Parshat Veyeira: Honing Hospitality

Based on a Naaleh.com shiur by Mrs. Shira Smiles

After Avraham Avinu fulfilled the mitzva of brit
milah, Hashem came to visit him. Spotting
three Arabs coming down the road, Avraham
ran to invite them. The commentators ask,
how could Avraham leave God’s sacred
presence to tend to these idol worshipers? It
seems counterintuitive- after all the goal of
mitzvah performance to form a connection to
Hashem. It would seem that Avraham had
now already reached that goal, writes the Ben
Melech. However, the ultimate goal is to be
achieved in olam habo. In this world we must
continue to perform mitzvot, for that is how we
greet the Divine Presence in this world, adds
Daas Torah. When we realize this, notes
Rabbi Goldstein, we begin to appreciate every
opportunity to do a mitzvah, for it will no
longer be available to us in the next world.
The streets are lined with mitzvot if we but
open our eyes to see, writes Rabbi Wolbe.
We must train ourselves by doing more and
more “small” mitzvot to develop a mitzvah
mentality

Avraham wanted to earn Hashem'’s presence
through his own effort in performing a mitzvah
rather than through Hashem’s kindness,
writes the Ohel Moshe. Leaving Hashem’s
presence to work on a mitzvah was not at all
disrespectful then. Mitzvah is related to
tzavta- connection. Mitzvah performance
surrounds us with an aura of God’s presence.
While we understand this connection through
the teachings of our Sages, how did Avraham
Avinu arrive at this understanding?

Avraham knew his mission was to spread
belief in and closeness to Hashem among the
people. However, now having been circum-
cised, he was different from others not only
philosophically and spiritually, but also
physically. He was afraid this would keep
others away from him, writes Rabbi M. Miller.
Therefore, Hashem sent him these strangers
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to raise his spirits and show him he could still
communicate his message to others.

While Avraham was sitting, Hashem (so to
speak) was standing nearby, teaching
Avraham that although God is always present
in a Jewish court of law, the judges are seated,
giving their full attention to rendering proper
judgment and not being distracted by the awe
of God’s presence. Hashem'’s presence is not
meant to distract us from proper performance
of mitzvot. Avraham thus understood that he
was not disrespecting Hashem by going out to
perform one of His mitzvot.

Rabbi Scheinerman quotes Rav Shach, that
since every human being was created in God’s
image, we are not disrespecting God when we
do acts of chesed, but respecting His image
within the other human being and further
honoring Hashem by emulating Hashem’s
chesed to us. In fact, adds Rabbi Beyfus,
emulating Hashem is a continuous obligation,
and we are not putting Hashem on hold, but
clinging to Him. Just as the world was created
through Hashem’s chesed, so must we
continue to uphold the world through chesed.
When do chesed, we are actualizing the image
of God within ourselves. When Avraham Avinu
was greeting these guests, he was creating an
even closer connection to Hashem.

Einei Yisroel notes that Hashem appeared to
Avraham Avinu specifically through an act of
chesed to teach us that we bring Hashem’s
presence to the world through our acts of
chesed. Every time Avraham extended
hospitality, he would bring recognition of
Hashem to his guests’ consciousness. He
would impress upon them that everything he
offered them was actually not his, but gifts
from Hashem Himself.

After his bris, Avraham became a human
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receptacle of Divine holiness writes the Tosher
Rebbe. That's why Hashem initially kept
impure people away from him. But Avraham
was extremely distressed. When one can bring
others to recognize their Creator, one is
increasing Hashem'’s presence in the world.
That’s why one can take time from one’s
personal spiritual activities for the mitzvah of
bringing others closer to Hashem. However,
Chochmat Hamatzpun posts a caveat that this
is only when no one else can perform that
task.

The Ner Uziel writes that after his circumci-
sion, Avraham’s bond with Hashem intensified
as he sensed Hashem'’s presence most
keenly, basking in its joy. However, when the
three strangers appeared, Avraham knew the
right thing to do was to invite them in. One’s
relationship with others is not separate from,
but an integral part of one’s relationship to
God.

With Avraham’s heightened spiritual sensibility,
he would see only that which was relevant to
his spiritual growth adds the Kedushas Zion. If
Avraham saw the men approaching, surely
Hashem meant for him to approach them and
offer them hospitality.

The Oshover Rebbe, citing the Shla’h
Hakadosh writes that Avraham Avinu was
having a tremendously elevated experience
with Hashem and he felt a danger that he
would become haughty. Taking care of guests
in the most mundane ways would remind him
that he himself was merely a guest in Hash-
em’s house, living in this world by dint of his
chesed. So too, we are all guests of Hashem,
and the best way to feel the love and concern
of our Host is to emulate His chesed and
extend kindness to all who were created in His
image.
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The Mesilat Yesharim teaches that life is not
about material possessions, but about
working on our middot. Sinful thoughts are
sometimes worse than evil actions. Sins
caused by bad middot can be more severe
than acts of violence or forbidden food.

that a drought comes as a result of geze/
(stealing). What is the connection? Rain,
which comes directly from Hashem, symboliz-
es faith. When there’s a drought, people
realize that Hashem controls the world.

