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Beginning 
Twice

I invite you to step back for a moment- in 
the middle of the Torah’s description of our 
earliest years- to consider a fundamental 
question: Why does Jewish history begin 
twice?

Our story first began, in Parshat Lech 
Lecha, with the opening of a pre-na-
tional period, the Patriarchal/Matriarchal 
Era.  Launched by Avraham’s journey to 
Canaan, this period comes to an end in Par-
shat Vayechi, with Yaakov’s death.

But, then, our story begins all over again.  
We open the Book of Shmot, and read of 
the birth of the Jewish nation – of a journey 
that will take us from the cauldron of slav-
ery, through the wrenching Exodus, to the 
dramatic Revelation at Sinai.

Why is all this necessary? Why is a 

pre-national period so critical to our peo-
ple’s development? Why doesn’t our story 
begin, as the first Rashi on Bereishit sug-
gests, with the birth of the Israelite nation? 

On one level, this question is clearly rhe-
torical. This week’s issue of Torah Tidbits, 
like all other issues, records numerous 
powerful lessons conveyed by the actions 
of the Patriarchs and Matriarchs. The 
Torah would be incomplete without 
these, and the innumerable other lessons 
taught by our ancestors; as relevant for us 
today as they were on the day the events 
occurred.

And yet, I have always thought that 
there is something more – something to be 
learned not only from the specific stories of 
the patriarchs and matriarchs but from the 
very existence of this introductory period 
itself. Over the years I have identified 
three global foundations, essential to our 
national character, that are laid during the 
patriarchal/matriarchal era. I believe that 
these underpinnings serve as the best argu-
ments of all for the inclusion of this seminal 
period in the record of Jewish history.

1. The patriarchal/matriarchal era estab-
lishes the significance of the yachid (the 
individual).

God wanted there to be a time when the 
totality of our people’s experience would 
be defined by the lives and dreams of indi-
viduals: Avraham, Sara, Yitzchak, Rivka, 
Yaakov, Rachel and Leah. Their stories 
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would serve to remind us, even after the 
dawn of the national era, of the continuing, 
inestimable importance of each individual. 

Generations before Avraham begins 
his journey, the Torah records the stories 
of two failed civilizations. Personal greed 
dooms the generation of the flood, while 
societal tyranny seals the fate of the build-
ers of the Tower of Bavel. In the aftermath 
of these two catastrophic failures, HaShem 
commands Avraham and his descendants 
to model righteousness for the world. To 
fulfill this task, they will need to strike a 
healthy balance between individual and 
community.

With the birth of Jewish nationhood, 
the newly established tzibur (commu-
nity) could not be allowed to overwhelm 
the individual or stifle individuality. Our 
nation’s birth, therefore, had to wait until 
the patriarchal/matriarchal period fully 
established the importance of each per-
son’s unique contribution to the communal 
fabric. 

2. The patriarchal/matriarchal era estab-
lishes the primacy of the Jewish family and 
home.

In a very real sense, this introductory 
period of Jewish history can be seen as a 
journey towards one specific moment, the 
moment when Yaakov lies on his death-
bed surrounded by his children. Unlike 
Avraham and Yitzchak, each of whom had 
progeny who were lost to Jewish history, 
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Yaakov now knows that all of his children 
intend to follow in his ways. After three 
generations of struggle with outside influ-
ences and internal turmoil, the Hebrew 
family is finally whole. The patriarchal era 
can now safely end. 

The journey of the patriarchal house-
holds to that moment teaches us that: 
before we could become a nation, we had to 
be a family.

The significance of the home is under-
scored again when God delivers His 
preparatory instructions to Moshe at Sinai: 
“Thus shall you say to the House of Yaakov 
and speak to the People of Yisrael…” Do not 
assume that, since you are now the “People 
of Yisrael,” you can, therefore, set the “House 
of Yaakov” aside. The family unit remains of 
primary importance.

The Jewish home is and always has been 
the single most important educational unit 
in the perpetuation of our people. What 
our children learn at home, through exam-
ple and word, shapes both their knowledge 
of and their attitude towards Jewish tradi-
tion and practice. The home’s centrality 
finds its roots in the earliest moments of 
our people’s story, in the journey of the 
patriarchal families, centuries before our 
nation is created.

3. The patriarchal/matriarchal era estab-
lishes a preexisting national legacy. 

The value of our possessions, whether 
material or spiritual, increases exponen-
tially when those possessions are perceived 
as a legacy from previous generations. A 
beautiful pearl necklace is infinitely more 
precious if it is an heirloom which belonged 
to a beloved mother or grandmother.

Because of the patriarchal/matriarchal 

era, our nation is born with a preexisting 
legacy. By the time the Exodus and Reve-
lation launch the national era, we already 
possess a history. Our dreams reflect the 
dreams of our forefathers and our goals 
represent the fulfillment of their hopes. 
The Land of Israel is not an unknown des-
tination, but a cherished Land of which 
we have already heard countless tales, a 
Land promised to our ancestors centuries 
before. The Torah and its commandments 
are not foreign concepts, but the expected 
realization of covenants already contracted 
between God and those who preceded us.

The phenomenon of a pre-existing legacy 
lends a richness and depth to the moment 
of our nation’s birth that could not have 
been created in any other way. Even more, 
however, this phenomenon sets the ini-
tial paradigm for the ongoing process of 
mesora, the transmission of tradition from 
one generation to the next. From the very 
beginning, our mission is personal, a mis-
sion shaped not only by God’s will but also 
by the memories of people and ages gone 
by. Those warm memories, together with 
countless others created across the years, 
form the ever-growing human dimension 
of our heritage, a dimension essential to the 
mesora process, a dimension originating in 
the patriarchal/matriarchal era. 

Three critical, pre-existing foundations 
shape our nation’s character from the 
moment of its birth. Perhaps that is why, 
with inestimable wisdom, God provides us 
with a history that begins twice. 


