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This week's parasha (Torah portion), Lech-Lecha, (the third of fifty-four portions) begins with a command, continues with a promise and concludes with a religious rite that becomes forever associated with Judaism.
As the portion begins, the first patriarch and matriarch are stilled called Abram and Sarai.  Their names haven't yet been changed to the more familiar Abraham and Sarah, but that in fact will happen by the time the portion ends.  
Name changes (from Biblical times to today) are always a sign that a person has experienced some personal growth or undergone some significant change (e.g. the custom of changing surnames when a person marries, or a person who converts to/adopts Judaism taking a new Hebrew name).  
Abraham and Sarah receive their new names in connection with God’s promise that Sarah will give birth to a son and name him Isaac (meaning laughter).    The traditional reason given for Isaac’s name is that both Abraham (age ninety-nine) and Sarah (age ninety) laughed when they heard that she is to give birth to a son.  
I suspect that their laughter (especially Sarah’s) was no gentle giggle or chuckle.  I’ll bet it was a hearty and full-throttled guffaw, with a snicker added in for good measure.  Even if we are skeptical of their actual ages (and there is good reason to be suspicious of all the numbers and ages given in the Bible) it is clear that Isaac is to be a miracle birth to a couple in their old age and well past their reproductive years.  They laughed, not because they weren't prepared to trust in God, but because the whole idea seemed so preposterous.  None-the-less, as we shall learn in next week’s Torah portion, Sarah does conceive and gives birth to a son, whom she names Isaac.  
God’s command to Abram as the portion opens is this:  “Go forth, (literally ‘take yourself’) from your native land, from your birth place, and from your familial home to the land that I will show you.”  Abram is to begin a journey, leaving behind all that is familiar and set out without knowing his destination.  
The Hebrew phrase, Lech-Lecha is a curious grammatical construct.  So we ask, Why does God command Abram with this unusual redundant imperative?  
The rabbinic commentaries to the Torah interpret the passage to mean that Abram must set out fully engaged, fully present, in order to begin a journey of self-discovery through which he will come to know his authentic self.  Abram thus becomes the paradigmatic spiritual seeker.  
His journey to self is a model for all people, irrespective of religious identity or background. All of us are like Abram, for our spiritual quest, the search to discover our true self and reveal our life’s purpose and meaning, begins without foreknowledge of where we may be headed.  It is only through the journey that we can gain clarity as to our direction.   
I think Abram followed God’s command because he understood what he needed to do for himself.  Abram was emotionally, psychologically and spiritually sophisticated and mature enough to realize that he had to leave his familiar and comfortable surroundings in order to become who he was supposed to be.
After God’s command to Abram comes the promise that Abram’s descendants (remember he is still childless) will become a great nation, blessed by God.  I think that God’s promise to Abram sounded abstract, maybe even speculative.  He didn’t begin his journey, his personal search, so that God would fulfill the promise.  Perhaps he thought, if I discover who I am truly meant to be, then God’s promise might come to pass.  It seems to me that Abram acted on God’s command completely without regard to the promise that God made.  
In the final chapter of this portion (Genesis 17) God introduces the rite of circumcision as a sign of the covenant between God and the descendants of Abraham.  Circumcision of Jewish males on the eighth day of life is probably the most widely observed Jewish tradition throughout history.  While it is not entirely unheard of for Jews to fail to circumcise (this is a subject of current lively debate that I shall not enter into here) it is exceedingly rare to find Jewish parents who do not observe this custom.  Even when the act of circumcision is not accompanied by the traditional religious ritual and naming ceremony, 99.9+% of Jewish boys are in fact circumcised.
For me, fulfilling the commandment of circumcision of my own sons was not a decision that I made intellectually.  It was my soul that led me to fulfill this traditional ritual.  And I remember well how moving, even mystical, this experience was for me.  

Circumcision is a good example of a religious commandment for which we may not fully understand the reasons, but is none-the-less powerful and worthy of observance.  There are times to listen to our head and there are times to listen to our heart.  
Shabbat Shalom, 
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