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ON SEEING GOD

This week’s Sidra discusses the birth of Isaac and his place in the divine scheme of
things. Jewish scholarship traditionally places Isaac in the realm of Gevurah - Restriction and
Withholding, Judgment and Fear: the left side. Traditional biases have painted the left side ito
near-demonic negativism, treating it as something to be avoided and loathed.

Izbicy Torah 1s really the first to tilt that narrative, shifting it into the light, connecting
Gevurah to what 1s most joyful and precious.

As was discussed n the previous Sidra, Abraham’s deepest longing was for God to
reveal Himself to all mankind. Just show Yourself to people,” he would plead with God. ‘If
You only revealed Yourself to the world, I know for sure that everyone would fall over
themselves to worship You,” Abraham insisted.

In this week’s Sidra Abraham’s wish 1s granted and his dream fulfilled, as God reveals
His presence on Earth for all to see. Now, for those of us stuck mside the narrative of a
Hollywood-style religious event, the revelation of God on Earth comes as something of an
anti-climax. It 1s has none of the dramatic effect of the Exodus from Egypt or the Ten
Commandments at Sinai. The birth of Isaac 1s the manifestation of the Shechina in the life of
everyman. Isaac 1s the naked divine presence.

The First Izbicy Torah opens with a discussion on the meaning of Torah. We who
learn Torah and live close to the world of Torah still need reminding what Torah 1s and what 1t
means. We get so caught up i the words, sentences and paragraphs that we stop seeing the
page of holy text for what it 1s. Torah 1s God giving Himself to us, begging us to take Him.

Without asking the question out loud, the Izbicy wants to know the actual meaning of
the opening phrase in this Sidra, ‘God appeared to him’. The narrative doesn’t appear to
suggest Abraham’s having any kind of viewed epiphany or visional prophecy until he caught
sight of three men who turn out to be angels. What then was God’s appearance? According
Izbicy ‘appearance’ means that Abraham was granted Torah of the utmost clarity.

If the definmition of Torah 1s God giving Himself to us, then “Torah of the utmost clarity’
means God giving Himself to us so palpably that the Torah can be perceived with the human
eye, not merely m words, sentences, text or writing, but the holy Torah itself. That’s the
meaning of the opening phrase of the Sidra, ‘God appeared to him’.

FrrwrEr Melr Hashiloach Text ** " ***

God appeared to him at the Oaks of Mamre, while he was sitting at the
door of the tent, in the heat of the day.

It 1s written, ‘And there will rise for you who fear My name, the sun of
righteousness - with healing i its wings.” (Mal. 3:20) People ‘who fear My
name’ are those with a proper grasp of Torah and God, which necessitates
authentic reverence. The phrase ‘fear My name’ means fear growing out of
one’s awareness of Torah and God. It 1s to people with genuine reverence
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that God promises the ‘sun of righteousness’, Torah of the utmost clarity.
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‘With healing m its wings’ means with total confidence and command of
one’s relationship to God and Torah; wings endow a creature with
assurance and courage.
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When Torah 1s sufficiently clear and transparent enough to convey God, it 1s a source
of total confidence - like the relationship of a bird to its wings. Whenever we have a clear
Torah, we are filled with optimism and courage around that i1ssue; nothing deters us.

In the next paragraph the Izbicy explains how Abraham prepared himself for God’s
appearance by making his longing for God the highest object in his life. For Abraham, nothing
was as prominent as his quest for God. It was with him all the time, whatever he was doing and
wherever he was - it’s all he cared about.

The clanty of Torah and vision granted to Abraham m this narrative 1s simply measure
for measure - Abraham’s prior clarity about his mission and the power of his longing to have
God enter his life, created the perfect space for it to happen.

wrxwrEr Melr Hashiloach Text ** " ***

Betfore God appeared to him, the intrusive details of his mundane life never
gave Abraham a moment’s peace. He hated everything about life that was
not directly connected to his quest for the sacred. He longed only to
discover ‘who’s governing the castle?’ as 1t 1s written, “The path of life 1s on
high for the wise.” (Prov. 15:24) What it means 1s that Abraham always kept
the quest for God at the apex of his priorities, as though 1t overlay
everything else. That’s why God appeared to him, providing him with a
confident, commanding and perfectly transparent Torah.
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Why does the Torah need to repeat the details of Abraham’s location at the time of this
event? Because the phrase ‘Oaks of Mamre’ hints at something else. The Izbicy rebbe often
examines Hebrew names of people, places and things for a deeper meaning. Because they are
Hebrew, Torah words can be translated and interpreted on more than one level.

