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Week 4 – Intro 
Brit Bein ha'Betarim: 

The Divine Promise to Israel of Nationhood and Land –  
A Biblical and Rabbinic Perspective 

Dr. Ben Hollander 
 
As we well know, Zionism has meant many things to many people. For Herzl, it addressed the 
Jew facing the modern world, while for Ahad Ha-am it addressed Judaism facing the modern 
world; for Jabotinsky it was a "wall of fire" protecting the Jewish people, while for Buber it was 
a means through which that people's light emanated to the nations. 
 
But of course the first Zionist was Abraham―or maybe Terach!―and the first Zionist Congress 
was convened by God and attended by Abraham that congress was the Brit Bein Habetarim,  in 
which the platform of Biblical Zionism was established.  
 
Our goal will be to explore that platform, through the prism of midrash and parshanut, and seek 
its guidance for these fateful days in which the nation that dwells in Zion and, by extension, the 
Jewish people finds itself.      

Study Materials: 
 

1. Bereshit Chapter 15 
2. Bereshit Rabbah  “idn hfbt” 
3. Rashi and Ramban: 

a. Rashi on “After these things…” (Genesis 15:1) 
b. Rashi  on “vayashev” and Ramban on “vayashev otam” 

4. Ramban 
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Study Questions: 
 
1. What question of logic are these 3 midrashim addressing? (Consider the events of the 

previous chapter.) 
 
2. Each midrash suggests that Abraham's fear was in a certain realm.  Try to pinpoint the 

respective realms in a single word. Cite a modern example of each. 
 
3. The midrashim are the source for this Rashi.  How it is a good example of how Rashi works 

with his sources. 
 
4. What change does Rashi make in the wording of the midrash through which he raises a moral 

question that is different from that raised by the midrash? 
 
5. Reflecting on verses 5-8, what do you make of… 

a. God's promise of_______________ (verse 5) 
b. Abraham's response: (verse 6) 
c. God's promise of_______________ (verse 7) 
d. Abraham's response: (verse 8) 

 
6. What problem of logic is created by Abraham's response in verse 8, and how does the 

following Rashi attempt to solve it? (Rashi on verse 6 "v'he'e'min baShem" and 
"vayachsheveha lo Tzedakah" but skip the first part of this second Rashi and only do the 
devar acher) 

 
7. What is the textual basis for Rashi's answer? Formulate the answer in contemporary terms. 
 
8. v. 11 (Rashi "vayashev") (Ramban "vayashev otam") 
 
9. Why do Rashi and Ramban feel compelled to explain the swooping down of the vulture and 

Abraham chasing it away, symbolically? 
 
10. Fill in the following chart (the chart on pg. 151 of Leibowitz Studies in Bereshit) 
 The bird of prey The carcasses Abraham 
Rashi:    
Ramban:    
 
11. How could each parshan argue that his perush in more in keeping with the context of the 

chapter? Which do you find more convincing? 
 
12. In sum, each parshan feels that when God makes the covenant with Abraham for nationhood, 

Land and peoplehood, He conveys to the patriarch, via the vulture that he needs to chase 
away, the most crucial challenge that his people will face in the course of their history. What 
is that challenge according to Rashi, and what is it according to Ramban? How does each 
play out today? 

 
13. Sum up the central characteristics and challenges of Zionism according to  this chapter with 

the midrashim and perushim that we've studied. 
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Bereshit Chapter 15: 
 

uy erp ,hatrc 
örjc©t t¨rh¦Txk©t r«nthk v®z£j©NlC örjc©txk¤t v²Iv±hxrlc§s v²ḧv vgK¥ẗv oh¦rkc§S©v | r©j©tzt 
hif«b¨t±u hikxi¤T¦Txv©n v°Ivdh h²b«s£t örjc©t r¤nt«H³uzc :s«t§n vhC§r©v W§rkf§G Qkk i¯d̈n hif«b¨t 

v¨T©,²b tO hik i¥v örjc©t r¤nt«H³uzd :r®zgghik¡t e¤G¤N©S tUv h¦,hhC e¤J¤nxigcU h¦rh¦rfg QhkIv 
o¦txhiF v®z W§J̈rh°h tO r«nthk uhkk¥t v²Iv±hxrlc§s v¯B¦v±uzs :h¦,«t J¥rIh h¦,hhCxigc v¯B¦v±u g©r²z 
r«p§xU v¨n±h©n¨�©v t²bxygC©v r¤nt«H³u vkmUj©v I,«t thmIH³uzv :W¤J̈rh°h tUv Whgg¥N¦n thm¯h r¤J£t 

