Netvort:  Parshas Noach 5770 Defining Reality
By Rabbi Joshua (realistically known as The Hoffer) Hoffman

At the end of parshas Noach, we are told that Terach, Avram's father, began a journey with his family from Ur Kasdim to the land of Cana'an. Before reaching Cana'an, they came to Charan and settled there. We are then told that Terach died in Charan at the age of two-hundred five. Rashi points out that Terach did not die while Avram was still in Charan but only sixty years later, after he had moved to Cana'an on God's command, Terach indeed died in Charan, but not at the point in time implied by a simple reading of the verse. Why did the Torah record his death in this way? Rashi mentions a midrash which says that this was done in order to avoid giving the appearance that Avram abandoned his father in his old age and did not fulfill his requirement to honor him. Moreover, adds the midrash, Terach was, in a sense, already dead, since, as the rabbis tell us, the wicked are considered dead even while alive, and Terach was an evil person who worshipped idols.  Another midrash adds that God told Avram that He exempts him - but only him - from the requirement of honoring his father, since his father is considered as being dead in any case. What is the deeper significance of these midrashim, which seem to be telling us that the Torah' recording of Terach's death earlier than he actually died is acceptable because, as a wicked person, he was really considered as being dead? 

Actually, on a level of simple peshat, or the plain meaning of the verses, Ramban says that there is no problem with recording that Terach died at this point of the narrative, because the Torah simply wanted to finish the story of Terach and clear the way to go on to the next era, that of Avram. Ramban says that this is a device we find used in the Torah very often, namely, to briefly complete the account of someone's life, which really would come to an end later, in order to go on and record the events of the next generation. As Dr. Ya'akov Elman has pointed out in his writings on the Ramban, this is an important device, because it is important to know when a new era has begun and a new way of thinking is emerging. A person needs to have a feel for the 'zeitgeist,' the spirit of the times, in order to approach life properly in any given era. Therefore, the Torah, by recording Terach's death at this point, is alerting us to the fact that a new era was about to begin. 

The Maharal of Prague, in his commentary to Rashi, Gur Aryeh, as well in some other works, carries the implications of these midrashim much further, although his approach is somewhat similar to that of the Ramban’s peshat interpretation. (A full presentation of the Maharal's view on this topic can be found in Rabbi Ze'ev Hoberman's work, Ze'ev Yitrof, to parshas Noach. We will give only a brief summary of his approach). The Mishnah in Avos  tells us that that there were ten generations between from Noach to  Avraham, and all of them made God angry due to their sins,  until  Avraham came and received the reward that would have gone to those generations had they been loyal to God. This Mishnah says the Maharal is telling us, among other things, that Avraham marked a new era in history, divorced from the generations that preceded him. In order to emphasize this, there was a need to completely divorce Avraham from any ties with Terach. Therefore, the Torah records Terach’s death before preceding with Avraham's life account, even though, in actuality Terach was still alive. Since, as the midrash says, Terach was an evil person, he was actually considered dead, and, thus, Avraham’s relationship with him was severed. As we mentioned above, another midrash tells us that God told Avraham that He is exempting him from honoring his father, but He is not exempting anyone else from this requirement. The idea, explains the Maharal, is that in terms of Avraham's role in the unfolding of history, Terach was, in fact dead. In other words, by definition, since there had to be a total severance between Avraham and Terach, Terach was, in fact, dead. 

What is especially significant in the Maharal's approach to the midrashim we have seen is the notion that the needs of a situation can shape the definition of reality. This is especially meaningful in light of the Pirkei D' Rav Eliezer, cited and explained at length by the Ramban to parshas Bereishis, which says that the six thousand years of human history are divided into three eras of two thousand years each, and Avraham and Terach was in order for this new era of Torah to begin. The fact that, according to the Maharal's understanding, the Torah redefined reality in recording Terach's death when it did is therefore very appropriate as a lead-in to the era of Torah, since Torah, as explained at length by Rav Yosef Dov Soloveitchik, zt'l, in his Ish Ha Halacha (Halachic Man) is, in essence, an imposition of a particular construct of reality onto what is perceived as the real world. Thus, as Rav Sololveitchik's father, Rav Moshe, zt'l, told him once near the end of Yom Kippur, the sunset of Yom Kippur is different from the sunset of any other day, because it brings about atonement. Existential philosophy teaches us that existence precedes essence, so that the meaning and function of any particular object does not come by itself, but depends upon the meaning given to it by man Torah also superimposes its view of the world onto the objects that we perceive, and defines them based on its system of constructs. Following this approach to the halachic system, it is appropriate that the end of the first era of history, leading in to the second era, that of Torah, is marked by a report of Terach's death before he actually died. This report was actually saying that Terach was really dead, even though he was physically alive, because the needs of the situation called for him to be dead, and, thus, defined reality. This report serves as an appropriate lead-in to the era of Torah, which imposes its own view of reality onto the perceived world. 