Emunah is a step above logic. Acting
dishonestly indicates a lack of faith. In fact
one of the first questions the soul will be
asked is, “Were you honest in business?” In

In Parshat Vaeira, the Shem MiShmuel
examines the intriguing story of Akeidat
Yitzchak. He quotes the Midrash Tanchuma:
Rabbi Shimon ben Yochai taught that in the
Mishkan and Beis Hamikdash a korban olah,
burnt offering, was brought to atone for bad
thoughts. In the same vein, the test of
Akeidat Yitzchak came as a result of an
erroneous thought Avraham had which
needed atonement. Rabbi Levi said that
Avraham looked at all the blessings Hashem
had given him and mistakenly thought,
“Maybe | received all my reward in this world
and | will not get my reward in the World to
Come.” Why was this thought incorrect?

The Shem MiShmuel explains that Hashem
deals with this world on two levels, din (strict
judgment) and chesed (loving kindness). In
the beginning of Bereishit, Rashi notes that
the first mention of the creation of the world
uses the name Elokim, which connotes
justice. However, subsequent references use
both the names Elokim and Hashem, which
connotes mercy. Originally Hashem planned
to create the world solely with din, but he saw

Likewise, some mitzvot such as Shabbat and
Kashrut correspond to din while others such

as charity and visiting the sick correspond to
chesed.

Similarly, in our relationship with others we
must use both approaches. Although

The act of stealing is grave. The Gemara says

it would not be able to survive without chesed.
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this sentence the gemara uses the word
emunah to mean honest. Hashem loves
people who are yashar, straight. He watches
over those who live with faith.

One can easily stumble with gezel by robbing
someone’s time, sleep, or kavod, self-respect.
One can also slip up in business. Maintaining
correct weights and measures and refraining
from luring cus-tomers away are part of basic
business ethics. The Rambam says that just
as an employer must be honest and pay his
workers on time, so too an employee must be
careful not to waste time. He must work with
all his concentration. We find this with Yaakov
who told Esav, “Im Lavan gatrti. | lived with
Lavan." Rashi explains, “Taryag mitzvot
shamarti.” | attained wealth not because | stole

discipline has its place, there must be room
for chesed too. Yet many times it’'s unclear
which path to take. Only by studying Torah and
observing the ways of tzadikim can we get a
sense of Hashem’s will.

In a mysterious way, Hashem'’s din and chesed
ultimately merge. For us it seems a paradox,
how can pure justice be one with mercy, which
seems to stretch the truth? Rav Soloveitchik
explains, we ask Hashem in our prayers,
“Oseh shalom b’imromov hu yaseh shalom
aleinu (You who make peace above, create
peace among us).” We pray to Hashem that
just as din and chesed are one in heaven, let it
be here on earth too. Let us understand the
kindness in Your din and the justice in Your
chesed.

Avraham was confused by this issue. He
thought that perhaps Hashem was giving him
his reward in this world so that He could
punish him in the next world. Perhaps His
chesed was really din and in the future he
would suffer. The Rambam writes in Mishna
Torah that a person should always look at
himself as being on the edge, half good and
half evil. If he does a mitzvah he leans towards
righteousness and if he sins he turns towards
evil. The Rambam is making a theological
statement, not a psychological one.

Theoretically it’s difficult to know who is a true
tzadik or rasha because only Hashem knows
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the blessings but because | kept the mitzvoth. |
did what | was supposed to do. Lavan
expressed no gratitude to Yaakov for all his
hard work. Even so, Yaakov gave him his all.
He worked with emu-nah. That is the true
definition of a tzaddik.

Our sages praise Chanoch who was a
shoemaker, because every stitch he did was
with full concen-tration. He tried to give his
customers the most perfect product. This is
what the Torah expects of us. This is nekiut.
Being straight in all areas leads to elevation,
as it says, “Ein Hakodosh Baruch chafeitz eleh
emu-nah.” Hashem only desires trustworthi-
ness. May we merit to attain this lofty level of
truth.

Parshat Vayeira: Understanding Judgment
Based on a Naaleh.com shiur by Rabbi Hershel Reichman

the truth. One good deed can outweigh
thousands of misdeeds and visa versa. We
don’t know the repercussions of our actions.
Therefore we must view ourselves in a state of
limbo and do as many good deeds as
possible. On a second level, this outlook
should motivate us to do more mitzvot. But
under no circumstances may a person think he
is a rasha. This is a false idea, the work of the
yetzer hara to make us lose faith in ourselves.
On the contrary, one must believe that one’s
strength will ultimately overcome one’s
weaknesses.

Avraham’s confusion of din and chesed
brought on the test of the akeidah. The
akeidah actualized Avraham and Yitzchak’s
incredible love and dedication to Hashem. It
was in fact a great chesed. Until this point
Yitzchak couldn’t have children. He had a
feminine soul expressed as din in a male body.
At Akeidat Yitzchak, Avraham, whose male
quality was chesed, was able to bind chesed
and din and transform Yitzchak so he could
build the Jewish people.

In reality Avraham was so righteous he merited
both worlds. His minor failings were completely
wiped away by the flood of his chesed. Yet
Avraham was so modest he thought he
deserved din. Hashem had to disown him of
this notion and he did so through Akeidat
Yitzchak.
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