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Who is the Real 
Abraham?
On Religiosity, Nationhood and Universalism

Rabbi Doron Perez
Executive Chairman, World Mizrachi

Could the real Abraham please 
stand up? 

Who really is the Founding 
Father of the Jewish People and 

what was most important to him? 

He seems to be a person of great contra-
dictions! Was he the devout knight of faith 
and religious fundamentalism prepared to 
sacrifice his son in the name of absolute 
obedience to G-d? 

Was he perhaps an uncompromising 
nationalist prepared to declare war on 
other nations in order to save Lot – to kill 
others for the sake of one member of his 
tribe? 

Was he perhaps a great humanist pre-
pared to pray for the good of the despica-
bly immoral Sodomites? 

A strong case could be made for all three.

Religiosity

Avraham is the consummate ambassador 
of religious faith and the ultimate man of 
G-d. We are first introduced to him when 
Hashem commands him to leave his coun-
try, land of birth and father’s house – to 
leave everything familiar behind and to 
embark on a Divinely ordained religious 
odyssey to the unknown. He follows with-
out question. We are privy to many more 
Divine commands and conversations 
throughout his life. We encounter a man 
deeply connected to G-d, commanded 
by Him and absolutely obedient to Him. 

Nowhere is this obedience clearer than in 
the perplexing command to sacrifice his 
beloved son Yitzchak, an impossible task 
in itself, yet made even more challenging 
by G-d’s earlier promise that Yitzchak 
would be the forebear of a great nation. 
Nevertheless, Avraham does not deviate 
in his adherence to what he perceives as 
the will of Heaven. He unquestioningly 
marches with his beloved son to Mount 
Moriah knowing full well that he has 
been called upon to kill him on the altar 
of religious faith. Is there a greater act 
of religious fervor, Divine dedication and 
commitment than this in all of Tanach? 

Nationalistic

Avraham is also the epitome of acting 
on nationalistic impulses. His entire life 
revolves around journeying to the specific 
land G-d showed him, the Land of Canaan, 
settling in different parts of that Land and 
being repeatedly promised that G-d will 
bless him to be a ָגּדֹול  ,a great people ,גֹוי 
with a particular task, in this very Land. 

Nowhere is this nationalist impulse 
clearer than in his desire to save his 
errant nephew Lot. As soon as he hears 
that Lot has been taken captive, Avra-
ham springs into action, takes up arms 
and is prepared to fight against regional 
powers to do whatever it takes to rescue 
him. Nowhere does G-d command him to 
do so – it is his own personal decision. He 
is prepared to sacrifice everything – his 
life, his spiritual mission and the lives of 
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every one of his followers in order to save 
one member of the tribe. Not to mention 
that Lot chose to part ways with Abraham 
and seek out his own destiny choosing 
to live amongst the perverse Sodomites. 
Yet Avraham unflinchingly gathers every 
able-bodied man in his household – all 
318 – prepares them for a military mis-
sion and leads them into battle against a 
coalition of major regional powers for the 
sake of his wayward nephew? All for one 
[member of the tribe] and one for all, no 
matter what the price. 

Universalist

Avraham is also a humanist par excellence 
as is clearly evidenced by two remarkable 
acts in this week’s Parasha, Vayeira. 

Firstly his ַהְכָנַסת אֹוְרִחים – hospitality – to 
unknown pagan travelers is unmatched. 
In great pain after his circumcision at the 
advanced age of 99, he runs out in the heat 
of the desert sun to welcome idolatrous 
guests – later to be revealed as angels 
– into his home and hosts them with a 
lavish meal as if they were royalty. 

Although these people were the ideolog-
ical antithesis of everything he stood for 
– he was teaching monotheism and belief 
in a purposeful and personal G-d and they 
were espousing paganism and idol wor-
ship and the belief in many impersonal 
amoral gods – he had no hesitation in 
welcoming them into his home.

These were the same men whose ideology, 
according to Midrashic tradition, Avra-
ham was going out of his way to fight and 
destroy. He was a renowned and revolu-
tionary idol-basher, committed zealously 
to his monotheistic religious beliefs. Yet, 
without hesitation Avraham welcomes 
them into his home, washes the dust of 
idolatry off their feet1, finding a way to 
bridge the boundaries and sit together.

Secondly, when G-d informs Avraham 
of His plan to destroy Sodom, Avraham 
does everything in his power to prevent 
it. Although their actions were abhorrent, 
he loved all of humanity and impassioned 
G-d not to destroy His creatures. He cries 
out in protest to G-d ‘האף תספה צדיק עם רשע’

‘..will indeed the righteous die amongst 
the wicked’? (Bereishit 18:23) 

Surely G-d will not willy-nilly cause the 
death of innocent individuals amongst 
the other wicked practitioners in the city 
protests Avraham.

Three Which Are One 

Which of these three tenets – religiosity, 
nationalism or universalism – represents 
the real Avraham Avinu? 

He is of course a blend of all three – the 
staunch advocate of faith, the proud 
nationalist and the ardent humanist 
devoted to all people created in the image 
of G-d. 

The more he searched for G-d, the more 
he found his fellow man. 

The core principles that he stood for 
formed the authentic blueprint for 
Judaism and the spiritual mission of the 
Jewish people.

In a groundbreaking way, he was able to 
blend the religious, the national and the 
universal into one complete whole. 

Rav Kook’s Formula for Jewish Unity

Remarkably, it is precisely these three 
elements that Rav Kook identifies when 
describing the ideological battles raging 
in the early 1900s in pre-State Palestine.

To me, this was one of the most brilliant 
and insightful essays that I’d ever encoun-
tered and the most ingenious spiritual 
recipe and philosophical framework for 
creating a unified meeting of minds and 
hearts of the different ideological camps 
in Israel. It gave me a fresh perspective 
to view Jewish unity and a fresh lens 
through which to relook at Avraham as 
the founder of the Jewish people. 

Rav Kook writes that the tenets that we 
highlighted regarding Avraham are the 
very same fundamental issues at the ideo-
logical heart of all societies in general and 
Jewish society in particular. He maintains 
that these three issues have divided states 
and societies along political and cultural 
fissures since time immemorial. This 
was certainly true regarding the fledging 

Zionist enterprise at the turn of the last 
century and equally true in Israel today. 

As Rav Kook says: 

כעת במחנינו,…הקודש,  כחות מתאבקים  ’שלשה 
התביעות  שלשת  הם  אלה   - האנושיות,  האומה, 
העקריות, שהחיים כולם, שלנו ושל כל אדם, באיזו 

צורה שהיא, מורכבים מהם.. ’

‘Three forces are wrestling with each 
other at this time in our midst… The holy, 
the national and the universal - these are 
the three central aspirations that life 
in general terms, of  our own and of all 
people, in one way or another, are com-
posed …’ (Orot HaTechiya, 18) 

Without understanding these issues there 
is no real way to fathom the underlying 
fault lines in order to build an inclusive 
and unified Jewish society. Rav Kook 
believed that not only were these three 
ideological underpinnings not contradic-
tory but indeed complementary. They all 
also have a basis in Torah and form parts 
of the Torah’s spiritual vision for Jewish 
and human life.

Although written over a century ago, 
they could not be more relevant today, 
especially in light of the ongoing elections 
and the divide in Israeli society. Although 
the most recent election brought about 
a decisive victory for the right wing, it 
has revealed once again that in the pop-
ular vote, society is divided almost down 
the middle as it has been over the last 
four years and five election campaigns. 
Many of the issues which divide us today 
as the same as the reality in Rav Kook’s 
time . They are a reflection of the deepest 
human and Jewish yearnings – spiritual-
ity, nationhood and universal morality. 

Let us elaborate. 

Any aspiration of G-dliness has ultimately 
translated into a formalized set of religious 
laws, customs and practices. Humanity’s 
passion for the holy and sacred and the 
world of the spirit is integral to the human 
experience. For the Jewish people, this is 
translated into G-d revealing Himself to 
the very first Jew, Avraham, and articulat-
ing a spiritual path. This was formalized 
at the Revelation at Sinai for the recently 
emancipated Jewish people with a giving 

Continued on page 10
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בֹור לֹו ָהָאָדם?  ּיָ ָרה ׁשֶ י אֹוֵמר, ֵאיזֹוִהי ֶדֶרְך ְיׁשָ ַרּבִ
ָכָרן  ן שְׂ ה יֹוֵדַע ַמּתַ ֵאין ַאּתָ ַבֲחמּוָרה, ׁשֶ ה ּכְ ִמְצָוה ַקּלָ יָה ְוִתְפֶאֶרת לֹו ִמן ָהָאָדם. ֶוֱהֵוי ָזִהיר ּבְ ִהיא ִתְפֶאֶרת ְלעֹושֶׂ ּכֹל ׁשֶ

ֶנֶגד ֶהְפֵסָדּה. (אבות ב:א) ַכר ֲעֵבָרה ּכְ ָכָרּה, ושְׂ ֶנֶגד שְׂ ב ֶהְפֵסד ִמְצָוה ּכְ ֵ ל ִמְצֹות. ֶוֱהֵוי ְמַחּשׁ ׁשֶ

ּה ָהָאָדם?  ק ּבָ ְדּבַ ּיִ ָרה ׁשֶ אי), ְצאּו ּוְראּו ֵאיזֹוִהי ֶדֶרְך ְיׁשָ ן ַזּכַ ן יֹוָחָנן ּבֶ ָאַמר ָלֶהם (ַרּבָ
י  ְמעֹון אֹוֵמר, ָהרֹוֶאה ֶאת ַהּנֹוָלד. ַרּבִ י ׁשִ ֵכן טֹוב. ַרּבִ י יֹוֵסי אֹוֵמר, ׁשָ ַע אֹוֵמר, ָחֵבר טֹוב. ַרּבִ י ְיהֹוׁשֻ י ֱאִליֶעֶזר אֹוֵמר, ַעִין טֹוָבה. ַרּבִ ַרּבִ

ְבֵריֶכם…(אבות ב:ט) ָבָריו ּדִ ְכָלל ּדְ ּבִ ְבֵריֶכם, ׁשֶ ן ֲעָרְך ִמּדִ ְבֵרי ֶאְלָעָזר ּבֶ ֶאְלָעָזר אֹוֵמר, ֵלב טֹוב. ָאַמר ָלֶהם, רֹוֶאה ֲאִני ֶאת ּדִ

Pirkei Avot quotes two Tannaim who 
both asked the same question: 
“Eizo he derech yeshara – What is 
the straight path?” The question 

was asked first by Rabban Yochanan ben 
Zakkai1  (Riba”z), who lived at the time of the 
churban Beit Hamikdash, and then again by 
Rebbi Yehudah HaNassi (Rebbi), who lived 
150 years later. Because of the question’s 
importance, it was discussed over the course 
of many generations.2

The Important and Consistent Choice
Before studying the answers given by the 
Tannaim, let’s examine their formulations of 
the question. Rebbi speaks of man “choos-
ing” the straight path. Interestingly, instead 
of the word “yivchar,” which the Torah gen-
erally uses to connote choosing,3 Rebbi 
uses the word “yavor.” This may be meant 
as a hint to the pasuk in Kohelet that uses the 
same root to refer to G-d’s choice of man.4 If 
this is correct, Rebbi’s implication is that it 
is G-d’s choosing us which requires us to be 
careful about our life choices. Man is created 
in God’s image and we – the Jewish People 
– are his children. Our lives are significant
and should be lived properly.

Instead of the word “yavor,” Riba”z uses the 
word “sheyidbak – that he should stick to” to 
describe man’s choice. Riba”z emphasizes 
the need for our choices and life path to be 
consistent. Though different paths offer var-
ious benefits, it is important to live a coher-
ent  life. We do so by “sticking” to one path. 

The Straight Path
Both Tannaim assume the importance of 
seeking the “derech yesharah – straight path.” 
Both these words – “derech” and “yesharah” 
– are significant. 

Parshat Vayera quotes Hashem’s approval 
of Avraham’s intention to teach his children 
His “derech” of how to live in this world.5 A 
derech is more than just the fulfillment of a 
specific mitzvah or the performance of a par-
ticular good deed. It refers to a broader way 
of life. While Vayera uses the term “derech” 
to refer to acting in a just and kind way, the 
Tannaim ask a broader question: what is the 
best “derech” for a person’s life as a whole?
The second word – “yesharah, straight” – sharp-
ens the question’s formulation and directs us 
toward the answer. Our goal should be the 
straight path. The Torah commands us to emu-
late Hashem (who is described as “straight”6) 
by living in a way He sees as straight – “V’asisa 
ha’yashar yashar v’hatov b’einei Hashem.”7 In fact, the 
Midrash adds that Hashem created man in His 
image (only!) so that man can be yashar like 
Hashem!8 Hashem is the model of straightness 
and cannot tolerate those who live a crooked 
lifestyle.9

A Central Goal
“Yashrut – straightness” is meant to be one 
of our central goals in personal growth. The 
Rambam asserts that most of the mitzvot are 
Hashem’s “advice” on how to fix our perspec-
tives and straighten out our lives.10

Understandably, Rav Kook defines the goal of 
chinuch (education) as helping a person find 
their correct form, the central characteristic 
of which is being a person who is “good and 
straight.”11 This is why the Ramchal called 
his mussar sefer Mesilat Yesharim – The Path 
of the Straight. The sefer aims to help people 
identify and persist on the straight path. 

