit  Through a single drop, parents
life or create a new person. create a whole new human being.

What seems purely physical carries life, soul, and continuity.



TEXT9

The Rebbe, Rabbi
Menachem Mendel
Schneerson,
correspondence,
www.chabad.org/648
9131

By the Grace of G-d

5th of Tevet, 5725 [Dec. 19, 1964]
Brooklyn, N.Y.

Greetings and Blessings:

After the considerable interval, which already made me wonder at your prolonged
silence, | was pleased to receive your letter of the 3rd of December.

| was particularly pleased to note that you are back at work, now that you have
returned from abroad. May G-d grant that you should continue your work to a ripe
and happy old age, and thus utilize the gift with which you have been blessed to
animate, so to speak, even the inanimate. And as you no doubt expect me to connect
this with the concepts of our Torah, | can indeed say that it is one of the foundations
of our Torah, Toras Chaim, to “spiritualize” the material, inasmuch as everything in
this world has to be used as an instrument to glorify the Name of our Creator.




The brit sanctifies the body
itself, showing that even
flesh can be holy. Unlike
other mitzvot done with the
body, it is done on the
body, making it sacred.




We can't see it, but this
mitzvah fills the baby’s
body with a hidden spiritual
light: like a signal that only
a "light detector” or a
sensitive soul can percelve.



TEXT10

The Rebbe, Rabbi
Menachem Mendel
Schneerson, Likutei
Sichot 3, pp. 759-760
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The only mitzvah through which the patriarchs drew holiness into
physicality was that of circumcision. This mitzvah was unique in that
the holiness penetrated the physical flesh itself. That holiness
remained afterward, as it says, "My covenant shall be in your flesh as
an eternal covenant” (Genesis 17:13). This will tie Me to your physical
flesh forever.



ANSWER

He waited until ninety-nine because this mitzvah was
Impossible without a direct command. It gave him the
power to transform physicality and unite it with G-dliness,
unlike his other mitzvot which remained symbolic.



ANSWER

Circumcision was given first because it establishes that

the connection to G-d must be in the physical flesh itself,
not just in thought or feeling. Before it, the body remains
separate: this lack of physical connection is the “blemish.”



Judaism is about action, not
Inspiration. True connection to
G-d comes through using the
physical world itself. Even the
most physical parts of life are
dedicated to Him, showing that
nothing is separate from G-d.



KEY POINTS

1. G-d created us with a blemish: while our souls can connect with G-d, our
bodies cannot.

2. For this, G-d gave us mitzvot, which achieve the impossible: they create a
bridge between the infinite G-d and the finite us.

3. The first mitzvah that headlines all of Judaism is circumcision because it
penetrates the flesh itself, turning the physical body into a sacred mitzvah object.

4. Circumcision serves as a signature of our Jewish identity, declaring that
even in our basest desires—our yearning to self-perpetuate—we are holy.

5. Moreover, the lowest comes from the highest. Circumcision declares that despite
appearances, we are not creatures of base desires: we are creatures of Divine holiness.
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