
Torah Portion: Vayera 

(Book of Genesis) 
 

Picture this: Abraham, physically recuperating from entering a covenant with God 
through the act of circumcision, suddenly sees three strangers in the distance. What does he do?  
Still recovering from the pain of a self-inflicted circumcision, he runs to greet and invite this trio 
of unknowns into his tent for a meal. These men turn out to be three messengers of God!  
Abraham’s actions become the underpinning for the Jewish mitzvah (obligation) of hach’nasat 
orchim/hospitality, or welcoming strangers! 
 
 Professor Ron Wolfson of the American Jewish University writes, “On airplanes, in 
elevators, even walking down the street, we rarely engage the stranger. Perhaps the Jewish DNA 
for hospitality has been dulled from centuries of persecution and fear of the stranger.  For some, 
it’s not easy to approach unfamiliar people. And yet, the simple act of smiling, extending a hand, 
sharing a word of welcome can be the first step in a new relationship.” 
 
 Several years ago, while traveling between Houston, TX and Vancouver, BC, my 
daughter and I attended a Shabbat morning service at a large synagogue. When we walked in the 
main door there was no one there to direct us to the location of the service. We passed a number 
of congregants, but being strangers no one said “hello” or extended any sort of Shabbat greeting.  
After the prayer service, the congregation was invited to a lunch in the synagogue’s small 
auditorium. Again, no one offered greetings and the only conversation we had was when 
someone asked a number of the congregants the whereabouts of the auditorium. We sat by 
ourselves and, again, no one gave notice to the presence of strangers among them. I don’t think 
we’ll be returning to this synagogue community any time soon! 
 
 Poet and storyteller, Danny Siegel, translated from Yiddish the following teaching: 
 

A Rebbe’s Proverb 
If you always assume 

the person sitting next to you 
is the Messiah 

waiting for some simple human kindness — 
You will soon come to weigh your words 

and watch your hands. 
And if the person chooses 

Not to be revealed 
In your time — 

It will not matter. 
 

 It does not require an act of God or some earth-shattering exploit to make this world a 
better place.  All that is needed are random acts of human kindness.  Through extending a hand 
to the stranger one discovers the only difference between us & them is we haven’t gotten to 
know them. . . yet! 
 
Rabbi Howard Siegel 



 