Our Natural State
“Yashrut” is not an external value we need to 
aspire to achieve; it is our original, natural 

state. Sefer Kohelet teaches that Hashem 
creates man naturally “yashar.” It is man’s 
schemes and calculations that cause him to 
veer from his innate straight path.

This explains why Rav Yochanan under-
stood the term “Sefer Hayashar” as referring 
to Sefer Bereishit – “the book of Avraham, 
Yitzchak and Yaakov, who are considered 
yesharim.” Because yashrut is man’s natural 
state, even before the giving of the Torah, 
our Avot were able to live their lives this way.  

Thus, in essence, Rebbi and Riba”z are 
merely asking how we can sustain the nat-
ural yashrut we are all born with. Next week 
we will, iy”H, see their answers. 

 Summarized by Rafi Davis.

1. Though this Mishna is taught second (9th vs. 
1st in the perek), it occurred earlier in time. 

2. The Gemara (Masechet Tamid 28a) quotes
Rebbi as well as other Tannaim asking and 
discussing this question in additional con-
texts. See also the Ruach Chaim commen-
tary of Rav Chaim Volozhin.

3. For example, see Sefer Devarim 30:19: “ ּוָבַחְרּתָ
ים ַחּיִ .”ּבַ

4. Sefer Kohelet 3:18.

5. Sefer Bereishit 18:19.

6. Sefer Devarim 2:4, Sefer Tehillim 92:16.

7. Sefer Devarim 6:17–18. Rashi and the
Ramban (ibid.) discuss exactly what the 
term means in that context. Rebbi here is 
asking about the broader sense of the term. 

8. Midrash Tanchuma Bereishit 7:7.

9. Ha’emek Davar on the Torah, Introduction
to Sefer Bereishit.

10. Mishneh Torah Hilchot Temurah 4:13.

11. Igrot HaRe’eyah 170.

PIRKEI AVOT
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Question: Can parents add a name to 
their three-year-old daughter for the 
sake of honoring the child’s grand-
mother who passed away?

Answer: A person’s name is also his or 
her essence, and therefore, we only 
change names if there is a medical issue 
or other major issue. When it comes to 
a second name, there is a machloket. 
There are two different ways of looking 
at a second name: 1) The first name and 
second name are separate names and 
the first is really the essential one. 2) 
The two names together make up one 
name. Based on the first understanding, 
there seemingly would be no issue with 
adding a second name. However, based 
on the second understanding, it may be 
more problematic. In practice, it is more 
acceptable to add a second name than 
to change a second name, but even so I 
would only recommend doing this under 
difficult circumstances but not for the 
sake of honoring one who passed. 

Question: I am often hosted by others 
and find that whoever makes kiddush 
does not clearly enunciate the words of 
the bracha. If this happens, what should 
I do? 

Answer: The Shulchan Aruch writes that 
ideally, words should be separated when 
making a bracha. Bedieved, even if some of 
the words in the middle were swallowed, 
you are yotzei as long as the beginning 
and the end of the bracha are relatively 
clear (SA OC 110, MB SK 6) assuming you 
know what was said in the bracha. 

Question: Can one plant a seed from a 
kedushat shvi’it etrog in chutz la’aretz?

Answer: Yes, because the seed itself is not 
fitting to be eaten.  

Question: Can I borrow somebody’s 
tefillin without asking for permission?  

Answer: The Rema (OC 14:4) writes that 
one can borrow the tefillin of another 
if there is no option to ask permission. 
The reasoning is because we assume that 
people are pleased to have others perform 
mitzvot with their possessions (Bava 
Metzia 29b). The Mishnah Berurah and Kaf 
Hachaim paskin this way as well, as long 
as the person wraps the tefillin the way 
they were before. However, many poskim 
write that nowadays one cannot borrow 
somebody’s tefillin/tallit without permis-
sion. This is because people are sensitive 
to sweat and because these belongings are 
very expensive (Aruch Hashulchan, Ben 
Ish Chai, Shu”t Tzitz Eliezer). Therefore 
in practice one should not borrow a tallit 
or tefillin without permission. 

Question: Can I put cold dairy food into 
a container that was used in the past for 
hot meat food? 

Answer: It is always best to store in sep-
arate containers. When there is no other 
option, you can put cold dairy into a meat 
container (and vice-versa) as long as it 
will not be there for more than 24 hours. 
Once it is there for 24 hours, questions 
of kavush arise (unless it is not liquidy 
at all). The same ruling is true for glass 
for Ashkenazim, but Sephardim can be 
lenient with glass and leave it in for more 
than 24 hours. 

Question: What must I be careful about 
before saying havdalah?

Answer: Before havdalah, there is a prohi-
bition to eat and to do any work. The pro-
hibition to do work stems from the fact 
that it is still Shabbat, and therefore, once 
you say “baruch hamavdil bein kodesh 
l'chol” or if you said “ata chonantanu” in 
Arvit, you can do work even before havda-
lah. The prohibition to eat stems from the 
concern that one will forget to say havda-
lah, and therefore one may not eat even if 
he said “baruch hamavdil”/Arvit. If people 
started their meal on Shabbat and it con-
tinued through after Shabbat, they can 
continue the meal and do not need to stop. 
However, if they were not eating a meal 
but were snacking on something such as 
fruits or just drinking juice, they must 
stop. One can drink water before havdalah 
(although mekubalim write not to). 

 Translated from Hebrew and abbreviated by
Yaakov Panitch.

Halachic Q&A
Rabbi Yosef Zvi Rimon
Head, Mizrachi Rabbinic Council | Rabbi of the Gush Etzion Regional Council 
Rosh Yeshivah, Jerusalem College of Technology | Founder and Chairman, Sulamot and La'Ofek
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תקציר פרשת וירא
הרבנית שרון רימון

Tanach teacher and author

וירא אנו עדים לבחירתו של ה‘ ב פרשת 
לשתף את אברהם בתכניתו לגבי עתידה 
ה ֲאִני ֵמַאְבָרָהם  של סדום: ”ַוה‘ ָאָמר ַהְמַכּסֶ
ַזֲעַקת ְסדֹם  ...ַוּיֹאֶמר ה‘  ה?!  ֲאִני ֹעשֶׂ ר  ֲאׁשֶ
א  ּנָ ֵאֲרָדה  ָכְבָדה ְמֹאד:  י  ּכִ אָתם  ְוַחּטָ ה  ָרּבָ י  ּכִ ַוֲעמָֹרה 
לֹא  ְוִאם  ָלה  ּכָ ָעשּׂו  ֵאַלי  ָאה  ַהּבָ ַצֲעָקָתּה  ַהּכְ ְוֶאְרֶאה 
ֵאָדָעה“. לפי פשט הפסוק, ולפי רוב המפרשים, ה‘ 
עוד לא קבע את גזר דינם של אנשי סדום, אלא הוא 
מודיע לאברהם כי הוא יורד לבחון את מעשיהם 

ומתכנן לערוך להם משפט.
לשם מה ה‘ מודיע לאברהם על משפטם של אנשי 
סדום? הנימוק לכך מופיע בפסוק יח: ”ְוַאְבָרָהם ָהיֹו 
ָהָאֶרץ“.  ּגֹוֵיי  ּכֹל  וִנְבְרכּו בֹו  ְוָעצּום  דֹול  ּגָ ִיְהֶיה ְלגֹוי 
אברהם קיבל יכולת מיוחדת לברך את בני האדם, 
להיות שותף לה' בהנהגת העולם. כעת, כאשר גורלה 
של סדום עומד על כף המאזניים, ה‘ מעוניין שאברהם 
יהיה שותף אקטיבי בהחלטה. אברהם הוא "אב המון 
גויים“ (יז, ד), וכשם שיש לאב אחריות על בניו, כך 
לאברהם יש אחריות על העמים – לחינוכם, לתיקונם, 

ואף לקיומם. וכשם שאב מרחם על בניו כך מצופה גם 
מאברהם לרחם על כל בני האדם. מתוך כך, אברהם 
מוזמן ע“י ה‘ להיות מעין ”נציג האנושות“ במשפט, 

וסנגורם.
יו ְלַמַען  י ְיַדְעּתִ בנוסף לכך, ה‘ מעיד על אברהם: ”ּכִ
ֶרְך ה‘  ְמרּו ּדֶ יתֹו ַאֲחָריו ְוׁשָ ָניו ְוֶאת ּבֵ ה ֶאת ּבָ ר ְיַצּוֶ ֲאׁשֶ
ט“. אברהם הוא לא רק אבי  ּפָ ּוִמׁשְ ְצָדָקה  ַלֲעשֹׂות 
האומות הדואג לחינוכם ולקיומם ומבקש עבורם 
רחמים, אלא הוא גם שותף לה‘, המייצג את דרך ה‘ 
בעולם, לעשות צדקה ומשפט. בתור אדם המייצג את 
דרך ה‘ בעולם, הוא יכול להשתתף בדיון מתוך שיקול 
דעת הוגן, המותאם לרצון ה‘. אם אנשי סדום זכאים 
עליהם  ויבקש  בעבורם  יתפלל  אברהם  במשפט, 
רחמים, אך אם אנשי סדום ראויים לעונש - אברהם 

יקבל בהבנה את ענישתם.
בעקבות ההודעה של ה‘ לאברהם על משפטה של 
סדום, אברהם מתפלל ומבקש רחמים על אנשי סדום 
ומנסה לשנות את הגזרה, במידת האפשר. עמדה זו 

של אברהם איננה מנוגדת לרצון ה‘, אלא להיפך 
– ה‘ מצפה מאברהם שיהיה שותף להנהגתו וינסה 
להשפיע על הגזירה. יחד עם זאת הוא מצפה ממנו גם 
להכיר בכך שלעתים הצדק דורש ענישה של האדם 
החוטא, ואין אפשרות לוותר על כך, על מנת שיהיה 
צדק ומשפט בעולם (כפי שאכן קורה בסדום בסופו 

של דבר).
אברהם הוא האדם הראשון שנקרא ”נביא“, והוא 
ה'  רק שומע את דבר  נביא שלא  מציג מודל של 
ומעבירו אל בני האדם, אלא גם מתערב בהחלטות 
האלוקיות, מתפלל עבור בני האדם, ומבקש עליהם 
רחמים. מודל כזה אנו מוצאים גם אצל משה רבינו 
ואצל ירמיהו הנביא, המתפללים לה‘ אחרי חטאי 
עם ישראל ומבקשים עליהם רחמים, ומנסים להקל 
ולהמתיק את גזר הדין. הקב“ה חפץ בשותפים בעולם 
הזה אשר יפעלו למען תיקון העולם, ובמקביל לכך 
יתפללו ויבקשו רחמים על בני האדם ויגרמו לה‘ 

להשפיע טובה על העולם כולו.
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Remembering Rabbi Sacks
Sivan Rahav Meir and Yedidya Meir
World Mizrachi Scholars-in-Residence

Rabbi Sacks passed away on 
Shabbat morning, just as Jews 
throughout the world read the 
Torah portion of Vayeira. What 

did Rabbi Sacks teach us about this por-
tion? That the most fundamental priority 
of the Jewish people is education.

“Who was Avraham, and why was he 
chosen?” he asks and answers: “Avraham 
is not described as a righteous man, as 
Noach is, or as one who protests injustice, 
like Moshe, or as a warrior, like David, or 
a prophet, like Isaiah. There is only one 
place, in Parashat Vayera, where the Torah 
mentions why G-d chose Avraham: ‘For I 
have chosen him, so that he will direct his 
children and his household after him, to 
keep the way of the L-rd by doing what 
is right and just.’ To translate this into 
our vernacular, it is as if G-d is saying: I 
know this guy. I know what he’s all about. 
And do you know what he is? He is a good 
teacher. A good parent. A good educator. 
And I know that I can trust him in the 
area that is most important to Me. Not 
the army, not money, not territory, not 
charisma – but education. He will know 
how best to pass the flame on to the next 
generation and to ignite the same spark 
in their eyes. The point is not to amass 
knowledge. Avraham is not meant to 
compel his children to read many books 
but to live their lives in accordance with 
these books. Avraham succeeds in his 
task, and for this reason, to this day, we 
all call him ‘our father.’”

Rabbi Sacks passed away on the Shabbat 
that reminds us all to continue the path 
of our father Avraham by directing our 
sons and daughters to safeguard G-d’s 
ways. Although Rabbi Sacks was a man 
of many interests and talents, his com-
mitment to this ideal was his greatest 
accomplishment.

Rabbi Sacks understood that the most 
pressing problem of our times is the 
ignorance of the Jewish people and the 
assimilation and disappearance that has 
inevitably followed. Recognizing this trag-
edy, he changed his life course to dedicate 
himself to the cause of Jewish education. 
Although he was a Lord, a professor, a 
scholar and a commentator, he was first 
and foremost a rabbi and a teacher. Above 
his studies of the works of Shakespeare, 
Goethe, and Nietzsche, he placed Jewish 
continuity.