The daily grind, reality and state of affairs of life on life’s terms, all made Abraham want
to fight to free himself. He became confident and commanding, the ultimate spiritual warrior
who nurtured and honored the rebellious within himself.

FrrwsEr Mel Hashiloach Text ** " ***

This explains the reference to the Oaks of Mamre. Oak trees represent
confidence and command, while the Hebrew word, Mamre hints at
rebellion. Abraham was constantly rebelling against the tyranny of the
mundane 1n his ife.
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‘He was sitting at the door of the tent in the heat of the day’ means
Abraham’s love for God grew fierce and passionate mside him. The phrase,
‘heat of the day’ n this verse refers to God, who 1s the Day. Abraham’s heat
was day-heat, 1.e. passion for God; he could see 1t all plainly. That’s why the
verse tells us about the door of the tent, because 1t was all suddenly so
obvious and open to him.
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It’s the third day after his circumcision and Abraham 1s sore, his wound 1s throbbing,
but the pain 1s just background noise. It 1s his Mitzvah - all his Torah 1s invested in this one
Commandment. All the Simcha - Joy, energy and passion he can possibly experience, 1s
concentrated in this one place on his body, the flesh of his penis, into which he has just carved
a luminous and matchless Mitzvah.

Abraham grows powerful with the clarity of the Torah he has just received, he feels so
confident he’s practically flying. Then suddenly he sees God in it - in this Mitzvah/Torah flesh.
That 1s what the Izbicy Torah we have just read, essentially means. We each have our own
Mitzvot and Torah, our personal areas of expertise, skill or talent, where the divine has
prominence in our soul. It 1s up to us to nurture the passion and focus our awareness, putting
God uppermost on any list of our priorities, if we are to achieve the clarity of Torah and vision
described above.
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Next we meet Abraham’s three visitors: the angels. Angels have changed over time. It’s
virtually impossible for us, standing in the 21st century, to comprehend what the word ‘angel’
meant to someone n medieval times, let alone m antiquity. It 1s not much clearer how the
Izbicy, in mud 19th century, understood or conceptualized angels. He refers us to a Talmudic
and Midrashic exegesis where the sages, using a mathematical formula, based on a verse from
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the Book of Daniel, calculate the size of an angel. What the Izbicy ‘personally’ thinks of angels
1s not entirely clear, but the Mei Hashiloach rarely says anything complimentary about them.

They are not perfect beings by any measure or standard. Moses can think rings around
them, so they’re probably not that bright. Angels are capable of spite and can be simultaneously
both scornful and jealous of the same person.

In the context of this Sidra we discover, as the narrative unfolds, that the three strangers
are non other than Archangels Michael, Gabriel and Raphael, who are the apotheoses of the
qualities of Hesed - Giving, Gevurah - Withholding and Tiferet - Balance. These three qualities
are subsequently embodied in the person and character of the three patriarchs, Abraham, Isaac
and Jacob. In essence, the three angels who visit Abraham i this text are non other than
Abraham, Isaac and Jacob.

It 1s at this pomt in history that Abraham becomes the locus or focal point of the
universe, as was discussed in the mtroduction to the first Mishna in Sefer Yetzira: everything
pivots on him.

FrxwrEr Mel Hashiloach Text ** ****

He looked and saw three men standing over him.

The Hebrew word vy ALAV - Over, may just as accurately be translated as
upon. The men were not standing over him, they were standing on him.
God showed Abraham how the whole world rests on him. An angel 1s a
third the size of the world, as we learn in the Talmud. (Chulin 91b)
Essentially, God was demonstrating to Abraham how important he 1s - how
the whole world exists in his mernt.
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The second Torah builds on the previous thesis, that something astonishing has
happened to the world with Abraham’s circumcision and subsequent election to a new role as
fulcrum of the world. Now his wish to have God reveal Himself for the world to see i all His
glory, 1s about to be fulfilled. Although Abraham does not yet realize it, the event 1s not a
one-time fix-all. It 1s a process which will take many lifetimes and thousands of years. It 1s still
unfolding today.

