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The Necessity of Exile,
Or, Why Backpacking Is A Good Thing

Rabbi Avi Strausberg - strausberg@hadar.org

Pre-Pesah Mini Yom lyyun

Partl: Leaving Home

Genesis 12:1-4

The LORD said to Abram, “Go forth from your native
land and from your father’s house to the land that | will
show you. | will make of you a great nation, And | will
bless you; | will make your name great, And you shall be
a blessing. | will bless those who bless you And curse
him that curses you; And all the families of the earth
Shall bless themselves by you.” Abram went forth as
the LORD had commanded him, and Lot went with him.
Abram was seventy-five years old when he left Haran.
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Genesis 15:13-14

And God said to Abram, “Know well that your offspring
shall be strangers in a land not theirs, and they shall be
enslaved and oppressed four hundred years; but | will
execute judgment on the nation they shall serve, and in
the end they shall go free with great wealth.
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1. What do you imagine is the significance of Avram leaving home?




2. Isleaving home a necessary condition of the creation of the Jewish people? Where
would we be if Avram had stayed where he was?

3. How do you think Avraham felt about this command?

4. What is the role exile plays in the formation of the Jewish people? Why not skip the four
hundred years of oppression?

Sefat Emet 12:1, Rabbi Yehudah Aryeh Leib Altar, Poland, 19th c.

“Get you from your land, your birthplace, and your father’s house” (Genesis 12:1). The
Midrash quotes the verse: “Listen, O daughter; look and give ear. Forget your people and
your father’s house.” (Psalms 45:11) Abraham our Father was a great sage even before this,
as the holy Zohar tells us: “God gives wisdom to the wise.”

Now surely each person was created for a particular purpose. There must be something that
we are to set right. A person who achieves that is called tzadik, walking a straight path of
justice. But Abraham our Father is called a lover of God (hasid); he went beyond the line
demanded by the law. The one who serves God out of love can arouse a desire within God to
let flow the source of his own soul in a way that cannot be comprehended by the human
mind. Thus they interpreted the verse: “Those who fulfill God’s word to hear the voice of
God’s word” (Psalms 103:20). By properly mending our deeds, we can come to hear more and
more. This goes on forever. The hasid serves God in order to become attached to the root of
the mitzvah, ever seeking to hear new things.

This is why scripture said: “Hear, O daughter,” referring to that which we can understand,
and afterward “give ear,” meaning that all hearing and listening should be attuned only to
God. Thisis the complete surrender referred to in the verse: “Get you from your land, your
birthplace, and your father’s house.” In this way, we attain a new enlightenment, one that is
beyond nature, just as did Abraham our father.

The verse continues: “which | show you.” This refers to that which a person cannot see on his
own. And so the children of Israel, being drawn after God “in the wilderness, an unsown
land,” attained Torah, that law of fire...
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1. According to the Sefat Emet, what is the true meaning of the command “to go forth?”
What is the purpose of the journey?

2. What do the Israelites see in the wilderness that they wouldn’t not have experienced
otherwise?

3. Canyouimagine a different version of the Torah in which we come into relationship with
God without leaving home? Why or why not?

Part 1l: Exile is Necessary

Mishnah Pirkei Avot 4:14

Rabbi Nehorai says: Exile yourself to a place of Torah, DiPN7 N7ia 1N 7NN 'KIiN) 27
and do not say that it will follow after you, that your 20X X2N K'Y IRA X1 ,MIR
colleagues will make it yours. Do not rely on your '77?_< 1M R It 1ANY
understanding. ' ' (2 "7_wr5) VYR

1. How is Rabbi Nehorai understanding the word exile here? How do you understand the
first clause, “exile yourself to a place of Torah?”

2. What is the connection between each of the different clauses in this Mishnah?

3. What does it mean to be in exile? Have you ever been in “exile?”

Maimonides (Rambam), Mishneh Torah, Hilkhot Teshuvah 2:4, Spain, 12th c.