He taught us how to pass on our heri-
tage to the next generation: through dis-
cussions, questions and answers, with 
curiosity and passion, and with a spark 
in our eyes (who can forget the spark in 
Rabbi Sacks’ eyes when he learned and 
taught?). He would constantly remind 
us that Judaism is not something to be 
learned by rote, and its students are not 
meant to be robots.

This is why it moved me so deeply to 
hear how his wife, Lady Elaine, began the 
memorial ceremony marking one month 
since his passing. Participating in the 
worldwide virtual ceremony were Tony 
Blair and Gordon Brown, Prince Charles 
and the Archbishop of Canterbury. And 
yet Lady Elaine’s opening words were 
these: “We received so many letters and 
stories this past month. People told us that 
they sent their children to get a Jewish 
education because of my husband.” This 
was her message before all of the eulogies 
delivered by honored guests because this 
truly was Rabbi Sacks’ greatest passion. 
Although he had the opportunity to sit in 
lavish mansions with kings and princes, 
Rabbi Sacks understood that it was far 
more important to ensure that one more 
Jewish child would continue on the path 
of their ancestors.

We all loved Rabbi Sacks very much, and 
we were deeply pained when he was sud-
denly taken from us. But the great vacuum 
that has been created in the Jewish world 
by his parting will not be filled by merely 
loving and missing Rabbi Sacks. It will 
only be filled if we strive to be like Rabbi 
Sacks. The task that he left us is not to 
purchase his books but to adopt his path. 
As he said about the Lubavitcher Rebbe: 
“Good leaders create followers. Great lead-
ers create leaders.” Rabbi Sacks did not 
want people to quote his ideas by copying 
and pasting. He wanted people to take 
responsibility, transcend themselves to 
change the Jewish world and bring the 
Torah to every Jew.

◼ ◼ ◼

Stop. The Torah interrupts the narration 
of dramatic events that start with the cre-
ation of the universe and continue with the 
flood, only in order to describe in detail a 
seemingly insignificant act: how someone 
invites guests into his tent and shows them 
hospitality. How Avraham Avinu runs after 
three strangers in the desert in order to 
ask how they are and to give them food 
and drink.

Many commentators write that there is a 
lesson here, that the purpose of this descrip-
tion of welcoming guests is to teach us that 
this is actually the main event. The Torah is 
not a scientific or historical book. The word 
“Torah” is derived from the word for instruc-
tion. Its purpose is to instruct, to guide, to 
educate. Therefore it tells us almost nothing 
about all the nations and kings that rose and 
fell during that time, but it does pause and 
include many passages when the subject is 
welcoming guests.

The Torah describes events that transpired 
over thousands of years in a few passages, 
but when there is an important lesson to 

Continued on next page
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“And Sarah saw the son of 
Hagar the Egyptian, who 
she had born unto Avra-
ham, mocking. And she 

said to Avraham, ‘Cast out this maid-
servant and her son for the son of this 
maidservant shall not inherit with my 
son, with Yitzchak’. And the matter was 
very bad in the eyes of Avraham, concern-
ing his son. And Hashem said to Avraham, 
‘Let it not be bad in your eyes because of 
the lad and because of your maidservant. 
Whatever Sarah says to you, listen in her 
voice, for through Yitzchak your seed shall 
be called’” (Bereishit 21:12).

In this wee’s Parsha we read of the mirac-
ulous birth of Yitzchak to the elderly 
Avraham and Sarah, after many years 
without children of their own. Yishmael, 
who until now saw himself as the natural 
successor of Avraham Avinu did not take 
well to his younger half-brother and wary 
of his mocking, Sarah told Avraham to 
cast him and his mother away from their 
home. Avraham disagreed with Sarah and 

did not want to send them away, until 
Hashem appeared to him and said, “What-
ever Sarah says to you, listen in her voice”.

At first glance, Hashem’s advice to Avra-
ham appears to be worded strangely. If 
Hashem’s intention is to tell Avraham 
to listen to his wife and do as she says, 
He should have told him to listen TO her 
voice. Why does Hashem tell Avraham 
to listen IN Sarah’s voice? Furthermore, 
Avraham has already heard her request 
and was greatly troubled by it. How was 
listening to Sarah again supposed to 
change Avraham’s mind?

In truth, Hashem did not only advise Avra-
ham to listen to Sarah a second time, but 
advised him to listen to her in a different 
way. Avraham has already listened TO her 
voice and heard what she has to say. This 
time, Hashem commands him to listen IN 
her voice and understand the reasoning, 
emotion and wisdom in her words. Once 
Avraham had listened IN Sarah’s voice, 
he was prepared to make the tough but 
necessary decision to send Yishmael away.

It is not enough to listen to the words of 
others. We must listen within their words 
in order to understand what lies behind 
what they are saying. Sensitive listening 
will allow us to understand the true inten-
tion of what is being said as opposed to 
the meanings we impose or assume in 
the words of others. We may not end up 
agreeing, but we can drastically improve 
our communication.

Shabbat Shalom!

למה שלושה מלאכים מגיעים לאוהל של אברהם 
ושרה בפרשת השבוע? פרשנינו מסבירים שאחד 
הגיע כדי לבשר לשרה על לידת יצחק, אחד כדי 
להפוך את העיר סדום, ואחד כדי לרפא את אברהם 
אחרי ברית המילה. ולמה זה לא מספיק שמלאך אחד 
יבצע את שלוש המשימות? רש“י כותב על כך: ”אין 

מלאך אחד עושה שתי שליחויות“.
כלומר, גם כשמדובר במלאך, נותנים לו משימה אחת 
בכל פעם, שליחות אחת שהוא מרוכז בה. זה לא 
דבר פשוט ליישום: אם אנחנו לומדים כעת – זוהי 
המשימה שלנו, בלי הסחות דעת. אם אנחנו מבלים 

זמן עם הילדים – זו השליחות, בלי לנסות להספיק 
עוד מלא דברים תוך כדי.

אנחנו בעידן שבו הקרב על הקשב והריכוז הופך 
קשה יותר ויותר. הרב ירוחם ליבוביץ' כתב שכבני 
עושה שתי  לא  מלאך  לזכור שאפילו  עלינו  אדם 
שאלה  תלמידיו  את  לשאול  נהג  הוא  שליחויות. 
ממוקדת: ”מה אני עושה עכשיו?“. במקום לבלבל 
את עצמנו במטלות רבות בבת אחת, צריך להגדיר 
בבהירות ובצלילות מה המשימה שעומדת בפנינו 

כעת. בהצלחה.

Continued from previous page

teach we are forced to pause, to study what 
is happening in depth, and to draw the 
proper conclusions.

All such “small” acts we do in the course 
of our lives that no researcher or journal-
ist would notice, all our tiny good deeds, 
seemingly devoid of drama, may ulti-
mately be the most significant and influ-
ential of all. And perhaps the moment for 
such an act on our part is waiting for us 
this very moment. 

◼ ◼ ◼

 It is not enough to listen to the 
words of others. We must listen 
within their words in order to 
understand what lies behind what 

they are saying.
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of Divine law to direct Jewish collective 
and individual life. 

Since the very dawn of humankind, people 
have divided themselves into nations 
as separate people talking different lan-
guages and living in clearly demarcated 
lands. Jewish tradition speaks of the origi-
nal 70 core nations in the aftermath of the 
flood and the descendants of Noah. Iden-
tifying with a particular group of people 
who share a similar history and culture, 
speak a common language, and live in 
defined borders has proven to be part of 
the psyche of man. The Jewish people are 
indeed no different. Jewish nationhood, 
as we’ve mentioned, goes as far back as 
the first Jew and the promise to create a 
distinct people in a distinct land. At the 
outset Abraham is called אברהם העברי – 
Abraham the Hebrew, as a person and 
people set apart, ultimately becoming 
the name of the Hebrew language, עברית. 

Universal morality has also been a deep 
yearning of humanity for peace amongst 
the family of nations; love and fellowship 
amongst all human beings. Since the dawn 
of time, there have been significant forces 
in society seeking out a collective universal 
good. Avraham as we saw was a champion 
of this ideal and his type of monotheism is 
arguably the most influential moral idea 
ever taught – a purposeful and personal 
G-d who created all people in His image, 
imbuing them all with infinite value.

Divided We Stand 

A careful analysis shows that these three 
issues cut to the heart of the divide in the 
political and cultural spectrum in Israel 
today. I studied for a degree in Jewish 
philosophy in Israel many years ago and 
chose to do as my final paper a disserta-
tion on Rav Kook's article – an analysis 
of the issues that divide and unite us. I 
decided to analyze the political platforms 
of all the major parties in Israel then in 
order to see to what extent they reflect 
these values that Rav Kook points out. I 
was amazed at my findings. Rav Kook, 
with almost prophetic insight, revealed 
the ideological essence and pulse of the 
entire society. I found that all the parties 
defining themselves as religious parties 

saw as their most important value, the 
principle of Jewish law – Halacha – before 
anything else. Every one of these parties 
called on their followers to submit them-
selves to all of the minutiae of Torah law. 

I found that all of the political parties on 
the Right Wing of Israel see as their core 
value preserving and building a strong 
Jewish Zionist nation. Their core values 
are security for all Israeli citizens within 
strong defensible borders. They believe 
in preserving the national and Zionist 
traditions of language and culture and 
in a strong and united army in order to 
preserve these values. 

All the Left Wing parties see as their 
salient value the democratic element of 
the Jewish State, the moral and univer-
sal values of brotherhood amongst the 
families of nations – an ongoing quest for 
peace between Jews and Arabs and indeed 
all of humanity. Their secular humanism 
is inspired by lofty spiritual ideas of the 
unity of all men.

This is not to say that some or all of these 
values are unimportant to the other 
parties as well. Indeed in the platform 
of many of the other parties, some or all 
of these values appear in one form or 
another. The point being made though 
is that to some parties and ideological 
groupings one of these values takes 
greater precedence over the other. 

So too is this the same today in Israel’s 
major political parties. 

The Power to Unite 

Rav Kook’s remarkably novel insight is 
that all three of the values of G-dliness, 
Nationhood and Universal morality are 
a reflection of the deepest yearnings of 

the human spirit. Most importantly they 
reflect the vision and aspiration of Biblical 
and Rabbinic Judaism. They are the very 
foundation of the Torah. 

Rav Kook is in essence explaining that as 
much as these three values have divided 
the Jewish people, they have the potential 
to unite them. All the significant parties 
in Israel reflect in some way or another 
these eternal Torah values. 

Rav Kook explains how each one rep-
resents part of the whole truth of what 
Judaism is about and that a complete 
understanding of the Jewish mission 
must incorporate all three, weaved into 
one seamless whole. Alone they can be 
divisive to the extreme. Together they 
unite. Alone they are contradictory, 
together they are complementary. Alone 
they are a thesis and antithesis, together 
they are a synthesis. 

He warns how dangerous it is for each 
ideology to see itself as the only truth. 
This leads to a myopic view of Jewish life, 
an unhealthy one dimensional potential 
extremism with each camp seeing itself as 
the only truth. When each focuses on the 
shortcomings of the other and sees itself 
in a self righteous way, divisiveness and 
distortion prevail. An exclusive religious 
view alone can lead to Neturei Karta type 
extremism of siding with Israel’s enemies 
and complete separatism from all others. 
Exclusively nationalist views can descend 
into racial supremacism and undermin-
ing of minorities. Exclusive universal-
ism can lead to compromising national 
security, assimilation and dilution of 
distinct Jewish identity. Each, highlights 
Rav Kook, must be complemented by the 
others. Only together can balance and 
wholeness be achieved . 

The above teaching of Rav Kook is the 
most powerful framework that I know 
within which to galvanize Israeli society. 
We are in urgent need of like-minded 
people and thinkers from all walks of life 
to engage together in a dialogue and to 
articulate a manifesto incorporating these 
values of G-dliness and religion, nation-
hood and Zionism and ethical humanism. 

Exclusive universalism can lead to 
compromising national security, 
assimilation and dilution of distinct 

Jewish identity.

Continued from page 3
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Bringing these three basic principles 
closer together will serve as a cultural 
platform for unity going forward.

The Role of Mizrachi

Mizrachi traditionally has always strived 
to be a bridge in Israeli society. Indeed it 
was the great Rav J B Soloveitchik who 
decided to join the Mizrachi for this very 
reason. He maintained that there would 
be no cohesive future for Israel if there 
were only religious and secular extremes. 
He believed that Mizrachi's path was the 
binding ideology holding Jewish society 
together. In today’s divided society, this 
important historic role of a bridge builder 
is more critical than ever.

I fervently believe that the issue of 
internal strife and disunity is a greater 
threat than any external one. 

Unifying around embracing the synergy 
and complementary nature of these dif-
ferences is key. We have to have it all ways. 

Jewish life is rooted in our belief in G-d 
and His Torah. Without belief in G-d and 
acceptance of the moral and spiritual 
laws revealed at Sinai, we miss the mark 
of Jewish destiny. It defines who we are 
and what G-d wants from us. At the same 
time, the G-dliness revealed to Avraham 
very clearly and profoundly includes both 
a national and a universal ethos.

