Confronting Chosenness
Avraham in Rabbinic Thought

I. Avraham's Merit

1. B. Nedarim 32a

R. Ammi b. Abba also said: Abraham was three years old
when he acknowledged the Creator, for it is written, Because
[Heb. 'ekeb] that Abraham obeyed my voice: the numerical
value of [H] is one hundred seventy two. (The verse is
therefore thus interpreted: 172 years hath Abraham obeyed
my voice. As he lived 175 years in all, he was three years old
when he acknowledged the Creator).
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2. Bereishit Rabba 39:1

NOW THE LORD SAID UNTO ABRAM: GET THEE
OUT OF THY COUNTRY, etc. (XII, 1). R. Isaac
commenced his discourse with, Hearken, O daughter, and
consider, and incline thine ear; forget also thine own people,
and thy father's house (Ps. XLV, 11). Said R. Isaac: This may
be compared to a man who was travelling from place to place
when he saw a building in flames. Is it possible that the
building lacks a person to look after it? he wondered. The
owner of the building looked out and said, ' I am the owner
of the building.” Similarly, because Abraham our father said, '
Is it conceivable that the world is without a guide?’ the Holy
One, blessed be He, looked out and said to him, ' I am the
Guide, the Sovereign of the Universe.” So shall the king
desire thy beauty (ib. 12): i.e. to make thee glorious in the
wortld. For he is thy Lord, and do homage unto him (ib.):
hence, THE LORD SAID UNTO ABRAHAM: GET
THEE, etc.
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3. Bereishit Rabba 38:13

13. AND HARAN DIED IN THE PRESENCE OF HIS
FATHER TERAH (XI, 28). R. Hiyya said: Terah was a
manufacturer of idols. He once went away somewhere and
left Abraham to sell them in his place. A man came and
wished to buy one. 'How old are your' Abraham asked him.
'Fifty years,” was the reply. "Woe to such a man!” he
exclaimed, ‘you are fifty years old and would worship a day-
old object! 'At this he became ashamed and departed. On
another occasion a woman came with a plateful of flour and
requested him, ' Take this and offer it to them.” So he took a
stick, broke them, and put the stick in the hand of the largest.
When his father returned he demanded, “What have you done
to them?’ ‘I cannot conceal it from you,” he rejoined. ‘A
woman came with a plateful of fine meal and requested me to
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offer it to them. One claimed, "I must eat first," while
another claimed, " I must eat first." Thereupon the largest
arose, took the stick, and broke them.” ‘Why do you make
sport of me,” he cried out; ‘have they then any knowledge!’
‘Should not your ears listen to what your mouth is saying,” he
retorted. Thereupon he seized him and delivered him to
Nimrod. ‘Let us worship the fire!” he [Nimrod] proposed.
'Let us rather worship water, which extinguishes the fire,’
replied he.' Then let us worship watet! " Let us rather worship
the clouds which bear the water. " Then let us worship the
clouds!' 'Let us rather worship the winds which disperse the
clouds.” Then let us worship the wind!” ' Let us rather
worship human beings, who withstand the wind.” “You are
just bandying words,” he exclaimed; ‘we will worship nought
but the fire. Behold, I will cast you into it, and let your God
whom you adore come and save you from it.” Now Haran
was standing there undecided. If Abram is victorious,
[thought he], I will say that I am of Abram's belief, while if
Nimrod is victorious I will say that I am on Nimrod's side.
When Abram descended into the fiery furnace and was saved,
he [Nimrod] asked him, ‘Of whose belief are your” ‘Of
Abram's,” he replied. Thereupon he seized and cast him into
the fire; his inwards were scorched and he died in his father's
presence. Hence it is written, AND HARAN DIED IN THE
PRESENCE OF (“ AL PENE) HIS FATHER TERAH "
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4. B. Pesachim 118a

When the wicked Nimrod cast our father Abraham into the
fiery furnace, Gabriel said to the Holy One, blessed be He:
‘Sovereign of the Universe! Let me go down, cool [it], and
deliver that righteous man from the fiery furnace.” Said the
Holy One, blessed be He, to him: ‘I am unique in My world,
and he is unique in his world: it is fitting for Him who is
unique to deliver him who is unique. But because the Holy
One, blessed be He, does not withhold the [merited] reward
of any creature, he said to him, “Thou shalt be privileged to
deliver three of his descendants.’
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5. B. Nedarim 32a

R. Abbahu said in R. Eleazat's name: Why was our Father
Abraham punished and his children doomed to Egyptian
servitude for two hundred and ten years? Because he pressed
scholars into his service, as it is written, He armed his
dedicated servants born in his own house. Samuel said:
Because he went too far in testing the attributes [i.e., the
promises] of the Lord, as it is written, [And he said, Lord
God,] whereby shall I know that I shall inherit it? R. Johanan
sand: Because he prevented men from entering beneath the
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wings of the Shechinah, as it is written, [And the king of
Sodom said it to Abraham,] Give me the persons, and take
the goods to thyself.

6. B. Nedarim 32a

Rav Judah said in Rav's name: When the Holy One, blessed
be He, said to our Father Abraham, 'Walk before me and be
thou perfect', he was seized with trembling. 'Perhaps,' he said,
'there is still aught shameful in me!' But when He added, 'And
I will make my covenant between me and thee', his mind was
appeased.

Aid he brought him forth abroad. Now Abraham had said
unto him, 'Sovereign of the Universe! I have gazed at the
constellation which rules my destiny, and seen that I am not
fated to beget children.' To which [God] replied: 'Go forth
from thy astrological speculations: Israel is not subject to
planetary influences.'
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I1. Relationship With Non-Jews

7. B. Berachot 13a

Abram the same is Abraham. At first he became a father to
Aram [Ab-Aram] only, but in the end he became a father to
the whole world. [Similarly] Sarai is the same as Sarah. At
first she became a princess to her own people, but later she
became a princess to all the world.
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8. B. Nedarim 31a

Mishnah. [if one says,] 'konam that I do not benefit from the
children of Noah,' he may benefit from Israelites, but not
from heathens.

Gemara. But are then Israelites excluded from the children of
Noah? — since Abraham was sanctified, they are called by
his name.

Mishnah. [if one says, 'konam] that I do not benefit from the
seed of Abraham,' he is forbidden [to benefit] from Israelites,
but permitted [to benefit] from heathens.

GEMARA. But there is Ishmael? — It is written, for in Isaac
shall thy seed be called. But there is Esau? — 'In Isaac', but
not all [the descendants of] Isaac.
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