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Avraham and the Three Gestures
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Avraham Avinu. The founding father of the Jewish People and held in the highest
esteem by both Christians and Moslems. The founding father of ethical monotheism.
That is, he not only brought to the world the belief in one God, but the belief that this
one God was source of, and demanded nothing less than, absolute ethical behavior
between all human beings.

All this notwithstanding, in his essay “A Palace in Flames,” R. Jonathan Sacks raises a
very interesting question: Why? Why Avraham? Why did God choose Avraham to bring
his message to the world? Why did God come to Avraham and bless him with the mighty
words: “I will make you a great nations:
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That is, explains R. Jonathan Sacks, there is no introduction to who Avraham is that he
would deserve such a magnanimous blessing by the Creator of the Universe. This is
completely uncharacteristic (meod lo ifyuni) of the Bible. With Noah we are told
explicitly why God chose him:
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Similarly with Moshe we learn of his ethical character long before God turns to him. He
kills the Egyptian taskmaster; he intervenes in the quarrel of two Jews; and he saves the
daughters of Yitro at the well:
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Similarly with Jeremiah, we are informed, along with Jeremiah, as to why God chose him
— He knew his before he was born!
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So, explains R. Sacks, since the text doesn’t explain anything about why God would have
chosen Avraham, the sages (hachamim) fill in the story. There are three famous

responses (of which I am sure you are all aware):

(1) Avraham’s father Terah left Avraham to tend his idol store. Avraham broke all
the idols in the store — except the largest one in whose hands Avraham placed a
club. When Terah returned and saw the mess, he Avraham asked what
happened? Avraham told him the largest one broke all the smaller ones. His
father looked at him and said, “Are you making fun of me (Ata oseh tzhok)?!
These idols have no power.” Avraham looked at father and asked, “If so, why do
you worship them?!”
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(2) The second midrash explains Avraham’s character via a parable (mashal): A man
travelling from place to place saw a palace burning (bira doleket) and asked
himself, could it be that there is no master (manhig) of this palace? The Master
peered out to him and said, “Indeed, it is I.” So too did Avraham discover God.
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On this R. Jonathan Sacks explains the midrash as follows. The palace is the magnificent
wortld we live, everything is well ordered, everything working harmoniously according to
the laws of nature, put in to effect by the Creator. Yet it is burning. Set aflame by the
people of the world who are the only things in nature that do not work harmoniously.
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The people lie, cheat, steal, fight and kill each other. It seems as if there is no one
watching over the world — “no justice and no judge” (leit din veleit dayan). To this God
appears and says “I am here” — there is a judge and there is justice. However, it is up to
humanity to accept the just laws, the ethical norms commanded by God, and bring
harmony to human relations. This is humanity’s task.

God, as it were, says, indeed, I am here, but I give you freewill, I ask you to put out the
flames of evil, I ask you to be ethical and make the world a harmonious palace.

(3) The third, and last explanation as to why God chose Avraham is found in the
Rambam. He famously explains that Avraham looked at the cosmos and could
not understand how the planets move on their own. He concluded that there

must be “prime mover.”
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So here then we are given not one, not two, but three different reasons as to the
greatness of Avraham that served to justify God’s call to him:
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This is all very good and nice, but why so many reasons? Wouldn’t one have been
enough? I mean, anyone of these stories would have been enough to explain that
Avraham was a maverick. And if three, why these three? What do these three stories
reveal about Avraham? What do they teach us in our striving to emulate him?

I believe that each and every story was needed to teach us that Avraham found God, in
every possible area that man acts — in what R. Soloveitchik (based on Kant) calls “the
three gestures” (shelosh hetenuot): the aesthetic, the ethical, and the intellectual.
Accordingly, I suggest that these are precisely the three gestures at the core of the three
stories on Avraham’s greatness.

(1) Avraham breaks the idols. In demonstrating that the idols have no power, he is
making the argument for God from the aesthetic. R. Soloveitchik explains that
power, majesty (hod vehadar), kingship (malchut) are all part of the aesthetic
gesture. Here, then, Avraham finds God in the aesthetic.

(2) Avraham notices the palace on fire. The world burning in immorality. Avraham
finds God in man’s need for absolute morality, for an objective moral arbiter who
is above the subjective definitions of morality that are tainted by personal
agendas, trapped in time and human context. Here, then, Avraham finds God in
the ethical.

(3) Avraham finds God in the cosmos — in astronomy — in the place where the
science and philosophy of the middle ages intersect. Here he is engaged in the
pursuit of the intellectual, of trying to understand the world — as the Rambam
explained — “he began to THINK day and night” (hithil lachshow beyom
uvelayla). And so it is here, in the intellectual realm, that Avraham finds God.

In conclusion, then, God chose Avraham because he had shown his aptitude in each of
the three gestures in which man acts. Accordingly, we too must seek God in all of our
activities.

Or to put it simply — “In all your ways, seek him.”
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