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By Rabbi Joshua (militaristically known as The Hoffer) Hoffman

The Torah, in parshas Lech Lecha, describes in great detail the wars between the different groups of kings, as well as the war waged by Avraham to save his nephew Lot. Why are these wars so important? The Ramban writes that they follow the pattern of the principle that the actions of the fathers are a sign for the children, so that these wars paved the way for the wars that the four paradigm kingdoms would fight against the Jewish people in the future, and the exiles that they would experience as a result. Avraham, by fighting these wars, gave the nation the ability to withstand these future wars and exiles and emerge from them intact. The Midrash on this parsha, however, says that when one sees nations warring against each other, he should anticipate redemption. This Midrash is a bit hard to understand, because what happens in a war would seem to be the opposite of what is involved in redemption. How, then, are we to understand the message of this Midrash?  

There is, actually, another Midrash which says that Amraphel, one of the kings involved in the wars, was really Nimrod, who rebelled against God, and feared the influence that Avraham would have in spreading belief in God among the people. He therefore captured Lot, as a means of encountering Avraham and ending his influence.  Rav Moshe Shapiro writes that when non-believing nations begin to sense that belief in God is spreading, they wage war as a last-ditch effort to prevent this from occurring. Perhaps, then on one level, Avraham's battle against the kings was a means of furthering his influence on mankind, as against the efforts of Nimrod and his allies. Rav Shimshon Raphael Hirsch, in his commentary to Lech Lecha, writes that the rapid rise of so many kings in such a small geographical area is an indication of the abdication of personal responsibility on the part of individual people to the rulership. Although Rav Hirsch does not say this, this attitude would seem to be a continuation of the mistake of the generation of dispersion, which stressed collectivism. Avraham, who, according to the Tana'atic work Seder Olam was actually one of those who built the Tower of Bavel, left that ideology behind, and, on God's call of 'lech lecha' - go into yourself,' as translated by the Zohar (see also Sefas Emes), began a quest to discover his true inner self, as a tzelem Elokim, a person created in the image of God. It was, then, Avraham's stress on human responsibility and attachment to God which was rapidly influencing people and which caused the kings, who promoted the opposite approach to life, to generate the battles recorded in our parsha, which the Midrash refers to as the beginning to redemption.  

Rav Avraham Yitzchak HaKohein Kook, in his work Orot, has an essay entitled  "HaMilchama" (The War) which he wrote while in London during World War I, in which he discusses the idea behind our Midrash (an annotated translation of this essay is included in Rabbi Bezalel Naor's translation of the first edition of Orot). In that essay, Rav Kook puts wars in a wider perspective, and says that when governments do battle, their national character comes out in sharper relief. Perhaps this can be seen as part of the battle, to demonstrate how they are different from their enemies. In any case, says Rav Kook, this development is important for the development of the Jewish people, as well, because the Jewish nation is a mirror image of the seventy nations of the world, with the added element of serving God. Each nation has a certain talent which it is especially equipped, by God, to develop, and the Jewish nation, in turn, learns these various talents from the nations, but puts them through the prism of its own specific national character, which is the service of God. In turn, the Jewish nation influences the other nations to use their special talents in the service if God. The completion of this process results in redemption, with all mankind serving God by means of all the various talents given them by their Creator. While Rav Kook does not mention the Ramban in his essay, perhaps we can view the process, as described by Rav Kook, as an extension of the wars and exiles generated by the four paradigmatic kingdoms that the Ramban refers to. However we explain it, following the Midrash, the wars fought by Avraham were truly wars fought for the sake of God, and were meant to further mankind's recognition of His sovereignty.  
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