The process will begin with the birth of Isaac, but before that can happen, the Izbicy
notes, the whole world must be Mukhshar - Made Kosher - Prepared. The world Isaac 1s to
enter needs fixing, redecorating and rededication, as we might treat a room we plan to convert
mto a synagogue, or a piece of furniture to be turned into an ark to house a Torah scroll, or a
basket we will use as a newborn infant’s crib, The advent of three archangels changes the
atmosphere of the whole world, purifying and dedicating it in preparation for the birth of Isaac
and the revelation of the Shechina.

FrxwsEr Melr Hashiloach Text ** " ***
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He looked and saw three men standing over him.

The reason angels had to appear before the birth of Isaac 1s because the
world was not really ready or in any condition to contain a precious soul of
Isaac’s caliber. The birth of Isaac was like the Shechina - Divine Presence
coming down to dwell in this world, because Isaac was essentially Gevurah -
Judgment, and the Shechina 1s often called Gevurah, as we read n the
Talmud: “This 1s what Moses heard from the mouth of Gevurah.” (Megillah
31b)
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Which explams why 1t had to be specifically three angels who appeared n
order to sanctify the atmosphere, since an angel 1s a third of the world, as
was said above. Only after they came into the world was 1t possible for Isaac
to be born here.
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The third Torah 1s really the Izbicy’s main teaching on this section of the Genesis
narrative. Both at the beginning and end of it the rebbe urges his students to be aware how
profound it 1s, by using the Hebrew word pny - Omeq - Deep over and over again.

It seems to be axiomatic in Jewish philosophy and theology that we have free-will.
Rabbinic Judaism which dates back to the later centuries of the Temple in Jerusalem, (from
about 200 BCE onward) can be said to treat free will as a premise; an assumed basis on which
all religious reasoning can proceed. Maimonides takes it on as an article of faith without which
there can be no platform of reward and punishment. Judaism hardly seems possible without
some firm belief in freedom of choice and action.

Izbicy sees all that, and rejects it out of hand. God 1s in charge of the world, and that’s
all there 1s. The world started out that way and continues precisely so. God has not abdicated
His regime or disconnected from His manifold works. Nothing changed m Creation. Why
should 1t change, its’s a perfect universe? Any system of thought that restricts or impinges on
God’s mastery and providence 1s heretical.

Questions the reader may have concerning the propriety of ‘reward and punmishment’ in
a world without free-will can be answered without stretching and distorting one’s religious
sensibilities too badly. Indeed, it 1s the accepted Orthodox Jewish dogma that 1s irreconcilable
with logic.

#rxwsEr Mel Hashiloach Text ** " ***
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Sarah denied it, saying, “I did not laugh,” as she was afraid.

To grasp the profound subtext of this exchange we first have to understand
that the Talmudic dictum ‘everything 1s i the hands of heaven except for
the fear of heaven’, (Berachoth 33b) 1s only true from the lmited
perspective of the human mind. The truth 1s that everything 1s in the hands
of heaven, mncluding fear of heaven, 1t’s just that God hides His ways from
us mn this world
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A powerful theme running through the Me1 Hashiloach 1s the conviction that God
engineers drama and controversy in the lives of biblical figures in order to advance an agenda
of which the protagonists may be in complete ignorance. In this instance Izbicy has a rabbinic
text to support his thesis. In the Palestinian Talmud we read: R. Biri said of Sarah, “What a
circuitous and roundabout way God had to take m order to fulfill His desire to hear righteous
women talk, as it 1s written, And [God] said, ‘No! but you did laugh.” (Gen. 18:15) (Jer. Sotah
292)

It’s a three ring circus. Abraham, occupying the outer ring, has finished jumping
through his hoops; now it’s Sarah’s turn. One way or another she has to be brought to a place
of complete obliviousness, to where she 1s clueless of the intentions of the Master.
Unbeknownst to Abraham or Sarah the Ringmaster has a program in which they are merely
opening acts, they don’t even realize there 1s a third and inner ring where the chief drama is to
be played out later.

