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Rabbi David Wolkenfeld 
ASBI Congregation 
Parashat Vayera 5775 
 
 

For I Know That He Will Command His Children 
 
Large volumes of Talmud on the shelf of my childhood home set our family’s home apart from the homes of 
every one of my friends. Relics from my father’s own past as a yeshiva student, they were artifacts from a 
different universe. “Did you know, David” my father once asked me, “that there is an entire book here all 
about eggs?”  He was referring to Massechet Beitzah, the tractate of Talmud which does, indeed, open with a 
discussion of eggs but is largely devoted to exploring the laws of yom tov. 
 
On a trip to London when I was 13, my father took me into a Hassidic yeshiva to look around - that building 
had been a shul that my father had attended when he lived in London as a boy. As soon as we entered the 
building, yeshiva students, from the Vishnitz Hassidic sect, swarmed around us with words of welcome and 
thousands of questions about our names, our home towns, and where I went to school. Entering the beit 
midrash, my father walked up to a student, saw the open Talmud volume on his desk, flipped a few pages, 
and said, “can you explain this Tosafot for me?”  All of sudden, the swarm of students got very quiet, as 
students turned from one to another, volunteering each-other to read the Tosafot. 
 
One, slightly older student was called over form another corner of the beit midrash to read the Tosafot. He 
explained to my father that he couldn’t do it in English. “Fine,” my father responded, “I speak Yiddish.”  He 
glanced at the Tosafot a few more seconds and then asked, “are you looking for a son-in-law?” 
 
My father said, “Yes I am. I am traveling to all of the yeshivas in London. Whomever can explain this Tosafot 
will be my son-in-law!” He took me by the hand, turned to the stunned yeshiva students in our wake and said, 
“You should never pass by a Tosafot without learning it!” 
 
What a rich irony that my father would end up with a daughter-in-law who is a Torah scholar and how sad 
that he did not live to meet her.  At the time I was proud of my father for his ability to stump the young 
yeshiva students. I was also jealous that the yeshiva students were in a position to be asked such interesting 
and exotic questions about their learning.  
 
I first had the opportunity to attend a yeshiva the year after I finished high school. And slowly, very slowly, 
over the course of week after week of study, the Jewish bookshelf was opened to me.  Those dusty volumes 
of Talmud became beloved and familiar to me. My life as a literate Jew has never been the same. 
 
This Shabbat, we are marking Educator’s Shabbat at ASBI. Several of the Jewish educators who are members 
of this community have already had the chance to speak this Shabbat. Jill Schwartz spoke last night. Tamar 
Cytryn and Deirdre Willner spoke this morning. This afternoon, the pre Mincha shiur will be given by Sara 
Wolkenfeld.  Ahuva Weisenfeld and Joel Goldstein are sharing divrei Torah at Shalosh Seudot.  
 
There are several reasons why setting aside a Shabbat to draw attention to the educators in our community is 
valuable. First, there ought to be no more prestigious profession in the Jewish community than serving the 
community as an educator and we should be incredibly proud, as a shul, that so many Jewish educators are 
members of this community. Educator’s Shabbat is a chance for us all to take pride in being part of a 
community with so many educators representing so many different schools.  
 
Educator’s Shabbat can also demonstrate that a commitment to Jewish education is a common value that 
unites so many of us. There have, at times, been divisions here, between partisans of the various schools that 
our children attend. It’s understandable and natural to have those feelings.  It’s truly a blessing that there are 
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so many excellent school options for families in Lakeview, and that parents at the various schools feel so 
happy about their children’s school that they become advocates. It’s wonderful that the schools are 
competing for our children and are eager to accommodate our needs.   
 
But, there is a flaw in seeing Jewish education only through this competitive lens. Doing so can overlook the 
deeper reality that a commitment to Jewish education is a common value in this community. Participating in 
educator’s shabbat are teachers from four different area schools, CJDS, Akiba, Ida Crown, and Chicagoland 
Jewish High School.  In addition, ASBI is proud to have teachers at BZAEDS, Solomon Shechter, and Hillel 
Torah living in our community.  
 
 
For the past two weeks, as the Torah has introduced us to Avraham, we have turned, time and again, to a 
question, which is never explicitly asked or answered in the Torah: Why Avraham? 
 
There were pious individuals before Avraham, and one of them in particular, Noah, was a righteous and 
obedient man, whom the Torah tells us “walked with God.”  And yet, Avraham is singled out as worthy of 
being a partner with God in a covenantal relationship.  What did Avraham have that Noah lacked?   
 
I discussed this question last week and I discussed this question the week before, but I want to suggest a new 
explanation today. 
 
