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To Be to You A God
On the Occasion of the Brit Mila of Asif Navon

Mois Navon
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Mazal Tov! To bring a Jew into the brit of Avraham Avinu is truly a momentous occasion.
It is really the first and most important message given to the child — and no less to the

parents, the families and the nation at large. But what really is the message?

We are now between parshat Noah upon which Asif was born and parshat Lech Lecha
upon which Asif entered into the covenant. It is interesting that God entered into a
covenant with both protagonists of these parshiot — Noah and Abraham. But just as these

two individuals were very different, so were the covenants God made with them.

Between Noah and Abraham

To begin, while both were known as tzadikim, there was a qualitative difference between
them. Rashi brings the dispute between R. Yohanan and Reish Lakish (San. 108a), wherein
R. Yohanan holds that if Noah lived in the time of righteous people, like Abraham (adds
Rashi), he would not have been considered of any import. Reish Lakish, on the other
hand, argued that Noah was great because he was able to maintain his righteousness
amongst a corrupt generation. That said, even Reish Lakish would have to agree that Noah
did not reach the level of Abraham. This point is brought by Rashi explicitly in his next

comment on the verse:
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God walked with Noah, but Avraham placed God before him. Rashi explains this to mean
that Noah needed God’s assistance whereas Abraham went forth on his own, faithfully

following God’s ways.

These differences in character, in closeness to God, are reflected in the covenants that God

makes with each of them.

Brit Noah
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On the one hand, the brit here is understood as an unconditional assurance to Noah that

he will succeed in the mission to save himself, his family and the animals of the world.'

Radak explains that it is a promise to be saved from the flood:
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Ramban adds that it is an #nconditional promise to survive the flood:
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The Ibn Ezra agrees that it is a promise to save Noah from the flood, adding that this pre-

flood brit is a hint to the Rainbow brit [which was also about survival].
(hy HYWI9) N PIDS Y P9 MWNI NITY AN
MNP NONI ... 99913 1932 XIN MNP XYY 1Y ¥aw DUNY NIXD YNNI DX MNP ()
1INV 92T ,NNODN NI OYL) .NYPY 199 N°930 ANTY SN 29PN SNV NN DIPRY
NN) 2APY> MY 121, MY NN THIND NPNM .(N T R7Y) YN DY 112 NIDHN NI 0NV
95 9Ya) 7YY N (DD, ND TH) MYav1A PR (1,19

! Rashi explains that God will save him from wicked who come to kill him, and to preserve food on atk.
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Indeed, RSRH explains that the brit before the flood and after the flood are one and the
same promise: not to destroy the world. Before the flood, RSRH (6:18) writes: “Noah and
the whole world ... would not be destroyed again.” Similarly, RSRH (9:8) says the brit of
the rainbow is the absolute unconditional covenant to not destroy the world but to allow

it to run according to the “natural order.”

So too the Midrash, “This is the brit of heaven and earth that are everlasting.”
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And so the text of the rainbow brit that follows the flood contains the explicit promise not
to “cut off (karet) the living creatures (basar) again.” (9:11):
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Interestingly, the word brit appears seven times reflecting the seven days of creation

(Pesikta Zutra (9:9) — as if to say, this is the covenant that the creation that took place in
seven days will not be destroyed.
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The brit before the flood, then, is ultimately that of the brit after the flood: The world will
not be destroyed. God repeated the brit to Noah, according to Rashi (9:9), because Noah
was reluctant to populate a world that would again be destroyed. The reiteration of the

brit was to counter Noah’s assumption that the brit was conditional on people’s proper
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behavior (Siftei Hachachim, 9:9:80) — God thus tells him again that the promise that the

world order will continue is unconditional.
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In sum, the brit with Noah is utilitarian, physical, it ensures him that the world will never

again be destroyed, regardless of the behavior of humanity.