God sets Sarah up to suggest that He 1s incapable of fully carrying out His will or
purpose, by supposing that for Abraham to father a child he would have to become someone
he was not. Abraham might undergo miraculous regeneration and rejuvenation to become
vigorous and potent again, but then he would not feel it was him who fathered a baby. Sarah’s
denial of God’s power sets up the 1deal scene for God to contradict her in a way that 1s clear
and unambiguous: ‘You say I can’t make Abraham father a child and have it feel natural to
him? I’ll show you what I can really do when I want to!’

Of course, when God shows what He 1s capable of, all masks and curtains disappear, all
stagecraft and artifice dissolve. What remains i1s God visibly running the world without props or
llusion, which is another way of saying, ‘everything 1s in the hands of heaven, even fear of
heaven’.

In order for Isaac to be born, God had to be ‘tricked ‘or ‘induced’ into saying
‘everything 1s in the hands of heaven, even fear of heaven’. For that bit of dialogue to be
spoken, Sarah had to challenge God’s omnipotence. For that to happen, Abraham and Sarah
had to lose faith in themselves and their abilities to become parents. For that to happen,
Abraham and Sarah had to forget the strength and depth of their lifelong faith in God. For God
to be tricked into affirming His power, Abraham and Sarah had to be tricked into denying or
challenging it.

God 1s always pulling the strings in Izbicy Torah.
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FrrwrEr Melr Hashiloach Text ** " ***

The essence of Isaac’s special character 1s his awareness that even one’s
Fear of God 1s in God’s hands.

The world just wasn’t worthy of such a precious revelation, that’s why 1t was
necessary for Sarah to say, ‘my husband 1s [too] old,” hinting that 1t may not
even be 1n God’s hands to do bring His plans to fruition. Thereupon God
was able to respond, measure for measure, revealing that not only 1s
everything in the hands of heaven, but that even fear of heaven 1s in His
hands, which 1s what the birth of Isaac means.

If not for Sarah losing sight of the fact that God 1s in charge of everything
that happens, Isaac could not have been born into this world. Because
Isaac’s very existence demonstrates and proves how even fear of heaven 1s in
heaven’s hands. That’s what’s so precious about his birth.
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In case there remains any ambiguity, (perhaps there are students of the Me1 Hashiloach
who may attempt reconciling Izbicy Torah with other Jewish philosophies) the rebbe goes back,
dotting the ‘I’s and crossing the ‘t’s.

There are no ways to mitigate the implications of this Torah, it 1s what it 1s. Get used to
1t.

FrrwsEr Mel Hashiloach Text ** " ***

All of Israel’s sins are under the superintendence and direction of God,
because 1t 1s through them that God’s Name 1s magnified and glorified.
Understand this, because 1t 1s very profound concept.
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The final section of this Torah is from the Gilyon - Appendix to the Me1 Hashiloach.

Vol. T of the Me1 Hashiloach was redacted and published by R. Gershon Chanoch
Henoch Lainer, the Radziner rebbe, a grandson of the Izbicy, in the year 1860, six years after
the passing of the Izbicy rebbe.

Vol. IT which was published in 1922 by the Radziner rebbe’s younger brother contained
material he found written into the margins of the copy of Vol. I that had belonged to his older
brother, who had already passed away. The following Torah is taken from those marginal
notes, known throughout this translation as the Appendix.

Izbicy Torah often discusses, albeit indirectly, the way humans think about problems,
remember events and process emotions. one of many remarkable aspects of Izbicy Torah 1s its
modern approach to understanding psychology and human behavior. Humans have various
levels of awareness. The surface of the mind, so to speak, 1s extremely busy dealing with the
mflux of sensory data streaming in from the world around us. The sheer volume of activity in
the brain can drown the voice of reason. We may not even notice what we are thinking,
because our thoughts are being buried under masses of high priority ‘news’ - sights, sounds,
smells and other stimuli demanding our attention. Most people can freely relate this concept;
that situations develop where we miss the signals and clues surfacing out of our own mind, due
to an overload of ‘chaft’ or internal noise.