IK ̈vgc§J§j³H³u v²IvhlC i¦n¡t¤v±uzu :Wgg§r³z v®h§v°h v«F Ik r¤nt«H³u ö,«t r«P§xik klfUTxo¦t ohickfIF©v 
Wjk ,¤,kk oh¦S§GlF rUt¥n Wh¦,thmIv r¤J£t v²u«v±h h°b£t uhkk¥t r¤nt«H³uzz [haa] :v¨e¨sjm 

uhkk¥t r¤nt«H³uzy :v²B¤J̈rh¦t hiF g©s¥t v¨NlC v°u«vdh h²b«s£t r©nt«H³uzj :V¨T§J¦rjk ,t«Z©v .¤r̈t¨vx,¤t 
Ikxj©E°H³uzh :k²zId±u r«,±u JkKªJ§n k°h©t±u ,¤JgKªJ§n zhg±u ,¤JgKªJ§n vkk±dgg hik v¨j§e 

tO r«PiM©vx,¤t±u Uvhg¥r ,t©r§eik Ir§,iCxJh¦t i¥T°H³u Q®u¨TlC ö,«t r¥Tlc±h³u vgK¥txkkFx,¤t 
v¨n¥S§r©,±u tIckk J¤n¤�©v h¦v±h³uzch :o¨rjc©t ö,«t c¥�³H³u oh¦r²djP©vxklg y°hlg¨v s¤r̄H³uzth :r¨,kc 
g©s¥T lg«s²h örjc©tjk r¤nt«H³uzdh :uhkkkg ,gkgp«b vkk«s±d vkf¥J£j v¨nh¥t v̄B¦v±u örjc©txklg vkkjp²b 
o³d±uzsh :v²b¨J ,It¥n glC§r©t ö,«t UBig±u oUskcfg³u o¤vkk tO .¤r¤tjC Wfg§r³z v®h§v°h | r¯dxhiF 

tIc¨T v̈T©t±uzuy :kIs²D Jmf§riC Utjm¯h ihfxh¥r£j©t±u hif«b¨t i¨S Us«cfg³h r¤J£t hID©vx,¤t 
i«ufg ohk̈JxtO hiF v²B¥v UcUJ²h highic§r rIs±uzzy :vkcIy vkch¥GjC rhc̈E¦T oIk¨JjC Wh¤,«c£txk¤t 
r¤J£t J¥t shiPlk±u i¨Jkg rUB©, v¯B¦v±u v²ḧv v¨ykkfg³u v¨tkC J¤n¤�©v h¦v±h³uzzh :v²B¥vxslg h¦r«n¡ẗv 
Wfg§r³zjk r«nthk ,h¦rjC örjc©tx,¤t v²Iv±h ,©rkF tUv©v oIHlCzjh :vgK¥t¨v oh¦r²z±D©v ihhC rlckg 

h°bh¥E©vx,¤tzyh :,¨rjPxr©v±b k«s²D©v r̈v²B©vxslg o°h©rjm¦n r©v±B¦n ,t«Z©v .¤r̈t¨vx,¤t h¦T©,²b 
h¦r«n¡t¨vx,¤t±uztf :oh¦tkp§r̈vx,¤t±u h°Z¦rjP©vx,¤t±u h¦T¦j©vx,¤t±uzf :h°b«n§s©E©v ,¥t±u h°Z°b§E©vx,¤t±u 

:h¦xUc±h©vx,¤t±u h¦J²D§r°D©vx,¤t±u h°bfg³bjF©vx,¤t±u 
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Bereshit Rabbah –      idn hfbt s v"s sn varp (tbkhu) vcr ,hatrc 
1) R. Levi said: It was because Abram was 
apprehensive and said: Perhaps there was 
among the people I killed one righteous or 
god-fearing man. This may be compared to a 
man who was passing by a king's orchard. He 
saw a bundle of thorns and went down and 
took them. The king happened to be looking 
and saw him. Whereupon he hid them behind 
him. The king said to him: Why are you hiding 
them from me? I would have needed labourers, 
in any case, to clear them. Now that you have 
done so, come and take your due. In like 
manner, the Holy One blessed be He said to 
Abram: Those people you slew were like cut 
up thorns, as it is written: "And the people 
shall be as the burnings of lime, as thorns cut 
up, shall they be burned in fire" (Isaiah 33, 12).