Brit Avraham

The covenant with Abraham is very different.
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First of all, it is not utilitarian, or at least not completely utilitarian. That is to say, whereas
the brit with Noah consisted of the utilitarian promise to save the world and never destroy
it, the brit with Abraham includes an entirely spiritual, teleological, element. If we review
the text we see that there are indeed a number of physical, utilitarian blessings:

- Having many offspring (17:2,6);

- Being the father of nations (17:3);

- Producing kings of nations (17:6);

- Inheriting the land of Canaan (17:8).

To Be to You a God

But in addition to these blessings there is a spiritual promise, not serving as a means but
only as an end. It is said twice:
- Tobea God to You (17:7,8).
DYAYNY DNY INND) ... OININY Y IVNY

What does this promise mean? And why twice?

HaEmek Davar writes that it refers to Hashgacha Pratit:
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But it is not simply hashgacha pratit in the sense that “I will physically protect you” but
rather “I will see to it that you — as a nation — reach the goal (tachlit).” It is teleological
and it is national. Similarly, Seforno (on the promise to the Jewish people) explains that
God guides the Jewish people, not the stars (i.e., fate), and it is thus that the people are
eternall
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“And I will be their God” — I will govern their affairs directly, without any intermediary,
and they will not fear the signs of the heavens, for they are more precious to Me than the

heavens, which are governed through their movers. From this follows their eternity.

This is a promise of national eternity — DXNONY @AF >N»M — that Am Yisrael is Am

HaNetzach.
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But then the Seforno, explains the other promise — ©NYNY 2 NPNY —the promise to the
individual that God will be for us a God. This is a promise of true eternity, that we are

connected to the eternity of God:
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“To be God to you and to your descendants after you” — To associate My name
with you directly, without any intermediary, just as it is associated with all things
that are eternal, as it is said: “For whatever God does shall endure forever”
(Ecclesiastes 3:14). For indeed, perishable things, insofar as they are perishable, are
not the direct products of God's action without intermediaries. He therefore

declares that through the establishment and observance of the covenant, Abraham

and his descendants will be eternally enduring as individuals before Him.

So, whereas brit Noah promised the world would forever endure, brit Abraham promises

the opportunity of eternity #wice — once for the nation and once the individual!

Unconditional and Conditional

But this special, teleological aspect of the brit with Abraham forces another distinction
between the two covenants — conditionality (7°1N7). Brit Noah states explicitly and
unconditionally that the life on the planet will never be “cut off” (karet):
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In contradistinction, Brit Abraham states explicitly that the promise of eternity is
conditional, as one who does not fulfill Brit Mila is “cut off” (karet):
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Only by connecting to the eternal God, by being His people, do gain eternity through

Him. And thus explains the Midrash HaGadol — karet means you have no eternity:®
(12 12 nWH9) P PIVD P P9 NYYNI DI VI

N2 BHIYH PO 1Y PR 1IN DNIANDY INPIA 19D PN WA NI

Now, while a brit with God is considered unconditional (e.g., Ramban, RSRH on Gen
0:18), here it is conditional — on the individual — not the nation. The nation of Israel is

eternal, the covenant unconditional, as seen elsewhere. For example:
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And why is the covenant subject to abrogation for the individual? Because the very eternity
granted by it is due, not only to one’s allegiance to the brit, but to understanding that one
has no eternity without it! “And He will be to you a God.” He can’t be a God to you if
you don’t accept Him as such. In the words of the Ralbag, the brit is the sign that God is
God:

12:1 MYNIA ,NYIDN PINA )29
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“He thereby demonstrates that God is not his God, for circumcision was the sign of the

covenant whereby God is God to those who observe this commandment.”

Similarly, the Bechor Shor explains that those with a brit as “signed on” to be a servant of

Hashem and without it you are not signed on and thus cut off. The brit is something that
you must be signed up to — this is not a survival of the world but a survival of the soul.