The principle of Am Yisrael, our collective 
responsibility and destiny, is critical to the 
Jewish story. Yes, G-d revealed himself to 
one man, who became the founder of a 
singular people given a particular land 
and a distinct set of laws to fulfill their 
purpose in this world.

Yes, Jewish particularism and peoplehood 
are at the heart of Judaism. One cannot 
separate Judaism from the Jewish people.

Yet at the same time, G-d demanded 
that Avraham be a source of blessing to 
all people. Jews are part of the family 
of nations because G-d wants us to be a 
source of spiritual blessing and moral 
light to all. To love and respect all those 
created in the image of G-d and be a pro-
active force in a universal mission for the 
greater good of all of humanity.

Hence there is no comprehensive definition 
of Judaism without integrating all three 
elements into one harmonious whole.

May we merit to be forces of unity as 
Avraham our Founding Father and as 
Rav Kook taught at the return of Jewish 
nation-building in the modern era.

1. See Rashi, Bereishit 18:4.
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There is a mystery at the heart of 
the biblical story of Abraham, 
and it has immense implica-
tions for our understanding of 

Judaism.

Who was Abraham and why was he 
chosen? The answer is far from obvious. 
Nowhere is he described, as was Noah, 
as “a righteous man, perfect in his gen-
erations” (Gen. 6:9). We have no portrait 
of him, like the young Moses, physically 
intervening in conflicts as a protest 
against injustice. He was not a soldier 
like David, or a visionary like Isaiah. In 
only one place, near the beginning of our 
parsha, does the Torah say why G-d sin-
gled him out: 

Then the Lord said, “Shall I hide from 
Abraham what I am about to do? Abra-
ham will surely become a great and 
powerful nation, and all nations on 
earth will be blessed through him. For 
I have chosen him, so that he will direct 
his children and his household after him 
to keep the way of the Lord by doing what 
is right and just, so that the Lord will 
bring about for Abraham what He has 
promised him.” (Gen. 18:17-9)

Abraham was chosen in order to be a father. 
Indeed Abraham’s original name, Av ram, 
means “mighty father”, and his enlarged 
name, Avraham, means “father of many 
nations”.

No sooner do we notice this than we 
recall that the first person in history to 
be given a proper name was Chava, Eve, 
because, said Adam, “she is the mother of 
all life.” (Gen. 3:20) Note that motherhood 
is drawn attention to in the Torah long 
before fatherhood (twenty generations to 
be precise, ten from Adam to Noah, and 

ten from Noah to Abraham). The reason is 
that motherhood is a biological phenom-
enon. It is common to almost all forms 
of advanced life. Fatherhood is a cultural 
phenomenon. There is little in biology 
that supports pair-bonding, monogamy, 
and faithfulness in marriage, and less 
still that connects males with their off-
spring. That is why fatherhood always 
needs reinforcement from the moral code 
operative in a society. Absent that, and 
families fragment very fast indeed, with 
the burden being overwhelmingly borne 
by the abandoned mother.

This emphasis on parenthood – moth-
erhood in the case of Eve, fatherhood in 
that of Abraham – is absolutely central to 
Jewish spirituality, because what Abra-
hamic monotheism brought into the 
world was not just a mathematical reduc-
tion of the number of gods from many to 
one. The G-d of Israel is not primarily the 
G-d of the scientists who set the universe 
into motion with the Big Bang. It is not the 
G-d of the philosophers, whose necessary 
being undergirds our contingency. Nor 
is it even the G-d of the mystics, the Ein 
Sof, the Infinity that frames our finitude. 
The G-d of Israel is the G-d who loves us and 
cares for us as a parent loves for, and cares 
for, a child.

Sometimes G-d is described as our father: 
“Have we not all one Father? Has not one 
G-d created us?” (Malachi 2:10). Some-
times, especially in the late chapters of 
the book of Isaiah, G-d is described as a 
mother: “Like one whom his mother com-
forts, so shall I comfort you” (Is. 66:13). 
“Can a woman forget her nursing child 
and have no compassion on the son of her 
womb? Even these may forget, but I will 
not forget you” (Is. 49:15). The primary 
attribute of G-d, especially whenever 

the four-letter name Hashem is used, is 
compassion, the Hebrew word for which, 
rachamim, comes from the word rechem, 
meaning “a womb”. 

Thus our relationship with G-d is deeply 
connected to our relationship with our 
parents, and our understanding of G-d 
is deepened if we have had the blessing 
of children (I love the remark of a young 
American Jewish mother: “Now that I’ve 
become a parent I find that I can relate to 
G-d much better: now I know what it’s like 
creating something you can’t control”).

All of which makes the story of Abraham 
very hard to understand for two reasons. 
The first is that Abraham was the son told 
by G-d to leave his father: 

“Leave your land, your birthplace and 
your father’s house.” (Gen. 12:1)

The second is that Abraham was the father 
told by G-d to sacrifice his son: 

“Then G-d said: Take your son, your 
only son, whom you love—Isaac—and 
go to the land of Moriah, and there sac-
rifice him as a burnt offering on the 
mountain I will show you.” (Gen. 22:2)

How can this make sense? It is hard 
enough to understand G-d commanding 
these things of anyone. How much more 
so given that G-d chose Abraham specif-
ically to become a role model of the par-
ent-child, father-son relationship. 

The Torah is teaching us something fun-
damental and counterintuitive. There has 
to be separation before there can be connection. 
We have to have the space to be ourselves 
if we are to be good children to our par-
ents, and we have to allow our children 
the space to be themselves if we are to be 
good parents.

PARSHAT HASHAVUA
CHIEF RABBIS
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I argued last week that Abraham was 
in fact continuing a journey his father 
Terach had already begun. However, 
it takes a certain maturity on our part 
before we realise this, since our first read-
ing of the narrative seems to suggest that 
Abraham was about to set out on a jour-
ney that was completely new. Abraham, 
in the famous midrashic tradition, was 
the iconoclast who took a hammer to his 
father’s idols. Only later in life do we fully 
appreciate that, despite our adolescent 
rebellions, there is more of our parents in 
us than we thought when we were young. 
But before we can appreciate this, there 
has to be an act of separation. 

Likewise in the case of the Binding of 
Isaac. I have long argued that the point 
of the story is not that Abraham loved G-d 
enough to sacrifice his son, but rather that 
G-d was teaching Abraham that we do not 
own our children, however much we love 
them. The first human child was called 
Cain because his mother Eve said, “With 
the help of G-d I have acquired [kaniti] a 
man” (Gen. 4:1). When parents think they 
own their child, the result is often tragic.

First separate, then join. First individuate, then 
relate. That is one of the fundamentals of 
Jewish spirituality. We are not G-d. G-d is 

not us. It is the clarity of the boundaries 
between heaven and earth that allows us 
to have a healthy relationship with G-d. 
It is true that Jewish mysticism speaks 
about bittul ha-yesh, the complete nulli-
fication of the self in the all-embracing 
infinite light of G-d, but that is not the 
normative mainstream of Jewish spiritu-
ality. What is so striking about the heroes 
and heroines of the Hebrew Bible is that 
when they speak to G-d, they remain 
themselves. G-d does not overwhelm us. 
That is the principle the kabbalists called 
tzimtzum, G-d’s self-limitation. G-d makes 
space for us to be ourselves.

Abraham had to separate himself from 
his father before he, and we, could under-
stand how much he owed his father. He 
had to separate from his son so that Isaac 
could be Isaac and not simply a clone of 
Abraham. Rabbi Menahem Mendel, the 
Rebbe of Kotzk, put this inimitably. He 
said: 

“If I am I because I am I, and you are 
you because you are you, then I am I 
and you are you. But if I am I because 
you are you, and you are you because 
I am I, then I am not I and you are not 
you!”

G-d loves us as a parent loves a child – 
but a parent who truly loves their child makes 
space for the child to develop their own identity. 
It is the space we create for one another 
that allows love to be like sunlight to a 
flower, not like a tree to the plants that 
grow beneath. The role of love, human 
and Divine, is, in the lovely phrase of Irish 
poet John O’Donohue, “to bless the space 
between us”. 

AROUND THE SHABBAT TABLE:

• How does G-d make space for us to 
be ourselves?

• Do you think it is hard for parents to 
make space for children to be them-
selves? Why?

• Does this approach prevent parents 
(and G-d) from protecting their chil-
dren from making mistakes? Do you 
think this is a good approach, or is it 
too risky?

PARSHAT HASHAVUA
CHIEF RABBIS

Join the hundreds of people who receive a short insight
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The Akeidah
Rabbi Hershel Schachter
Rosh Yeshivah, Rabbi Isaac Elchanan Theological Seminary of Yeshiva University

The Rambam writes in Moreh 
Nevuchim (3:24) that the Torah 
records the story of the Akeidah 
in order to emphasize the clarity 

of the prophecies of the nevi’im. Although 
other nevi’im did not reach the level of 
nevu’ah of Moshe Rabbeinu, which is 
termed אספקלריא המאירה (a “clear glass” 
vision), their nevu’ah was not at all ambig-
uous. Avraham Avinu would certainly not 
have been prepared to sacrifice his son 
had his nevu’ah not been totally clear! 
Even though the nevi’im received proph-
ecies through dreams and visions, they 
recognized them to be undoubtedly clear, 
with the vividness of something experi-
enced physically.

We may wonder how to reconcile these 
words of the Rambam with the comment 
that Rashi cites from the Midrash (Bere-
ishis 22:12): Avraham said to [Hashem], “I 
will set my words before You. Yesterday, 
You said to me, כי ביצחק יקרא לך זרע – “Since 
through Yitzchak will offspring be con-
sidered yours.” And You subsequently 
said, קח נא את בנך – “Please take your son 
[and bring him up there as an offering].” 
Now, You say to me, אל תשלח ידך אל הנער – 
“Do not send forth your hand at the lad.’ 
[How am I to reconcile these statements?]” 
The Holy One, Blessed be He, said to him, 
“When I said to you, ‘Take,’ I did not say 
to you, ‘Slaughter him,’ but rather, ‘Bring 
him up.’ You have brought him up. [Now,] 
take him down.”

According to this Midrash, it seems 
as though Avraham misunderstood 
this nevu’ah, whereas according to the 
Rambam, the Akeidah teaches us how 
clear and truthful the various prophecies 
were to the nevi’im!

Rav Chaim Soloveitchik (Chiddushei 
HaGri”z MiPi HaShmu’ah Al HaTorah, 
siman 18) notes that the command, והעלהו 

– “Bring him up,” merely connotes the 
kiddush (sanctification) of Yitzchak as a 
Korban Olah (Burnt Offering). This nevu’ah 
was indeed clear to Avraham, who obeyed 
Hashem’s command and proceeded to 
sanctify Yitzchak as a korban. Avraham 
assumed on his own that something sanc-
tified as a korban should also be offered as 
such, just as an animal that is found in the 
absence of its owner but known to have 
been sanctified as a korban must be offered 
in the name of its owner (Shekalim 7:4). 
This halachah was not part of the nevu’ah. 
Therefore, the subsequent nevu’ah was 
necessary to explain to Avraham that in 
this particular case, this halachah would 
not apply. Rather, Hashem explained, Avra-
ham was to perform the avodah of Yitzchak 
upon the “ram, caught in the thicket by its 
horns” (Bereishis 22:13), instead  of upon 
Yitzchak himself.

This is why Chazal understood that 
Yitzchak in fact attained the full status 
of a Korban Olah. Commenting on the 
passuk, וזכרתי את בריתי יעקוב ואף את בריתי 
 I“ – יצחק ואף את בריתי אברהם אזכור והארץ אזכור
will remember My covenant with Ya’akov, 
and also My covenant with Yitzchak, and 
also My covenant with Avraham will I 
remember, and I will remember the land” 
(Vayikra 26:42), Rashi quotes the Midrash: 
Why was “remembering” not stated with 
reference to Yitz-

chak? Rather, [“remembering” is not nec-
essary in the case of Yitzchak, because] 

the ashes of Yitzchak appear before Me, 
gathered up and placed on the mizbe’ach.

How are we to understand the reference 
to Yitzchak’s ashes if Yitzchak ultimately 
was not offered as a korban? Apparently, 
although Yitzchak himself was not physi-
cally offered, the ashes of the ram, which 
was offered in his place, were considered 
to be “the ashes of Yitzchak.”

Similarly, when there was a famine in 
the land, Hashem told Yitzchak, “Do not 
descend to Mitzrayim, for you are a blem-
ish-free offering, and [territory] outside 
the Land [of Israel] is not worthy of you” 
(Rashi, Bereishis 26:2). At first glance, this 
is also difficult to understand, as the dis-
qualification of removing a korban from 
a more sanctified area to a less sanctified 
area only applies after the shechitah of 
the animal. Since Yitzchak was never 
slaughtered, why was he considered a 
korban that could not leave Eretz Yisrael?

Apparently, the shechitah of the ram was 
considered on some level a shechitah of 
Yitzchak, giving him the elevated status 
of a post-shechitah korban. This is the 
meaning of the passuk, ויעלהו לעולה תחת בנו 
– “And [Avraham] offered [the ram] up as 
an offering instead of his son” (Bereishis 
22:13). The ram did not merely serve as a 
physical replacement for Yitzchak, but 
also as an actual embodiment of Yitzchak 
himself.

