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A Message for a Modern Debs
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A few years ago, when
reading the short episode of
Avraham’s visit to the land of
the Pelishtim (Philistines) and
his conversation with its ruler,
it occurred to me that these
ancient words encapsulate an
issue at the heart of modern
Jewish life: the struggle of
Judaism with secular ideologies
that offer man-made definitions
of right and wrong. These few
words, read carefully, yield
a fascinating insight into our
modern world.

The account opens with
Avraham’s deception that his
wife Sarah, was in fact his sister.
Being beautiful, Sarah is then
taken to the local chieftain,
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to him in a dream, saying that
she is in fact Avraham’s wife.
Avimelech confronts Avraham,
and asks why he had deceived
him, and denied that she was
his wife. Avraham’s answer is
noteworthy: ‘Because | said,
‘ein yiras Elokim bamakom
hazeh- ‘There is no fear of
Hashem in this place and they

will slay me because of my
wife.”

The conclusion that Avraham
drew is puzzling. He saw that
Philistine society had no fear
of G-d and concluded that
Sce 7<% ™ fe (o
must deceive them in order
to escape. But did their lack
of fear of G-d mean that they
had no morals, and would not
hesitate to kill? Or in modern
terms, is every atheist an axe-
wielding murderer?

In context, this problem
becomes even stronger. The
Pelishtim, despite the modern-
day connotation of ‘Philistine’,
were a law-abiding society, as
is obvious from the context.
On’thé hight after Sarah had
been taken, G-d appeared
to Avimelech in a dream and
said that he was going to die
for taking a married woman.
Avimelech protested his
innocence very strongly, saying
that he was unaware that she
was married, ‘I have acted
with innocence of heart and
clean hands’ and G-d accepted
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his claim. When Avimelech
confronts Avraham, he says that
he has caused him to commit a
‘great sin’. So wife-snatching
was obviously beyond the pale
even for Avimelech, who was
presumably an absolute ruler.
Avraham’s fears seem all the
more unfounded: why did he
think that they would kill him?

The message being conveyed
here is a strom one. A society
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stood out as a symbol of secular
culture, of the heights to which
the enlightened man can climb.
That country was Germany,
famous for its philosophers
and poets. And from that land
emerged the Nazis, who showed
to what bestial depths man is
capable of descending. How did
this nation of thinkers become
a nation of killers within a few
short years? Because thei

IS every atheist an
axe-wielding murderer?

may be law-abiding and ethical,
even profoundly so. But when
that morality stems from a
human understanding of what
is right and wrong - a secular
ethics - then society teeters on
the brink of complete evil, and
can easily descend to killing a
man for his wife. Avraham may
well have seen the law and
order in Avimelech’s country,
but said that as long as these
are not an ethics ofyiras Elokim
they are worth nothing. Man-
eftt "—Zte fr1
invented can be changed.
Modern history bears out the
truth of Avraham’s answer.
There was one country that

ethics were not the iron-clad
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the brittle products of secular
philosophy, which shattered in
the face of Hitler's new vision.

This gap between culture and
basic humanity is chillingly
illustrated by a story told by

Rav Aharon Feldman about
Auschwitz’s sadistic Dr Mengele.
Besides for his gruesome
‘medical’” experiments,

Mengele had, it seems, a less
well-known hobby: music. One
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discovered to be a pianist, was
forced to play classical music for
him, and he would sometimes
accompany her on a violin. This
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