(12 12 nwH9) 1 PID9 P P99 NYNI NIV 993
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Karet, then, is not a punishment; it’s a consequence.

2 Though Rashi (Gen. 17:14) says it means he dies childless and before his time.
3 Similarly RSHR (Gen. 17:14).
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Conclusion

To conclude, Noah was righteous in Jis generation, but Avraham was a paragon of

righteousness for all generations — he was, as Kierkegaard said, the knight of faith.

The Etz Yosef explains that while Noah pushed himself to his physical limits to follow

God, Abraham went beyond the physical and was moser nefesh:
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So, in kind, while Noah was given a brit of physical salvation, Avraham was given a brit of
spiritual salvation.* And this is the great value of the brit, this is the great message (besora)

of the brit mila:

That God is 2 God to us.
OXNYNY 0NY INMD ... DIAUNRY 47 VDY

That we have an opportunity to take part in eternity.

Mazal Tov.

4 And this notion is expressed in the brit being held on the eighth day. For, whereas seven represents the
physical world created in seven days, eight represents the spiritual, that which transcends the physical. See
RSRH (Lev. 12:3); Kli Yakar (Lev. 9:1).
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EXTRA

RMBN, RSRH (Gen 6:18) explains brit is “unconditional.” RSRH (Gen 6:18) explains that
the brit can be, as in this case, “unilateral”. With Abraham, as we will see (karet), it is not

unilateral.

Maharil explains that while it would seem that the brit is conditional, it is repeated to say
that it is not. Seems to me that the unconditional part is about the seed in general as a

people — but individuals can be dropped.
(19 19 nWH9) t IV P P9 NYYNIL 1PPDT 99901
N .OPONY ©NY 2NN 1) PINK TYINDY BYPIHRY 19 171D 1) 1P NN OSMNDIPMN (N - 3)
NDY )10 yavaw NYAvn NNNN ON WA NDINNAT D7) .0YIN TIY 1PIAT 1N NN DY MNn
NP ND 575 OMINT PP KD ON DAN ,MIAN MDY XIPI 11 19IN) ,O0MINT PP OX NIN YaV)
11 ,0PYND DND YN 1Y TPINN XIN NN TYITDY T2 7NN 2NN WINY NN 7Y XNIND OND
(M3 N2Y) 573N YINN 379, MIAN N2 XIPI 19IND 379,075 DRI PP RY DN HIN ) J9IN DI
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This is very different than the brit with Abraham — a covenant of “love” and “land” says

Rashi (17:2). It was a covenant in which God will be a God

13 times says brit! Mishna (Ned. 3:11) says that it is like there were 13 covenants made with
mila [not clear]. Pesikta Zutra says parallel to 13 midot rachamim — God is appeased by

brit mila as by 13 midot.
NYOW OMI IR OMNIPM (T2 T2 NYI9) T RIS B PI9 YN (210 NPY) RNIVIT XNPIDD
L0072 TNY) MY NN DIND DR NN NN NIVY NYOY T ;N2 NYI9 DX2IND MNIL TWY
$INIVY NIN TIN2 WYTPN NNINN DD MDY
Brit Bein HaBetarim on Land
N P99 MYNIA
: DZND DOIND P2 I2Y N YN T92) WUy 1D MIN) M) NIV NI YWD > (1)
TY DN DN NNID XD N OND TYIIY N2 793 093X NN PIP? N2 XN D2 (M)
: 179 D) 57D M0
Sechel Tov says Brit Mila is reiteration of Brit Bein Habetarim
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© Mois Navon 9 www.DivreiNavon.com



http://www.divreinavon.com/

And similarly, the Ayelet HaShachar explains it to mean that God will rule over the Jewish

people with a special consideration:
(19 19 pWH9) t PIDO P PI9 NYYNIA VYN NN
995 DPHN NINY 29 DY GN /1)) DXPOND T NPNY N PINN TYIT 1P2) 72120251792 NN (F)
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