It is for this reason that, to this day, Klal 
Yisrael invokes the merit of the Akeidah 
when we pray on Rosh Hashanah: 
 And“ – ועקדת יצחק לזרעו היום ברחמים תזכור
may You mercifully remember today the 
Akeidah of Yitzchak for the sake of his 
offspring.”

 Adapted from Rav Schachter on the Parsha.

 The ram did not merely serve as a 
physical replacement for Yitzchak, 
but also as an actual embodiment 

of Yitzchak himself.

PARSHAT HASHAVUA
SENIOR ROSHEI YESHIVA
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ֹחם ַהּיֹום: ַתח־ָהֹאֶהל ּכְ ב ּפֶ ֵאלֵֹני ַמְמֵרא ְוהּוא יֹׁשֵ ָרא ֵאָליו ה‘ ּבְ ַוּיֵ

“And Hashem appeared to him (to Avraham) by the plains of Mamre; 
and he was sitting at the entrance of the tent as the day grew hot.” (18:1)

The commentaries discuss the 
nature of Hashem’s appearance 
to Avraham at the beginning of 
this week’s parsha. Taking place 

immediately after the episode of Avraham 
circumcising himself and the members 
of his household, Rashi explains that 
Hashem appeared to Avraham for the 
purpose of Bikur Cholim, of visiting the 
sick. The concept of the Almighty visiting 
the sick is one that demands explanation.

To deepen our question, Rav Moshe 
Feinstein, in his commentary on the 
Torah, Darash Moshe, points out that the 
commandment of Bikur Cholim contains 
two core elements. The Shulchan Aruch 
requires a person visiting the sick to both 
pray on behalf of the sick person and to 
examine the specific needs of the sick 
person. Only with these two elements in 
place has the person optimally fulfilled 
the positive commandment of visiting the 
sick. Seemingly, these two fundamental 
aspects of Bikur Cholim are not relevant 
for Hashem. G-d takes care of the needs 
of all people and is the recipient of all 
our prayers. With that in mind, how can 
we understand Rashi’s comment that 
Hashem came to visit Avraham while he 
was recovering from his Brit Milah?

When Halacha demands of us to pray on 
behalf of the sick and to take care of all 
the needs of the sick person, the goal in 
mind is not for the results themselves. 
What is required from us is the show of 
empathy that demonstrates our care and 
love of the person we are visiting. Prayer 
and practical help are the medium used to 
achieve this. The desired result, however, 
is the sick person feeling the compassion 
and friendship of the person visiting. 

On a Halachic level it would appear that if 
a sick person had all of their needs taken 
care of and there were already people 
davening on their behalf, it would not 
become incumbent on another individual 

to visit the sick person in question. 
However, with our new perspective on 
the mitzvah of Bikur Cholim, it’s clear 
that the imperative remains nonetheless. 
The feeling of warmth, love and care can 
always be provided through the mediums 
of prayer and practical help. There is no 
limit on the feeling of friendship. 

Hashem appearing to Avraham as an act 
of Bikur Cholim demonstrates exactly 
this. While the usual elements of Bikur 
Cholim are not applicable to the Almighty, 
Hashem’s appearance to Avraham showed 
love and empathy; showed that G-d was by 
Avraham’s side and supporting him along 
his journey. 

When we try to emulate G-d’s ways by 
fulfilling the mitzvah of Bikur Cholim 
ourselves, we must ensure that our 
intentions in performing the mitzvah are 
for the results that Hashem desires. We 
must attempt to increase friendship and 
to spread love at every opportunity we 
get to fulfil this positive commandment. 

 Edited by Yehuda Kaufold and Josh Harris.

PARSHAT HASHAVUA
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Learning By G-d’s Example
Rabbi Yisroel Reisman
Rosh Yeshiva, Yeshiva Torah Vodaas

When we try to emulate G-d’s ways 
by fulfilling the mitzvah of Bikur 
Cholim ourselves, we must ensure 
that our intentions in performing 
the mitzvah are for the results that 

Hashem desires. 
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Abraham’s tenth and final trial 
was that of the binding of Isaac. 
In his first trial – “G-d said to 
Abraham, ‘Go away from your 

land, from your birthplace, and from your 
father’s house, to the land that I will show 
you....’” – Abraham is told to divorce him-
self from his past. His final trial, though, is 
even more difficult. This time, he is told to 
renounce his future. He is being put to the 
test with regard to his entire life’s work.

At the age of three, Abraham came to 
the conclusion that the world has a 
creator, smashed his father’s idols, and 
was saved from the fiery furnace in Ur 
Casdim. He threw himself into the fire in 
sanctification of G-d’s name. When he was 
miraculously saved from death, he began 
to “make souls,” i.e., gather a following 
which he would teach that the world has 
a creator.

Abraham took in guests, and when they 
thanked him, he told them that the world 
has a Master, and that there is no need to 
thank him. Via the duties between man 
and his fellow man, he brought them to 
an awareness of the duties between man 
and G-d, and, later, to the obligation of 
ransoming captives when he saved Lot. 
Positive action, though, is not enough; 
one must also fight evil. Abraham fought 
against, among other things, the worship 

of the fire-G-d Molekh which involved 
child sacrifice. This was idolatry which 
also embodied the transgression of both 
the duties between man and his fellow 
man and those between man and G-d.

We can just imagine what was going 
through Abraham’s mind during those 
three days on which he journeyed to 
Mount Moriah to sacrifice his son, Isaac. 
Upon descending from the mountain, he 
would have to relate to everybody that 
he sacrificed his son as a burnt-offering 
to G-d. Would not this call into question 
all of his success in his fight against the 
worshippers of Molekh in the name of 
“thou shall not kill”?

This was a very difficult trial, calling his 
entire life-long struggle into question.

Yet, all the same, “The two of them walked 
together.” Abraham binds and ties Isaac 
in order not to damage his innocence. He 
controls himself carefully and exactly.

Rabbi Simcha Bunim of Peshischa, one 
of the leaders of Chassidic movement, 
asked the following question: We blow 
on a ram’s horn on the Day of Judgment in 
order to awaken the merit of the act of the 
binding of Isaac. If this is the goal, why do 
we blow on the ram’s horn which recalls 
the fact that Isaac was not sacrificed? It 
would be more appropriate to hold up 
a slaughtering knife and proclaim that 
with a similar knife was Abraham ready 
to sacrifice his son.

The answer is that the blowing of the 
ram’s horn recalls the words of the 
Almighty, “Do not harm the lad, and do 
not do a thing to him.” We “remind” the 
Almighty that, in the end, He was opposed 
to human sacrifices; we too, today, antic-
ipate the fulfillment of the eternal prom-
ise, “Do not harm the lad.”

We too, at this time, say, “Enough!” to 
the evil adversary of death – we pray and 
request of the Almighty that the sacrifices 
cease and that we merit a speedy and com-
plete redemption.

The Trial of the Binding of Isaac
Chief Rabbi Yisrael Meir Lau
Chief Rabbi of Tel Aviv, Israel

Abraham binds and ties Isaac in 
order not to damage his innocence. 
He controls himself carefully and 

exactly.
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Avraham courageously argues 
with Hashem in defense of the 
people of Sedom, begging that 
G-d spare them from imminent 

annihilation. Avraham takes a strong 
stand, and does not accept Hashem's rejec-
tion, consecutively lowering the number 
of righteous people warranting sparing 
the city (from 50 regressively down to 10). 
Yet, Avraham initiates the conversation 
with humbling words, referring to him-
self as mere “dust and ashes” (v’anochi afar 
v’efer). The Gemara in Chulin 88b states 
that due to this statement by Avraham, we 
merited the ashes of the Parah Aduma and 
the dust used in the concoction drunk of 
the isha Sotah. What exactly is the connec-
tion between Avraham’s statement and 
Para Aduma and Sota? 

The Beit Halevi offers a fascinating expla-
nation based on the characteristics of 
ashes and dust. Dust has no significant 
past, yet from dust blossom flowers, trees 
and other vegetation. Avraham is utilizing 
this comparison to illustrate that he is 
not worthy of arguing with Hashem for 
he has no significant past. Ashes, on the 
other hand, had a past, but the significant 
object was burnt, destroyed and left with 
no current or future existence. Avraham is 

utilizing this comparison to highlight that 
he is not worthy of arguing with Hashem 
for he has no great future. 

Due to Avraham’s humility in approach-
ing Hashem on behalf of the people of 
Sedom, we were granted Para Aduma and 
Sotah – which is actually mida knegged mida 
(measure for measure). The ashes which 
we previously described as resulting 
from a burnt object depicting no future, 
when connected to the Para Aduma, actu-
ally purify the future of the individual 
that is tamei met. The dust which we 
previously described as having no past, 
when included in the drink of the Isha 
Sotah, reveal the true past of the accused 
women. The innate characteristics of 
these two elements is flipped in relation 
to the Para Aduma and Sotah. 

Avraham’s humility is what warranted 
the miraculous results from dust and 
ashes. People often err in understanding 
the essence of humility. Being a humble 
person does not mean one has to be a 
quiet, removed and sort of a passive indi-
vidual. Moshe is referred to as being anav 
mekol adam – the humblest of all people. 
Moshe was not a shy person. He stood 
up to Pharaoh, demanding the release of 
the Jewish people. Moshe stood up to the 
shepherds who scoffed Yitro’s daughters 
and Moshe led the nation through the 
trials and tribulations during 40 years 
in the desert. Yet, Moshe is referred to as 
being humble.  

Avraham is depicted here as a humble 
individual, yet, he has the audacity to 
argue with the Almighty! He does so not 
for any personal gain, but rather to save 
a city. A humble person is someone who 
acts not for personal honor or recognition, 
but rather because acting in such respect 
is the right thing to do. 

Like our patriarch, Avraham Avinu, may 
we be able to act with humility, yet garner 
strength from our past (ashes) to conduct 
ourselves in a way that is befitting to lead 
to a brighter future (dust) for all of Klal 
Yisrael. 

PARSHAT HASHAVUA

I am Dust and Ashes
      Rabbi Shalom Rosner

Yeshivat Kerem B’Yavneh

 Each of us has to look into ourselves 
to identify our purpose and mission 
and to do what we can to fulfill that 

mission.
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Michal Horowitz
Judaic Studies Teacher

This week’s parsha, Parshas Vayeira, 
opens with the famous visit of the 
three angels to the home (tent) of 
Avraham and Sarah. Avraham is 

ninety-nine years old and healing from his 
bris milah (see Ch.17). Sarah is eight-nine 
years old. The angels have arrived to heal 
Avraham, to inform Sarah that at this time 
next year she will have a son, and to go on 
from the tent of Avraham to destroy Sodom 
and Amorah (Ch.19).
The opening pasuk of the parsha teaches 
us about bikkur cholim, visiting the 
sick, as G-d has come to visit Avraham 
on the third day post circumcision; 
ֹחם ב פֶַּֽתח־ָהֹאֶהל ּכְ ֵאלֵֹני ַמְמֵרא ְוהּוא יֹׁשֵ ָרא ֵאָליו ה‘ ּבְ  ַוּיֵ
 and Hashem appeared to him in the plains – ַהיֹּֽום
of Mamre, and he was sitting at the entrance 
to his tent, like the heat of the day (Bereishis 
18:1). Rashi teaches (and see Sotah 14a): 
ר ֲחִניָנא, י ָחָמא ּבַ ר ֶאת ַהחֹוֶלה. ָאַמר ַרּבִ  וירא אליו. ְלַבּקֵ
לֹומֹו ׁשְ ַאל ּבִ ”ה ְוׁשָ ּבָ י ְלִמיָלתֹו ָהָיה, ּוָבא ַהּקָ ִליׁשִ  – יֹום ׁשְ
And Hashem appeared to him: To visit the 
sick. It was the third day after his circumcision 
(which is the day of greatest pain) and Hashem 
came to inquire after his welfare. 
The opening pasuk of the parsha further 
teaches us about hachnasas orchim, welcom-
ing guests. Why was Avraham sitting at the 
entrance to his tent? Should he not have 
been resting in bed, convalescing and recu-
perating from his bris milah, particularly if 
on this day, the pain was the most intense? 
Rashi teaches: ב  פתח האהל. ִלְראֹות ִאם ֵיׁש עֹוֵבר ָוׁשָ
ֵביתֹו ּבְ  he was sitting at the entrance – ְוַיְכִניֵסם 
to his tent to see if there were passersby, and he 
would invite them into his home. 
And behold, he lifted his eyes and there were 
three men standing upon him! And he ran to 
greet them and invited them to rest in the shade 
of the tree, while a sumptuous meal was 
prepared in their honor. 
How great is the mitzvah of hachnasas 
orchim? Based on this parsha, the Sages 
teach (Shabbos 127a) אֹוְרִחין ַהְכָנַסת  דֹוָלה   ּגְ