Among the paths of repentance is for the penitent to PYIX QYN NI N2IYND DTN
constantly call out before God, crying and entreating; to 0’3NN D12 DY 197 T'RN
perform charity according to his potential; to separate 7NINNT N '92 NPTY NYIVI
himself far from the object of his sin; to change his nIYni ia KuNY njrj sk ah)
name, as if to say "l am a different person and not the IMIX '2'RINDN X NI inY
same one who sinned;" to change his behavior in its NIYNI D'YYAN NIK NYYY UKD



https://www.sefaria.org/Proverbs.3

entirety to the good and the path of righteousness; and
to travel in exile from his home. Exile atones for sin
because it causes a person to be submissive, humble,
and meek of spirit.
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1. Rambam makes a connection between teshuvah, repentance, and exile. What does he

say about this relationship?

2. How does this change or align with your understanding of exile?

3. What might exile look like for you?

Orhot HaTzadikim 16:5, Germany, 15th c.

The lazy man is faint-hearted and does not exile
himself to a place of Torah. Of him, King Solomon said
seven things. What does the lazy man say? People say
to alazy man, "There is a teacher in the metropolis —
go and learn Torah from him," and he answers, "l am
afraid of the lion that is in the path." As itis said. "The
sluggard saith : 'There is a lion in the way' " (Prov.
26:13). They say to him, "There is a teacher in the
township — get up and go to him" and he answers, "I
am afraid lest there be a lion in the streets." As it is
said, "Yea, a lion is in the streets" (ibid). Then they say
to him, "But the teacher lives right near your house."
And he answers, "The lion is somewhere outside." As
itis said, "The sluggard says : 'Thereis a lion without; |
shall be slain in the streets." Then they say to him,
"The teacher is right in your house," and he answers,
"But if | go and find the door locked, | will only have to
come back." They say to him, "The door is open." As it
is said, "The door is turning upon its hinges and the
sluggard is still upon his bed" (Prov. 26:14). Finally,
when he does not know what to answer, he says to
them, "Whether the door is open or locked, | want to
sleep a bit more." As it is said, "How long wilt you
sleep, O sluggard? When will you arise out of your
sleep?" (Prov. 6:9). When he rises from his sleep, they
place before him food to eat, but he is too lazy even to
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lift it to his mouth. As it is said, "The sluggard buries 1> DY) MXIY LI'D 1IMY7 NNY 7¥ynn
his hand in the dish; It tires him to bring back to his NX71 ,NN7¥ 1T 7R no” (1o
mouth" (Prov. 26:15). "' N nawny

1. According to the Orhot HaTzadikim, who is the one who is not “exiled to a place of
Torah?”

2. What are the reasons why one might not “go forth?”

3. What else might prevent someone from being “exiled to a place of Torah?”

Part lll: Our Modern Day Suitcases

Yehuda Amichai, Open Closed Open

Yehuda Halevi wrote, “In the East is my heart, and | dwell at the end
Of the west.”

That’s Jewish travel, that’s the Jewish game of hearts between east
And west,

Between self and heart, to and fro, to without fro, fro without to,

Fugitive and vagabond without sin. An endless journey, like the trip

Freud the Jew took, wandering between body and mind, between

Mind and mind, only to die between the two.

Oh, what a world this is, where the heart is in one place and the body

In another (almost like a heart torn from a body and transplanted).

| think about people who are named for place where they have
Never been

And will never be. Or about an artist who draws a man’s face

From a photograph because the man is gone. Or about the migration
Of Jews,

Who do not follow summer and winter, life and death

As birds do, but instead obey the longings of the heart. That’s why

They are so dead, and why they call their God Makom, “Place.”

And now that they have return to their place, the lord has taken up

Wandering to different places, and His name will no longer be Place

But Places, Lord of the Places.

Even the resurrection of the dead is a long journey.

What remains? The suitcases on top of the closet,

That’s what remains.
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1. According to Amichai, what is the Jewish relationship to travel? To place?
2. How does this poem relate to our thinking on exile?
3. How do you understand the last line of the poem?