Before the city of Sdom was destroyed, God informs Avraham that this city will be destroyed, perhaps as an 
invitation to plead on behalf of the doomed city.  But before God speaks to Avraham, the Torah reveals a 
piece of God’s internal monologue: 

 

 

ֶֽׂה׃ ִ֥י עֹש  ר ֲאנ  ֶׁ֖ ם ֲאש  ֶַֽׂאְבָרָהָ֔ ה ֲאנ י   מ  ֶּ֤ ר ַהֳֶֽׂמַכס  ֶֽׂהֹ׳ ָאָמָ֑  ַו

ץ׃ ִ֥י ָהָאֶֽׂר  ל ּגֹוי  ֶֹׁ֖ ֹו כ ְבְרכּו בָ֔ ּום ְונ ִ֨ ֹול ְוָעצָ֑ ֹוי ָּגדֶׁ֖ ֶ֛ה ְלגִ֥ ְֶֽׂהי  ם ָה֧יֹו י  ְבָרָהָ֔  ְוַאִ֨
 
And God said, shall I conceal anything that I am going to do from Avraham? For Avrham is certainly going 
to be a great and vast nation, and through him all the nations of the land will be blessed. 
 

יא ה׳ ֶּ֤ ַען ָהב  ט ְלַמַ֗ ְשָפָ֑ ה ּומ  ֹות ְצָדָקֶׁ֖ ְך ה׳ ַלֲעשִ֥ ר  ֶּ֣ ְמרּו   ד  יו ְוָשֶֽׂ ת־ב יתֹו   ַאֲחָרָ֔ ת־ָבָנֶּ֤ יו ְוא  ה א  ר יְַצּו ֶּ֜ יו ְלַמַען   ֲאש ִ֨ י יְַדְעת ַ֗ ֶּ֣   כ 

ֶֽׂיו׃ ר ָעָל ֶׁ֖ ב  ר־ד  ת ֲאש  ִ֥ ם א   ַעל־ַאְבָרָהָ֔

 
“For I know, concerning him, that he will instruct his children and his household after him to follow in the 
way of God, doing that which is right and just, so that God shall bring upon Avraham all that he had said 
about him.” 
 
In this disclosure God reveals a piece of what made Avraham special.  Avraham is committed to justice and 
to righteousness - tzedakah u-mishpat, but that is not all. Avraham is committed to education.  
 
Avraham was not the first righteous individual in the Torah. There were others before Avraham who walked 
with God. But those other righteous individuals appear on the scene as if by accident, and pass from the 
world’s stage without any expectation that they would leave behind anyone to continue their legacy.  
 
Avraham and Sarah were committed to education.  “L’ma’an asher tzivah et bannav v’et beito acharav - on account 
that he will command his children and household after him.”  God singled out Avraham because Avraham 
understood that there is a way for commitments to live beyond the life of the one who first maintained them.  
God partners with Avraham and with Avraham’s family, because the household of Avraham and Sarah was a 
household that was committed to the endeavor of perpetuating its mission and its world view to another 
generation into posterity.  



3 of 3 

 

 
The belief in education is what made our patriarchs and matriarchs unique. The belief in education is what 
allowed Judaism to perpetuate itself from generation to generation through the centuries. And the belief in 
education is at the core of our community’s commitment to Jewish education which is being celebrated this 
Shabbat. 
 
But, even as we celebrate the educators in our community, the schools where they work, and the commitment 
to our children’s educations that represents, there is a risk that we need to avoid. We encourage our children 
to do things that are important to us. But if children are made to do things in school that adults in their 
community do not themselves do, then the message children can absorb is that the activity is an activity that 
is fundamentally for children alone.  If our children commemorate Yom HaSho’ah and Yom Ha’Atzma’ut in 
their schools but their parents do not mark those days, then those days, and the ideas that they represent, 
become matters for children. If our children perform Hessed projects through their schools, but their parents 
do not, then community service becomes something for children and not for adults. 
 
And if our children study Torah in school but their parents, and the other adults in the community do not, 
then our children absorb the message that Torah study is something that is only for children. 
 
What a tragic mistake that would be. We teach Torah to children so that they have the foundation to study 
Torah as adults. That’s when the magic can happen. Indeed the Talmud teaches (Kiddushin 29b) that if a 
family can only has sufficient money to provide for the Torah education of one a parent or of a child - the 
parent’s education takes priority: 

 ר הוא ללמוד ובנו ללמוד הוא קודם לבנו"ת  
 
A parent who studies Torah is a greater guarantor for the Jewish future than a child who studies Torah 
without being joined by a parent. Our obligation to teach our children Torah is an extension of our obligation 
to study Torah ourselves. It makes no sense to do one and not the other. 
 
I am a democratic elitist. I have high standards for the knowledge that I believe is needed to make informed 
adult decisions about Jewish life, but I am committed to creating a community where everyone has access to 
that knowledge. There is an important and productive discussion taking place right now in the Orthodox 
community about power and how it is created and shared.  That conversation should be predicated on the 
fundamental premise that the beginning, middle, and end of the authentic Jewish empowerment is Torah 
study. 
 
Torah study allows us the opportunity to embrace mitzvot from a place of knowledge and deeper 
understanding. This enables us to perform mitzvot with greater care and conscientiousness.  The experience 
of performing a mitzvah when one has peered beneath the surface and plumbed the depths of the legal, 
philosophical, and historical foundation of the mitzvah cannot be compared to performing a mitzvah as a 
simple ritual or benign gesture.  
 
Finally, Torah study is a form of worship, a way that we can serve God through our intellects, connect our 
minds to God’s Torah, and that can be the most profound religious experience available for aJew.  
 
This is not something we can leave only for children. 
 
 
 

 