'ih,r, rnt huk hcr 'lk idn hfbt (t 
vhva hpk rnt huk wr 'tsj hrnt ibcru 
i,ut rnt, rnutu sjp,n ovrct ubhct 
sjt ehsm ovc vhva h,drva ihxkfut 
rcug whva sjtk kan 'sjt ohna trhu 
ka vkhcj vtr lkn ka uxsrp hbpk 
vtru lknv .hmvu vkybu srhu ohmue 

vn hbpn k"t uhbpn inyn khj,v u,ut 
lhrm h,hhv ohkgup vnf inyn v,t 

tc v,ut ,aaea uhafg v,ut uaueha 

ovrctk v"cev rnt lf rfa kuyu 
ohjuxf ohmue ,drva ihxkfut i,ut 

uhvu (dk vhgah) ch,fs tuv tsv 'uhv 
'ohjuxf ohmue shx ,upran ohng

2) R. Levi gave another interpretation: It was 
because Abram was apprehensive and said: 
Perhaps the sons of those kings I slew will 
gather together an army and make war against 
me: Said the Holy be blessed He to him: "Fear 
not, I am thy shield." Just as a shield can 
withstand all the swords that strike it, so even 
if all the nations of the world gather together 
against you, I shall fight them. 

ubhct vhva hpk hrjut rnt huk hcr (c 
i,ut rnt, rnutu sjp,n ovrct 
ihxbfn ovhbca h,drva ohfknv 

'vnjkn hng ohaugu ohtcu ihxkfut 
'lk idn hfbt trh, kt v"cev uk rnt 
,utc ,ucrjv kf ukhpt vzv idnv vn 

kf whpt ,t lf isdbf ,snug thv vhkg 
hbt ojkb lhkg ihxbf,n ohcfuf hscug 

'isdbf
3) The Rabbis gave one interpretation: It was 
because Abram was apprehensive and said: I 
went into the fiery furnace and was saved; I 
went do battle with the kings and was saved. 
Perhaps I have already used up all my reward 
in this world, and there will be nothing left for 
me in the hereafter. Said the Holy One blessed 
be He to him: "Fear not, I am thy shield." All I 
did for you in this world, I did gratuitously for 
you; but your reward is stored up in the 
hereafter — "thy reward is exceeding great." 
This idea is contained in the following verse 
(Psalm 3, 20) : "Oh how great is Thy 
goodness., which Thou hast laid up for them 
that fear Thee." 

ubhct vhva hpk tsj hrnt ibcru (d 
iacfk h,srh rnutu sjp,n ovrct 

ohfknv ,njknk h,srh 'h,kmbu atv 
okugc hrfa h,kce,ba rnt, 'h,kmbu 
rnt 'tck sh,gk oukf hk ihtu vzv 

vn kfu lk idn hfbt trh, kt v"cev 
h,hag obj vzv okugc lng h,haga 

'tck sh,gk ieu,n lrfa kct lng 
rnt ,ts vn lhv stn vcrv lrfa 

,bpm rat lcuy cr vn (tk ohkv,) 
 /lhtrhk
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Rashi: 
 
“After these things…”  After he had been 
vouchsafed the miracle of his slaying of the 
kings, he was worried and said: “Perhaps I 
have, in this way, received my due for all my 
righteous acts.”  Because of this, the 
Omnipotent said to him: “Fear not Abram! I 
am thy shield” from punishment, ensuring that 
you will not be punished for all the lives you 
have taken.  As for your concern over your 
reward―“thy reward shall be exceeding 
great.” 

euxp uy erp ,hatrc h"ar 
 t 

ouen kf - vktv ohrcsv rjt (t) 
rjt /dkpun hrjt 'lunx rjt rntba 

ohfknv ,t drva vz xb uk vagba 

rfa h,kce tna rnutu dtus vhvu 
ouenv uk rnt lfk 'h,uesm kf kg 

in lk idn hfbt orct trh, kt 
i,ut kf kg abg, tka abugv 

kg dtus v,ta vnu ',drva ,uapb 
:stn vcrv lrfa 'lrfa kuce 

 

 kg ,ut uk kta tk - wvc ihntvu 
kta .rtv ,aurh kg kct ',tz 

:gst vnc uk rntu ,ut uk 

 'vjrpvu vchab iuak - cahu 

'ujur cah (jh zne ohkv,) unf 

'o,ukfk hah ic sus tcha znr 

sg ohnav in u,ut ihjhbn ihtu 

:jhanv lkn tcha 
 
Ramban 
 
“Fear not”—He was apprehensive of two 
things: the kings, lest their armies or 
successors should outnumber him and 
overwhelm him in a second round, or that he 
would die without leaving an heir.  God 
therefore promised him that He would shield 
him from them and he would yet receive an 
exceeding great reward for walking with Him. 

uy erp ,hatrc i"cnr 
hban trh,n vhv - orct trh, kt 
o,utcm ucrh ip ohfknv in 'ohrcs 

'o,j, ohsnugv ut ov 'uhkg 
tch unuh ut 'vpxbu srh vnjkncu 

vhvh tuv hf ujhycvu 'grz tkc ,unk 
u,fk rfa vhvh sugu 'ovn usgc idn 

:stn vcrv wv og
  

utch hf uk znrb - o,ut cahu 
grzu ,ubcrev kyck ohngv 

:oujhrch ovrct 
 