The same 1s true, says the Izbicy, on deeper levels. I may be so caught up in emotions
of despair or frustration I cannot connect to my own faith. Not that my faith has evaporated,
but that I in my emotional state cannot access it.

Abraham and Sarah were chagrined to discover that they had lost faith in the promise
that they would become parents. God had promised them they would have children,
grandchildren and descendents who would be numerous as the stars. But years passed,
Abraham and Sarah aged and lost that feeling of impending salvation they had enjoyed when
the prophecy was fresh in their minds. The dulling changes happening to flesh and blood as a
body moves mto old age have parallels in the brain. As a body passes a certain point in its
physical maturity, the mind also matures and bridges previously unthinkable gaps. We begin to
feel mortal and start looking toward our own future death with resignation if not eagerness.
Physical changes associated with aging are accompanied by psychological equivalents.

When God reiterated His promise to both Abraham and Sarah that they were indeed
going to become parents to Isaac, the couple were saddened to discover they were receiving
good the news i a different frame of mind. Previously they had felt energized by it, now they
merely felt shocked. They believed God can do anything, the miraculous 1s no more difficult
for God than a natural event. It was mside themselves that some change had occurred,
something young and optimistic had died.

Izbicy Torah stresses the following point quite often. We underestimate ourselves. We
think we have lost certain faculties or memories when n fact we are still in possession of them.
Neither Abraham nor Sarah had lost any of their optimism, faith and enthusiasm. They just
didn’t feel them anymore, but feelings are not facts.

The most amazing thing happened to Abraham when Isaac was born, it became clear to
him that he had never lost a bit of his faith. His enthusiasm was intact, he had merely buried it
all under sadness, busyness or carelessness. Half his joy came at the realization that even his joy
had been there all the time.

#rxwsEr Melr Hashiloach Text ** " ***

From the appendix to the Me1 Hashiloach:

The meaning of Sarah’s laughing statement, ‘After I am worn out shall I yet
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have youth, when my husband 1s so old?’ 1s interpreted 1n the writings of the
Ariza (R. Isaac Luria) to mean that Sarah was implying, God forbid, that
God does not have the power to save her.
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God, n His mnfinite mercy however, quote Sarah saying, ‘Shall I yet have
youth when I am so old?’
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The truth 1s that Abraham also scoffed, as we read, ‘Abraham fell upon his
face and laughed,” when God told him he would have a son called Isaac.
(Gen. 17:17). But Abraham’s laughter was of a different order. Abraham
believed that God could make him father children, God can do miracles,
but it would mean God had created him anew, like anything else God
creates out of nothing. This 1s the meaning of Abraham’s laughter, ‘Can I, at
the a hundred years of age, father a child, and still feel like 1t was me who
made the baby?’

This also explains why the text then says, pointedly, ‘Sarah bore a son to
Abraham m his old age.” What it means 1s that at Isaac’s birth God suddenly
made Abraham see mto himself, to recognize how his faith that he would
father a child had never been shaken at all.

This explains what God was to Sarah about her own doubts and faith. She
might have been referring to her husband’s age, but she was really thinking
along the same lines as Abraham.
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The fourth Torah
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Abraham returned to his place.

What this refers to 1s Abraham’s response after risking his life to save the people of Sodom
from destruction. Now, when all his prayer and intervention on their behalf was over - only to
be mformed by God that the Sodomites were very wicked, God haters - Abraham was filled
with regret at all the energy and worship he had wasted on behalf of such God haters.
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Nevertheless, the Torah tells us, Abraham returned to his place, meaning, to his original
conviction that Sodom deserved his prayers. Because Abraham knew in his heart that he truly
loved only those who love God, and that that there must be something deeper at stake of which
he was unaware.
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And from there Abraham journeyed to the land of the Negev.

What this means 1s that Abraham had distilled all kinds of love i the world so that there only
remained the purest love of God. But upon discovering that the incestuous act between Lot
and his daughters had come about, he said to himself, ‘It’s obvious there’s a need to begin
purifying Love.” And this 1s why the text says ‘he journeyed from there,’ 1.e. from that very act,
towards the land of the Negev, Negev meaning the dryness. Because it was as though he didn’t
have anywhere to begin at all.
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... Because God had locked her womb... And God remembered Sarah...