ִכיָנה ֵני ׁשְ ַלת ּפְ  welcoming guests is greater ,ֵמַהְקּבָ
than receiving the Divine Presence, as Avraham 
left his visit with G-d to welcome the guests 
into his home. 
Our great forefather, Avraham Avinu, cared 
for all aspects of his guests’ needs. In his 
Peninim on the Torah, Rabbi A.L. Schein-
baum teaches a beautiful chiddush (novel 
Torah interpretation) into Rashi’s words 
(as quoted above):
ֵביתֹו. ב ְוַיְכִניֵסם ּבְ פתח האהל. ִלְראֹות ִאם ֵיׁש עֹוֵבר ָוׁשָ
“Rashi states that Avraham Avinu sat at 
the entrance of the tent in order to see ִאם 
ב  if there were passersby, who might ,ֵיׁש עֹוֵבר ָוׁשָ
be going going back and forth. Interestingly, 
Rashi bases his exegesis on the Medrash 
which uses the word ‘orchim,’ guests, in 
contrast to the words that Rashi selects in 
its stead, ב  ”.עֹוֵבר ָוׁשָ
In deviating from the lashon (text) of the 
Medrash, and substituting the words עֹוֵבר 
ב  ”,for the lashon ha’medresh of “orchim ָוׁשָ
what lesson can be learned from this Rashi? 
Rabbi Scheinbaum answers as follows:
“Ha’Rav Mordechai ha’Kohen z’l, renders 
these words of Rashi homiletically. עֹוֵבר 
is the root word of ‘aveirah,’ sin, and ב  ׁשָ
is the root word of ‘teshuvah’, repentance. 
We learn from here that inclusive in the 
mitzvah of hachnasas orchim, hospitality 
to wayfarers, which generally addresses 
their physical needs, is to care for their 
spiritual needs. Avraham served his guests 
food, gave them water to wash, and a place 
to rest; but he also cared for his guests’ spir-
itual needs and deficiencies. He reached 
out to all people, seeking to infuse them 
with belief in the Almighty (see Rashi to 
Bereishis 12:5 and 21:33). 
“Therefore, Avraham sat at the פֶַּֽתח־ָהֹאֶהל, 
‘entrance/opening’ of the tent. Homi-
letically, this can be understood as: he 
attempted to find an opening, a reason to 
inspire the travelers, an opening to cata-
lyze the path away from sin – עֹוֵבר – and 

motivate them to repentance – ב -Avra .ָוׁשָ
ham sought to bring the sinner (עֹוֵבר) to 
the level of teshuvah (ב  .(ָוׁשָ
“Hence, Avraham Avinu performed a ‘full 
service’ hachnasas orchim by ministering to 
the spiritual, as well as physical, needs of 
his guests’” (Peninim on the Torah, Elev-
enth Series, p.22). 
The legendary tzadekes, Mrs. Henny Mach-
lis a’h (who passed away in Oct. 2015 at the 
age of 58 years old), was a world-renowned 
machneses orchim, who hosted hundreds 
of guests for the Shabbos meals each and 
every week. Henny a’h was the epitome 
of one who understood that welcoming 
guests is to take care of both their physical 
and spiritual needs. 
“Once a woman who was a professional 
opera singer came for Shabbos. She got up in 
the middle of the meal and wanted to sing. 
A woman singing in front of men is pro-
hibited by halacha, but to silence her would 
have been insulting. Henny went over to 
her and calmly explained the prohibition of 
kol isha. Then she added, ‘Even though you 
can’t sing right now, we women are very 
interested in hearing you. So after the meal 
we will have an opera recital downstairs. No 
men allowed. We’ll close the door. And only 
the women will get to enjoy you. We really 
would be honored to hear you sing.’ 
“Relating the story one of her daughters 
concluded, ‘That woman was very weird.’ 
Rabbi Machlis’ response to his daughter’s 
comment encapsulates the Machlis attitude 
towards every Jew: ‘What do you mean she 
was weird? She was Jewish!’” (Emunah with 
Love and Chicken Soup, p.167). 
With this beautiful interpretation of ִלְראֹות 
ב -we can appreciate even fur ,ִאם ֵיׁש עֹוֵבר ָוׁשָ
ther the greatness of our first forefather, 
Avraham, and his approach to welcoming 
guests. Indeed, this is a worthy model for 
us all to emulate, as we strive to bring our-
selves, and others, closer to Hashem. 
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Undoubtedly, the climax of the 
Akeyda takes place in 22:12, 
when G-d’s angel tells Avraham 
not to harm his child. However, 

this pasuk includes a very interesting 
phrase – “ki ya’rey Elokim ata...”, Let’s first 
take a careful look at that pasuk: “And 
he [G-d’s angel] said: Do not harm the 
boy – don't do anything to him, for now I 
know – KI ya'rey Elokim ata – ‘that’ you fear 
Elokim, and you have not withheld your 
only son from Me”

According to the ‘simplest’ understand-
ing of this pasuk, the word “ki” should 
be translated ‘that’. In other words, Avra-
ham's readiness to sacrifice his own son 
[the final clause of this pasuk] proved to 
G-d that Avraham was indeed a “ya’rey 
Elokim” [the middle clause]. The use of 
G-d’s Name – Elokim – also appears to 
make sense, for it was “shem Elokim” in 
22:1 that first commanded Avraham to 
offer his son.

However, there is a small problem with 
this interpretation. First of all, this sug-
gests that before the Akeyda, G-d had 
doubted if Avraham was a “ya’rey Elokim”; 
yet there doesn’t seem to be any reason 
for this doubt.

Furthermore, this phrase “yirat Elokim” is 
found several other times in Chumash, 
but with a very different meaning. The 
best example is found in Parshat Va’yera 
itself, in the story when Avimelech takes 
Avraham’s wife Sarah (see 20:1-18). Recall 
the reason that Avraham tells Avimelech, 
explaining why he had to lie about Sarah’s 
true identity, and note the phrase “yirat 
Elokim”: “And Avraham said: for I had 
assumed that there was no YIRAT ELOKIM 
in this place, and they would kill me in 
order to take my wife” (see 20:11)

Obviously, Avraham did not expect that 
Avimelech and his people were ‘Jewish’, 
i.e. G-d had never spoken to them, nor 

had He  given them any commandments.  
Clearly, when Avraham mentions YIRAT 
ELOKIM, he must be referring to the basic 
‘moral behavior’ expected of any just soci-
ety.  As can be proven from the story of 
the Flood, this ‘natural morality’ does not 
require a divine command.  Rather it is 
G-d’s expectation from mankind. 

Another example is found in the story of 
Yosef and his brothers; when Yosef, pre-
tending to be an Egyptian, explains to his 
brothers why he will not leave them all in 
jail. After first jailing them, he changes his 
mind after three days, allowing them to go 
home to bring back their brother so that 
they can prove their innocence.  Note how 
Yosef introduces this ‘change of mind’ by 
saying: “et ha’Elokim ani ya’rey” (see 42:18 
and its context!).   

But Yosef says this to his brothers pre-
tending to be an Egyptian! Surely he 
wouldn't ‘blow his cover’ by hinting to 
the fact that he is Jewish. Clearly, here 
as well, the phrase “yirat Elokim” relates 
to a concept of ‘natural morality’. Yosef, 
acting as an important Egyptian official, 
wants to impress upon his brothers that 
he is acting in a just manner. 

The following other examples also include 
this phrase, and each one also relates to 
some standard of ‘moral’ behavior:

Shmot 1:21 – re: the midwives killing 
the male babies

Shmot 18:21 – re: Yitro's advice re: the 
appt. of judges

Devarim 25:18 – re: the sin of the Amalek. 

Based on these examples, it seems that the 
phrase “yirat Elokim” in Chumash refers 
exclusively to some type of ‘moral’ behav-
ior. If so, then we would expect it to carry 
a similar meaning in the pasuk that we 
are discussing (i.e. Breishit 22:12, the key 
pasuk of the Akeyda). 

However, it would be difficult to explain 
our pasuk at the Akeyda in this manner, 
for Avraham did what appears to be 
exactly the opposite, i.e. he followed a 
divine command that contradicts ‘natural 
morality’. 

Why would the fact that Avraham is 
willing to sacrifice his son make him a 
“ya’rey Elokim” – in the Biblical sense of 
this phrase?

The simplest answer would be to say that 
this instance is an exception, because the 
Akeyda began with a direct command, 
given by Elokim, that Avraham take his 
son (see 22:1).  

However, one could suggest a rather 
daring interpretation that would be con-
sistent with the meaning of “yirat Elokim” 
elsewhere in Sefer Breishit. To do so, we 
must reconsider our translation of the 
Hebrew word “ki” in 22:12, i.e. in “ata 
yadati, KI yarey Elokim ata, v’lo cha’sachta et 
bincha et yechidecha mi’meni”.

Instead of translating “ki” as ‘that’, one 
could use an alternate meaning of “ki” = 
‘even though’!  

If so, then this pasuk would be empha-
sizing that EVEN THOUGH Avraham 
was a “ya’rey Elokim”, he overcame his 
‘moral conscience’ in order to follow a 
divine command. Thus, we could trans-
late the pasuk as follows: “And he [G-d’s 
angel] said: Do not harm the boy – don't 
do anything to him, for now I know – KI 
ya’rey Elokim ata – EVEN THOUGH you are 
a YAREY ELOKIM,  you did not withhold 
your only son from Me.”

Specifically because Avraham was a man 
of such a high moral nature, this test was 
most difficult for him. Nevertheless, his 
commitment to follow a Divine command 
prevailed!

Yirat Elokim & ‘Natural Morality’
                  Rabbi Menachem Leibtag

Tanach Study Center | Yeshivat Har Etzion
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Every Guest is Important
Rabbi Eli Mansour
Edmond J Safra Synagogue, Brooklyn

Parashat Vayera begins with the 
story of the three angels – who 
appeared as ordinary nomads – 
whom Abraham Abinu welcomed 

and hosted. The Torah describes at length 
the efforts Abraham expended on their 
behalf, personally serving them food and 
standing over them to care for them while 
they sat and ate.

We know from last week’s Parasha, 
Parashat Lech-Lecha, that Abraham had 
318 servants. The question thus becomes 
why Abraham did not delegate the respon-
sibilities entailed in hosting his guests to 
his servants. Why did he go through all 
the trouble to care for the three guests if 
he had a large team of workers to do so? 
This point becomes especially noteworthy 
in light of the fact that Abraham was nine-
ty-nine years old and had just undergone 
circumcision. He was obviously physically 
frail, and yet he made a point of person-
ally tending to his guests.

It is explained that a host shows honor to 
his guests by personally tending to their 
needs, rather than asking his housekeeper 
or family members to do so for him. Hospi-
tality entails more than simply providing 

the guests with their basic needs. It also 
requires making the guests feel at ease 
and feel respected. As such, it is import-
ant to not just ensure that their needs are 
cared for, but to personally involve oneself 
in this undertaking.

As mentioned, the three angels who vis-
ited Abraham appeared as simple nomads. 
Abraham did not think they were distin-
guished statesmen or great Rabbis. They 
were ordinary people. Even so, he insisted 
on giving them the respect of personally 
tending to them, rather than delegating 
this role to his servants.

Rav Avraham Pam (1913-2001) applied this 
lesson to the common situation of charity 
collectors. Often, when a collector comes 
to the door, we give a young child a bill 
and have him bring the money to the 
collector. While our motives are sincere 
– to train the child in the special Misva 
of charity – we fail to realize that this 
is demeaning to the collector. A person 
who knocks on the door needs not only 
financial assistance, but also comfort and 
dignity. And we cannot fulfill this need 
unless we personally greet him and speak 
to him with respect. Rav Pam therefore 
urged people to bring their child with 
them to the collector when giving him 
money, rather than delegate the job to 
the child.

Children are very perceptive, and they 
note the difference between the way we 
welcome distinguished guests and the 
way we deal with others. It is important 
for them to see us show every visitor 
respect. If Abraham personally served 
three guests whom he thought were 
simple nomads, then we must likewise 
treat all people with respect and dignity.

PARSHAT HASHAVUA

We are not to abstain from the 
pleasures of the world, but to enjoy 
them, in a way that brings Kedusha 
and extracts the sparks of sanctity 
that are waiting for us to come 

along and uncover them.
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Spending Time
Rabbi Moshe Weinberger
Congregation Aish Kodesh, Woodmere

Hashem says about Avraham 
(Bereishis 18:19): “For I have 
known him because he com-
manded his children and his 

household after him, and they observed 
the path of Hashem, doing righteousness 
and justice…” the Meshech Chochma, zt’l, 
teaches that this pasuk is the Torah source 
for the mitzva of chinuch, educating our 
children. He explains that the mitzva of 
“And you shall review with your son” 
(Devarim 6:7) and “And you shall teach 
your children” (Devarim 11:19) refer to the 
mitzva to teach one’s children Torah. That 
is the curriculum of Torah. But the general, 
all-encompassing mitzva of chinuch, the 
mitzva to raise one’s children to live a G-dly 
life, is derived from Avraham Avinu. 

The fact that Avraham fulfilled the mitzva 
of chinuch with his children is so great, 
Rashi explains that “I have known him” is 
an expression of love and is the source of 
the fact that the Navi calls Avraham (Yesha-
yahu 41:8), “Avraham that I love.” But what 
did Avraham actually command his chil-
dren and the members of his household? 
What specifically did he teach them? We 
see that the result was that “they observed 
the path of Hashem, doing righteousness 
and justice.” But beyond the fact that they 
lived in the same household as a tzadik 
like Avraham, the pasuk never teaches us 
clearly what Avraham did to fulfill this 
mitzva. If the Torah does not make that 
clear, how can we learn from his actions 
and apply them to the way we educate our 
children in the path of Hashem?