The Midrash (Tanchuma Vayechi 8) quotes the verse:

I am God; I shriveled the verdant tree and blossomed the shriveled tree.
The Midrash says: The verdant tree 1s Abimelech, and the shriveled tree 1s Abraham.
Concerning Abraham 1s 1s written: (Ezekiel 33:24) Abraham was one. That 1s to say, for his part
Abraham was mcapable of fathering a child. He was attached to God in such a simple and
complete way, it was impossible. Anyone attached to God so wholly contains nothing of a
composite nature and 1s united with Truelife m its purest and simplest form.
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That explains why when God decided that Isaac would be born from Abraham it was
necessary, first, for the story of Abimelech to happen. Abimelech wanted to steal what
belonged to Abraham, that which Abraham had to hand; so justice awarded Abraham measure
for measure. Philistinism represents Gevurah - Might in the world; that’s why Samson the
Mighty was always at war with them. So, Abraham was given Abimelech’s Gevurah - Might.
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But when Gevurah was given to Abraham it was given n a infinte quality, without any
boundaries. All genius of the nations of the world has a finite quality so long as 1t dwells among
them. It 1s only when it 1s assimilated into the Jewish People it becomes mfinte i quality,
because Jews are also attached to God at their very core, without boundaries.
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That’s why the Jewish People are dispersed all over the world, in order to absorb all the genius
to be found among the seventy nations; that their infinite qualities can develop.
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That’s why we are told in the Talmud (Bava Metzia 86b) that King Solomon took wives from
among many, many different nations. Because all the power driving a nation’s genius 1s to be
found rooted chiefly in its women, and most particularly in the princess. Therefore when all
this genius 1s assimilated by the Jewish People great good will grow out of 1t, Israel sprout of my
seedling.
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From the Mei Hashiloach Vol I. 1 Kings 11.

King Solomon loved many foreign women as well as the daughter of Pharaoh.

Because all the genius of the nations of the world 1s to be found, in the main, among its
females, especially among its princesses. That’s why he chose to marry all those princesses, in
order to subjugate all their genius to holiness.

Moabites represent the genius of eating and drinking. Amonites represent the genius of lust.
Sidonites represent the genius of money. Hittites represent the genius of power and might.
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Godtested Abraham.

The test for Abraham was of his tremendous faith in God. For though he had been promised
his offspring would be numerous as the stars, and though he had been told Isaac would enjoy
God’s covenant, and now he was being told to sacrifice him as a burnt offering, Abraham stll
went on believing n the original promises God had made him. They were in no way
diminished.
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Such faith seems beyond the grasp of a human to achieve. To be truthful, Abraham was never
given a clear istruction by God to slaughter his son Isaac. That’s why the text says ELOHIM

tested Abraham, and not YHVH. Because Abrahams prophecy in this respect came through a
glass darkly. ELOHIM here 1n the text 1s an expression of WillPower.
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And that explains why this was not a test of Isaac. Isaac believed Abraham when he said he was
on a mission from God, the test was not so great. But for Abraham, because the command was
mmprecise 1t was a tremendous test. Had he been biased i the shghtest way toward his son as
any father might have been, he would have been forced into a place of compassion.
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In reality the imprecision was because God never intended Abraham to slaughter Isaac, God
was only confusing Abraham.
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Now we can better understand Abraham when upon praying for Sodom referred to himself
with the phrase, “And I am but dust and ashes.” Dust hints at things unclear, things that have
the potential for life but require fixing first; because dust can be turned nto earth to nurture
growth. Ashes are things that have been utterly destroyed.
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Now, had Abraham, God forbid, slaughtered Isaac it would have been ashes, impossible to
bring back to life. Paralleling his prayers on behalf of the men of Sodom; had Abraham
succeeded n preserving them with his prayers and had they gone on to more wicked deeds,
then Abraham’s prayers would have been ashes, incapable of rectification.
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God showed Abraham, however, that his prayers on behalf of Sodom were not for nothing.
For, as we learn in the writings of the Ari - R. Isaac Luria, it was from the souls of dead of
Sodom that the souls of the Generation of the Desert were reincarnated.
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