There is a teaching in Tana D’vei Eliyahu 
(19:5) where Eliyahu Hanavi davens to 
Hashem to point out the positive attributes 
of the Jewish people: “My Father in Heaven, 
remember the covenant that You entered 
into with the earlier generations, with 
the three tzadikim, Avraham, Yitzchak, 
and Yaakov. Remember how many poor 

and impoverished people there are in the 
Jewish people. Yet they study Torah every 
single day… They do not have enough food 
to eat, yet they pay a salary to rebbeim to 
teach their children Torah…” 

The Tolner Rebbe, shlita, asks how we can 
understand this prayer of Eliyahu Hanavi 
in light of our circumstances today. Unlike 
in previous generations, virtually no one is 
forced to choose between hiring teachers 
for his children and putting bread and 
water on his table. While tuition is difficult 
and people sacrifice to educate their chil-
dren, thankfully, that education is gener-
ally not at the expense of basic sustenance. 
Not everyone can afford to go out for sushi 
and steak, but they are also not starving. 
So what is the test of our generation? How 
do we sacrifice for our children’s education 
and welfare? What makes us worthy of 
Eliyahu Hanavi’s tears?

The Tolner Rebbe suggests that while the 
greatest test for previous generations was 
spending money on Torah education rather 
than food, our generation’s greatest test 
is how we spend our time. Because of the 
pressures of making a living and the time 
people spend using their electronic devices, 
as well as their varied interests and social 
commitments, the most difficult thing in 
our generation is dedicating one-on-one 
time with one’s husband or wife, and with 
one’s children. Beyond handling homework 
assignments and daily tasks, the call to 
action for our generation is to spend some 
non-pressured, quiet, quality time with 
one’s spouse and children. 

The key area of sacrifice we are called upon 
to make in our generation is to spend some 
time with each of our sons and daughters 
to talk with them about matters which 
concern them: How is yeshiva? How are 
things with friends? We must take time 
to call our children’s rebbeim, moros, and 
teachers. Instead of making time for these 

conversations, so many people waste away 
hours and hours on their iPhones, iPads, 
and computers. But if someone sacrifices 
his time and dedicates it to his or her 
spouse and children, Eliyahu Hanavi high-
lights each precious sacrifice to Hashem in 
his advocacy for the Jewish people. 

The Sfas Emes highlights this reality in his 
comment on the pasuk (Bamidbar 11:12) in 
which Moshe asks Hashem, “Did I conceive 
this entire nation or give birth to it that You 
should say ‘Carry it in your bosom…’” The 
Rebbe teaches that the pasuk reveals by 
implication that if a mother did give birth 
to the entire Jewish nation, she would have 
the ability to take care of its needs. But 
even the nation’s father, Moshe Rebbeinu, 
could not give the people the time they 
require. 

So what did Avraham Avinu teach his 
children that caused Hashem to love him 
so much? How did he fulfill the mitzva of 
chinuch? The Kedushas Levi, zy”a teaches 
us an amazing thing about the pasuk we 
began with above. The Kedushas Levi 
explains that the word “commanded” in 
the pasuk, “because he commanded [יצוה] 
his children,” is derived from the word 
 bound.” Avraham Avinu bound ,צוותא“
himself to his children in everything that 
he did. Every act was for their sake. 

That is the essence of our generation’s test 
with respect to chinuch. If we do whatever 
we do to bind ourselves to our children, 
and not merely for our own sake, then we 
will surely find the will to make the time to 
spend with them. And just as he advocated 
for us in previous generations, may Eliyahu 
Hanavi bring the time we dedicate and 
sacrifice for our children up to Hashem 
as a merit through which we will see the 
coming of Moshiach soon in our days.
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The Secret of Giving
Rabbi YY Jacobson
TheYeshiva.net

A woman is leaving her mul-
timillion-dollar mansion in 
Beverly Hills when a poor man 
approaches her and cries, “Oh 

ma'am, I haven't eaten in three days.”

To which the woman responds: “I am 
so envious of you; I wish had your 
willpower.”

Another anecdote

David Goldberg, a seasoned doctor, turns 
to Harry Rabinowitz, the man seated next 
to him in the synagogue, and says, “Harry, 
you’re an intelligent lawyer, I need your 
help.”

The doctor begins his lament. “Every 
Shabbos,” he says, “during the entire 
time of the service, people approach me 
seeking medical advice. This one has 
stomach pains, this one's wife woke up 
with a headache, this guy's mother-in-
law’s back hurts. I am just sick and tired 
of this. Shabbos is my only day of rest.”

“Listen to me,” says Harry. “Next guy 
that comes over, give him the advice he 
needs, but make sure to send him a bill for 
your medical advice the following week. 
I guarantee you,” says Harry, “that in no 
time you will have peace and quiet in the 
synagogue.”

“Great idea!” exclaims the doctor. He 
returns home in a great mood.

Tuesday, as David is opening the mail, 
he finds a bill from his friend Harry 
Rabinowitz.

Abraham's Menu

The Torah relates the meticulous order 
of the meal that Abraham offered his 
guests, recorded in the opening verses of 
this week's Torah portion Vayeira. First 

he gave them cheese and milk, and only 
afterward did he present them with calf’s 
meat, consistent with Jewish dietary laws 
that deli products may be eaten after 
dairy products, but not vice versa.

Yet another point is raised among the bib-
lical commentators as to why Abraham 
chose to serve his guests these particular 
items – milk, cheese and meat – to begin 
with. The choice of meat is clear, as he 
wished to serve his visitors a satisfactory 
meal. But why, from among many possible 
appetizers, did Abraham decide to give 
them milk and cheese as a prelude to the 
meat?

Even if Abraham was compelled for what-
ever reason to serve his guests milk, why 
does the Torah make a point of sharing 
this apparently insignificant detail with 
us.

The Mystique of Nursing

The rule of thumb in our world is that 
sharing something with somebody else 
constitutes a loss for the giver. If I have it, 
and give it to you, I lose it; if you have it, 
and give it to me, you lose it. If you write 
a check for charity, you checking account 
is diminished.

An exception to this rule is the milk a 
mother feeds her suckling. As long as a 
mother continues sharing her nourish-
ing liquid with the child, her mammary 
glands will keep on refilling. Furthermore, 
the quantity of the milk is usually depen-
dent on her sharing it: The more a mother 
nurses, the greater the flow of milk her 
body produces. When she ceases to breast-
feed, her inner production of milk ceases.

This is one of the deeper reasons why G-d 
created nature in a way that infants are 
nourished by milk. Through this natural 

process of infant nourishment, the Kab-
balah teaches, a mother is given the 
opportunity to ingrain within her child's 
tender consciousness the truth about 
sharing: The more you give, the more you 
will receive. Just like the milk that you are 
now swallowing, my dear child, the more 
I share it, the more I have it.   

The Gift of Love

Very often guests – particularly if they are 
strangers – feel uncomfortable staying in 
somebody else’s home and eating another 
person’s food.

Abraham, hypersensitive to the feelings 
of his guests, addressed this awkwardness 
by offering them milk and milk products 
at the start of the meal, reflecting the 
Jewish approach toward giving. Giving is 
like milk: the more you give, the more you 
get. The greatest gift we can give ourselves 
is a life filled with love and caring toward 
other human beings. More than the host 
does for the guest, the guest does for the 
host.

This is true in our marriages as well: when 
a husband and wife are committed to give 
to each other, they themselves are often 
surprised of how much they receive by the 
sheer act of giving to somebody outside of 
themselves. The love we give away is the 
only love we keep.

Or as Winston Churchill put it: We make a 
living by what we get, but we make a life 
by what we give.

There is a lovely story about the great Vic-
torian Anglo-Jew, Sir Moses Montefiore. 
Montefiore was one of the outstanding 
figures of the nineteenth century. A close 
friend of Queen Victoria and knighted by 
her, he became the first Jew to attain 
high office in the City of London. His 

INSPIRATION

Continued on page 26
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Rav Yisroel Belsky, zt’l, Rosh 
Yeshivah of Torah VoDaas, was 
an exceptional Torah personal-
ity and one of the great poskim 

of our generation. A gadol with multifac-
eted expertise, he was a shochet, a sofer, 
a musician, and a mohel, and had vast 
knowledge and interests ranging from 
physics and chemistry, to engineering, 
astronomy, and botany. Most importantly, 
perhaps, Rav Belsky’s intellectual band-
width, abilities and greatness in Torah 
was matched by his love of life and con-
cern for people. 

While in the hospital during his final ill-
ness, the Rav suffered deeply and slipped 
in and out of consciousness. In order to 
assuage his discomfort, the attending 
nurse suggested that the Rav be given 
some protein to eat to provide him with 
strength and sustenance. Rav Belsky’s 
daughter placed a plate of homemade 
scrambled eggs before him and pressed 
her father to taste something. With his 
eyes still closed, slightly disoriented, he 
whispered, “What about the poor people? 
Do they have what to eat?”

His daughter assured him that everything 
was fine, the poor were being fed as well. 

“But is it the same quality as what I 
am being served? It has to be the same 
quality.”

Only after his daughter was able to con-
vince the Rav that the poor were being 
served the same quality food did Rav 
Belsky partake of his lunch. 

Rav Belsky’s son, Rabbi Elimelech Belsky 
offered his perspective. When we recite 
a berachah on food or drink, we may not 
speak before partaking of it. However, we 
may speak if it is relevant to the eating or 
drinking. For example, one may request 

salt in which to dip their bread — even 
after having recited HaMotzi. The Rambam 
rules that one may also speak to ensure 
that someone in need is given food, for 
how dare we begin to eat if someone else’s 
needs have not been met?

◼ ◼ ◼
Our sedra introduces us to the original 
Jewish home, the open tent of Avraham 
Avinu and Sarah Imeinu. Torah describes 
with great detail the way our grandpar-
ents modeled service of others:

ָקר ַרְך ָוטֹוב… ן־ּבָ ח ּבֶ ּקַ ָקר ָרץ ַאְבָרָהם ַוּיִ ְוֶאל־ַהּבָ
ן  ּתֵ ה ַוּיִ ר ָעשָׂ ָקר ֲאׁשֶ ח ֶחְמָאה ְוָחָלב ּוֶבן־ַהּבָ ּקַ ַוּיִ
ַחת ָהֵעץ ַוּיֹאֵכלּו: ִלְפֵניֶהם ְוהּוא־עֵֹמד ֲעֵליֶהם ּתַ
Then Araham ran to the herd, took 
a calf, tender and choice, and gave 

it to a servant who hastened to pre-
pare it… He took cream and milk 

and the calf that had been prepared 
and placed these before them; and 
he was standing over them under 

the tree, and they ate. (18:7-8)

We ought to study carefully the extent 
to which Avraham and Sarah exerted 
themselves to provide for the needs of 
weary travelers, feeding them the finest 
delicacies and doting over their every 
need. From fresh cream to the most choice 
cut of meat, they showered their guests 
with extreme honor, generosity and alac-
rity. This episode of visiting angels who 
appeared as vagabond travelers is partic-
ularly instructive, as it began to unfold as 
Avraham was deeply immersed in medi-
tative prayer. The Gemara (Shabbos, 137a) 
explains: גדולה הכנסת אורחין מהקבלת פני שכינה, 
“Hachnasas or’chim, receiving guests, is 
greater than receiving a revelation of the 
Shechinah!”
Rebbe Moshe Chaim Ephraim, grandson of 
the Baal Shem Tov and author of the Degel 

Machaneh Ephraim, zy’a, expands on the 
holy service of Hachnasas or’chim even 
further. והוא עומד עליהם, “And he, Avraham, 
stood ‘above them’” — this means being in 
service of others propels us to a spiritual 
level that is “above” that of the angels.
Sefer haYom Yom is a collection of daily 
aphorisms and sources compiled by the 
Lubavitcher Rebbe in 1944, helping us 
to follow the Alter Rebbe’s instruction 
to ‘Live with (the spiritual qualities of) 
each day.’ In the selection for the 28th of 
the month of Sivan, the following story 
is recounted.

The Tzemach Tzedek, the third Rebbe 
of Chabad, was on the way to shul on 
market day, when someone asked him 
for a loan. The Rebbe asked him to 
come back after the davening, and con-
tinued on to shul. In shul he suddenly 
realized that the poor fellow needed 
this loan now, so he quickly returned 
home, got some money, sought out the 
fellow with great difficulty, gave him 
the money and then went on to daven.
That night, the Rebbe’s grandfather, 
the Ba’al haTanya, appeared in a vision 
to the Tzemach Tzedek, beaming, and 
lauded him for his thoughtfulness. 
The Alter Rebbe had not appeared to 
him for quite some time before this 
incident; it was clear that the favor 
he had performed merited the dream 
appearance of his holy grandfather, the 
Alter Rebbe.

Following this episode, the Tzemach 
Tzedek related: 

By helping someone in his livelihood, 
even to earn just a few kopeks….

אזי כל שערי היכלות העליונים פתוחים לפניו 
all the gates to the Heavenly 
Chambers are open for him.

צריכים...לדעת את הדרך להיכלות העליונים,

INSPIRATION

Vayeira: The Greatest Avodah 
Rabbi Judah Mischel
Executive Director, Camp HASC; Mashpiah, OU-NCSY

Continued on page 27
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Powerful Prayer
Mrs. Shira Smiles
International lecturer and curriculum developer

The destruction of Sedom and 
Amorah is imminent; Lot is 
instructed to run to the moun-
tains to be saved (Bereisheet 

19;18-23). But Lot begs the angels to allow 
him to escape to a closer location and 
spare the city of Zoar. The angels acqui-
esce, although Zoar was meant to be 
destroyed it was ultimately saved. How 
are we to understand that Lot’s appeal 
was granted while Avraham Avinu, who 
davened for the salvation of even one city, 
was denied? Further, what inhibited Lot 
from fleeing to the hills where Avraham 
Avinu lived far away from all the devas-
tation to ensure his safety? 

Rashi (19;19) explains that Lot was afraid 
to return to the vicinity of Avraham Avinu 
lest Hashem compare him to his uncle 
and be found worthy of punishment. 
Rav Yaffe in Leavdecha B’emet questions 
this logic. Does Hashem compare one 
person to another? Is not each person 
judged for his own merits or otherwise? 
Rather, says Rav Yaffe, when one is found 
in the proximity of a great person there 
is an expectation that he should become 
inspired and aim to emulate the ways of 
the gadol. The Saba of Novardok teaches 
that one who lives near a righteous person 
has a vivid image of exemplary behavior 
and that ideal must be an inspiration for 

all to follow. It seems that Lot viewed such 
a responsibility as burdensome. 

Rav Zaitchik in Ohr Chadash reflects on 
Lot’s pathetic mindset here. Instead of 
admitting his shortcomings and return-
ing to his uncle Avraham, he chooses 
to remain in a precarious and insecure 
circumstance. Lot prefers to suffer an 
uncertain future rather than make the 
necessary changes to his lifestyle and 
behavior. Indeed, many of us can see a 
reflection of ourselves in Lot. Even when 
we know that making significant changes 
in our lives will lead to greater good, we 
are reluctant to go beyond what is familiar 
and comfortable to make those shifts. 

Instead, Lot pleads that the city of Zoar 
be spared and remains in his habituated 
groove. Yet why was his request accepted? 
The midrash explains that the angels felt 
hakarat hatov to Lot for his hospitality, 
this obligated them to respond in the affir-
mative. Rav Yechezekel Levenstein adds 
that such is the power of gratitude! It can 
affect powerful change, even beyond the 
tefilah of Avraham Avinu. 

Rav Druck in Aish Tamid infers from here 
an additional lesson; the power of a tefilah 
that comes from the depths of one’s heart. 
Clearly the tefilah of Avraham Avinu was 
powerful, however, one cannot compare 

it to a prayer offered in the direst of situ-
ations. Accordingly, chazal teach us that 
the tefilah of a choleh himself is the most 
powerful. Here, Lot feels the desperation 
of the moment and emphasizes that his 
life is in danger. This is certainly a tefilah 
that can pierce the heavens. Rav Druck 
notes that we see a similar idea in the hol-
iday of Tu B’av. One of the reasons offered 
for celebration on this day is that the last 
group of people from ages 20 to 60 who 
dug their graves in the midbar on Tisha 
B’av did not die and were able to enter 
Eretz Yisrael. What was different about 
this group? Every year they dug their 
graves and although they davened ear-
nestly there was still a part of them that 
said maybe we won’t die this year, maybe 
we will still get up tomorrow. However, 
in that last year all those who dug their 
graves knew they were going to die, there 
was no option for survival. Thus, they 
prayed from the depths of their hearts 
and did sincere teshuvah. They all lived 
and Tu B’av became a day that captures 
the potency of tefilah to offset a negative 
decree. 

The Torah is teaching us that despite Lot’s 
limitations and unwillingness to reform, 
he remains a model for us in the power 
of genuine, authentic tefilah.

Continued from page 24

philanthropy extended to both Jews and 
non-Jews, and on his one-hundredth 
birthday, The London Times devoted 
editorials to his praise. “He had shown,” 
said the Times, “that fervent Judaism and 
patriotic citizenship are absolutely consis-
tent with one another.”

One reflection was particularly moving: 
Someone once asked him, “Sir Moses, 
what are you worth?” Moses thought for 
a while and named a figure. “But surely,” 
said his questioner, “your wealth must 
be much more than that.” With a smile, 
Sir Moses replied, “You didn't ask me how 

much I own. You asked me how much I am 
worth. So I calculated how much I have 
given to charity this year.”

“You see,” he said, “we are worth what we 
are willing to share with others.”
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Pleasant are Your Songs, 
Which are Eternal

Rabbanit Yemima Mizrachi
Popular Torah teacher and author 

The long tables will open this 
Friday night. Tables that will 
reach as far as New York, Mel-
bourne, Dubai and Gibraltar.

Exactly ten years ago, Rabbi Warren Gold-
stein, the Chief Rabbi of South Africa, 
called me and said, “I have a vision. 
Shabbat Olami! Let us call it ‘let’s keep it 
together’”!

The basic meaning would be, “Let’s keep 
together,” but the deeper meaning was, 
“Let us keep our togetherness.” Thou-
sands of women stood on Johannesburg’s 
main street, which was closed to traffic. 
Passersby looked curiously at the women 
standing by the bowls, kneading dough, 
singing and praying... Several people 
stopped me and asked me curiously: what 
is the meaning of this ceremony? And I 
told them: These women are looking for-
ward to Shabbat. They bake bread for it, 
but they also continue a very old biblical 
tradition.

On this Shabbat, this tradition began for 
the first time. “Hurry up! Knead! Bake 
cakes!” Said Avraham to Sarah, his wife. 
She sat in the tent in despair, not believing 

she would have children. Time was work-
ing against her. “Should I really bear a 
child, as old as I am?” How am I supposed 
to have a child “now that I have lost the 
ability?” She is right. She has already lost 
the ability. But then come the prepara-
tions for Shabbat. You may be after a 
difficult week, after a disappointment or 
loneliness, but at the end of the week you 
are “before” it. You have to be ready before 
you go in, you go “towards” Shabbat, you 
do “Kabbalat Shabbat”. Acceptance of 
Shabbat is just the opposite of acceptance 
of judgment. It refers not to what was, to 
what happens when one goes, but to what 
might happen. The pilgrims take in a bowl 
all the unresolved elements of existence: 
Earth, water, fire and air (flour, water, 
oven and leaven) and create from them 
a new world, a new week, a new hope.

What is the central meaning of this hope? 
It seems to me that Sarah wanted all of 
this, her and Avraham’s vast life’s work, 
not to be scattered. She wanted it to go on. 
She wanted all the ingredients, even those 
that might contradict each other, like 
salt and yeast, to be combined into one 
dish, to nourish a family in its diversity, 

to continue the tradition of the fathers 
and mothers who kept this Shabbat, let 
us bind all these fears together so that 
we are not scattered in the world, “let’s 
keep it together!”

This is exactly why we rest on Shabbat. 
That this long braided rope that connects 
us, that gives us the desire to go towards 
each other, like Shabbat, does not rest. 
Accepting one another, like accepting 
Shabbat, tasting this bread on which 
we all depend. We rest so that we do not 
separate: “Pleasant are your songs, which 
are eternal. Rest and relax on the Sabbath 
day!”

“Hurry up! Knead!” Said Abraham to 
Sarah, his wife. This is not your weekend, 
this is “the first yield of your baking”. Put 
all your tears into this dough, you will 
have a child who will laugh so much.

Continued from page 25

(In general,) one should know the 
route to the Heavenly Chambers,

but it is actually not that crucial, since…
 עס דארף זיין דער עיקר: 

העלפין בלבב שלם מיט א געפיל, האבען 
א געשמאק אין א אידען טאן א טובה.

the main thing is to help another whole-
heartedly, with feeling & sensitivity,

and to take pleasure in the sweetness 
of doing a kindness to another.

◼ ◼ ◼
Rav Yisrael Salanter used to say that he 
had often heard people in a synagogue 
calling out to strangers passing by, “Kedu-
sha! Kedusha! Come join the minyan!” But 
he had never heard people sitting down 

to a meal call out to a stranger passing 
by, “A seudah! A meal! Come and join us!”

May the example of Avraham and Sarah 
inspire us in the service of others, and 
may this holy avodah propel us to the 
highest levels and Heavenly Chambers… 
together!
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Hebrew Language in the Parsha
David Curwin
balashon.com

In Parashat Vayera, we find the 
root צחק appear in a number of 
verses, with different meanings and 
connotations. 

It often refers to laughter. Sometimes laugh-
ter of joy, as Sarah said after Yitzchak’s birth:

ֵֹמַע ִיְצַחק־ִלי ה ִלי ֱאלִֹהים ּכׇל־ַהׁשּ ְצֹחק ָעשָׂ
“… G-d has brought me laughter; everyone 
who hears will laugh with me.” (Bereshit 
21:6)
Other times the laughter indicates disbe-
lief or doubt:

י ֶעְדָנה  ּה ֵלאמֹר ַאֲחֵרי ְבלִֹתי ָהְיָתה־ּלִ ִקְרּבָ ָרה ּבְ ְצַחק שָׂ ַוּתִ
ַואדִֹני ָזֵקן:

“And Sarah laughed to herself, saying, 
‘Now that I am withered, am I to have 
enjoyment—with my husband so old?’” 
(Bereshit 18:12)
When Lot told his family that the city 
of Sedom was to be destroyed, we see 
another meaning of צחק – “to jest”:

ֵעיֵני ֲחָתָניו ַוְיִהי ִכְמַצֵחק ּבְ
“…But he seemed to his sons-in-law as one 
who jests.” (Bereshit 19:14)

The root can also refer to teasing or 
mocking:

ר־ָיְלָדה ְלַאְבָרָהם  ְצִרית ֲאׁשֶ ן־ָהָגר ַהּמִ ָרה ֶאת־ּבֶ ֶרא שָׂ ַוּתֵ
ְמַצֵחק:

“And Sarah saw the son of Hagar the Egyp-
tian, whom she had born to Abraham, 
mocking.” (Bereshit 21:9)
And in next week’s parasha, we see it refer 
to intimacy:
ֶמֶלְך  ֲאִביֶמֶלְך  ֵקף  ׁשְ ַוּיַ ִמים  ַהּיָ ם  ׁשָ ָאְרכּו־לֹו  י  ּכִ ַוְיִהי 
ה ִיְצָחק ְמַצֵחק ֵאת  ְוִהּנֵ ְרא  ַוּיַ ַהַחּלֹון  ַעד  ּבְ ים  ּתִ ִלׁשְ ּפְ

ּתֹו: ִרְבָקה ִאׁשְ
“When some time had passed, Abimelech 
king of the Philistines, looking out of the 
window, saw Isaac enjoying himself with 
his wife Rebekah.” (Bereshit 26:8)
Linguists note that all the meanings of 
 come from a common root, meaning צחק
“to laugh”, and in fact it is onomatopoeic- 
it imitates the sound of laughter. A related 
root is שחק, also meaning “to laugh”, and 
later gained the sense “to play.” It seems 
that צחק is the original form, as only it 
appears in earlier books of the Tanakh.

However, the question remains: why 
would the Torah use a word with so many 
different meaning in such close proxim-
ity? Should we try to find one meaning 
that explains all these uses?
Prof. Yonatan Grossman says no. He points 
out that in these passages, צחק is a “leit-
wort” (guide word). By using it repeatedly 
with different connotations, we, the read-
ers, notice the contrast. As he writes,
“The fact that the leitwort has two defini-
tions in the narrative contributes to the 
creation of a contrasting relationship 
between Yitzchak, who enters his house 
with the laughter of all around filling the 
house, on the one hand; and on the other 
hand, Yishmael, who because of Yitzchak 
is banished from Avraham's house to the 
desert, where his mother cries.”1 
This is a great example of how the Torah 
chooses its words very carefully, to guide 
its readers to important conclusions. 

1.   https://torah.etzion.org.il/en/leitwort-part-iv

ISRAEL CONTENT
HEBREW LANGUAGE / RIDDLES

Parsha Riddle

Reb Leor Broh
Mizrachi Melbourne

Find a word that appears 4 times in one verse, each time with a different cantillation (musical note).

Answer to the Parsha Riddle

ֶּה ְלֹעָלה: ֵה ַהשׂ ֵה ָהֵאׁש ְוָהֵעִצים ְוַאּי ִי ְבִני ַוּיֹאֶמר ִהּנ ֶּנ ַוּיֹאֶמר ִיְצָחק ֶאל־ַאְבָרָהם ָאִביו ַוּיֹאֶמר ָאִבי ַוּיֹאֶמר ִהּנ

 And Yitzchak said to his father Abraham, And he said “Father!” And he answered, “Here I am, my son.” 
And he said, “Here are the firestone and the wood; but where is the sheep for the burnt offering?” (Vayera 22:7)
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