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Yerushalayim Shabbat Times Parshat Vayeira
Candles 4:04 PM
Havdala 5:18 PM
Rabbeinu Tam 5:56 PM

__________________________________________________

***Dear Torah Tidbits Family***

Rabbi Avi Berman

We have a popular phrase here in Israel, “after the chagim.” When things come up during the chagim, we say we will get to them after the holidays. Then the day after Simchat Torah, it seems that we have so many things that sneak up on us when the chagim are over. 

There are two important OU Israel events for “after the chagim” that have been in the making for a long time. The first is our annual OU staff Shabbaton in Givat Washington that occurred this past Shabbat, parshat Lech Lecha. The second is the big move from our current building on Keren HaYesod street in Rechavia, where we have been for the last 25 years, to our new OU in Israel headquarters in Har Hotzvim. Meanwhile, we continue to expand our programming, coming directly to more English-speaking communities in Yerushalayim: Rechavia, Baka, Arnona, Ramot and a new Women’s Hub on Radak Street. Baruch Hashem, we have been very busy. 

Especially in light of current events, the staff Shabbaton was so crucial – a time to spend with our friends and colleagues. It was an inspiring Shabbat, with over four hundred in attendance (including families). Each year after the Shabbaton I always think, “Nothing can top this. No other Shabbaton will ever be this inspiring, this impactful and this successful.” And then the next year’s Shabbaton happens, and it raises the bar.

The success of this Shabbaton can be measured in a few ways. I see how many stay up late Friday night, sacrificing sleep, so they can attend the shiurim and discussions. The programming rooms are jam-packed until way after midnight. I see how vatikin Shacharit on Shabbat morning, which starts at 5:00am, is filled with approximately 150 men and 50 women davening with great kavanah.

We were joined by several illustrious rabbis. We were graced with the presence of Rabbi Shmuel Eliyahu and his Rebbetzin Tova Eliyahu. Also in attendance was Rabbi Yoni Lavi, who originated the concept of Chaverim Makshivim, a hotline we took over and invested in as a service for teens across the country. This hotline has been a real answer for teens who are unfortunately going through a very difficult and distressing time because of the war. Additionally, OU Israel President Stuart Hershkowitz and his wife Dr. Claire Hershkowitz joined us for Shabbat, as did Rabbi Dr. Josh Joseph, Executive Vice President and COO of the OU worldwide, who came from New York to be with us.

It was also an honor that part of OU Israel’s Kashrut team joined the Shabbaton: Rabbi Ezra Friedman, Rabbi Yonatan Korach, and Rabbi Yisroel Breisch. They all work tirelessly to partner with thousands of food manufacturers, businesses, wineries, and restaurants, to bring OU’s Kashrut certification to them. These businesses understand that our Kashrut certification is known, is of a high standard, and is ethical; a Kashrut that takes its profits and puts it towards the myriad community programs the OU runs for Am Yisrael. This stellar reputation is all because of our amazing OU Israel Kashrut team. 

I am writing these words as I get ready to fly to America to speak on behalf of OU Israel, just a few hours after saying havdalah at the Shabbaton. I am still on such a spiritual high from the amazing experience. The number of hours I slept over Shabbat can be counted on one hand, and yet, it was one of the most invigorating Shabbatot of my life.

Last year, we unfortunately had to cancel our staff Shabbaton because of the beginning of the war. Everyone asked me if we would be holding it this year, and I kept thinking how crucial it was. I knew it had to happen because it is a tremendous source of chizuk and kedushah, and it gives us so many kochot for the year. Our OU Israel team can look around the room and see a family, all people working hard for the Jewish nation. 

On a personal note, I take great pride in bringing my family to the Shabbaton. My children can experience the inspiration, the grace and kindness that everyone has with each other, and they can know what an incredible place OU Israel is. My belief is that this Shabbaton has had the power to recharge all of our collective batteries, and that we can return to our programming with renewed spirit and knowledge of what we are doing for Klal Yisrael.

Earlier in this article I shared that the second big “after the chagim” event is our upcoming headquarters move, coupled with our expansion to more communities. On that note, I want to invite all women to the grand opening of OU Israel’s Women’s Division Hub this upcoming Monday evening, November 18 (see ad for more details). The Women’s Hub programming will include: the ATID midrasha evening for young olot, the Dorot intergenerational choir, Rebbetzin Shira Smiles’ weekly parsha shiur, parenting classes, our mother-daughter pre-chagim program, the Bat Mitzvah and Beyond program, NextGen monthly events, Women’s Performance Community events and more. I encourage all women to check it out and make it part of your weekly schedule. 

Wishing you all an uplifting and inspiring Shabbat,

Rabbi Avi Berman
Executive Director, OU Israel
aberman@ouisrael.org

__________________________________________________

***From the Desk of Rabbi Moshe Hauer***
***Praying as Caring***

Rabbi Moshe Hauer

The famed kabbalist Rav Yitzchak Luria, the Arizal, taught that before praying we should formally commit to the Mitzvah of loving one’s fellow man, v’ahavta l’rei’acha komocha, as that is the gateway to entry into G-d’s presence. This is remarkable, as prayer is the ultimate religious experience, bein adam laMakom, and yet it must be framed and preceded by the consummate interpersonal commitment, bein adam l’chaveiro. It was precisely this attitude that framed the original shacharit prayer of Avraham that established the pattern of prayer for all of us. When Avraham stood before Hashem in prayer (Bereishit 18:23-33), he was not motivated by the desire for spiritual communion or driven by personal need. His prayer was an expression of love and concern for the people of Sodom. What motivated that original Jewish prayer became the definitive framing for every such prayer.

This perspective can help us resolve an apparent difficulty that arises subsequently in our parsha. We read the story of Sarah being taken by Avimelech and of the plague of barrenness that struck his household as a result and that was relieved when Avraham – upon Sarah’s release – prayed on their behalf (Bereishis 20:17). The Talmud (BT Bava Kamma 92a) notes that immediately following this story we are told that G-d remembered Sarah and blessed her with a child. This, explains the Talmud, was because Avraham had prayed for another, even though he had the very same need. One who demonstrates that kind of selflessness will indeed be answered first. Evidently prayer for others – in the spirit of Avraham’s prayer for Sodom - is more effective and virtuous than prayer for oneself. 

The difficulty arises from the following section (Bereishis 21:17), where we read about Yishmael dying of thirst in the desert. Hagar cannot bear what her son is going through, and so she places him beneath the shelter of a bush and moves some distance away where she raises her voice and weeps. G-d then hears the voice of the child and calls out to Hagar, saying – “Do not fear, for G-d has heard the voice of the child…”. Rashi notes that it was the child’s cries who were heard, not those of his mother, “for the prayer of the ill person himself is more powerful than that of the prayers of others on his behalf.” 

These two neighboring observations appear to be in conflict. In the first case Avraham’s prayer is given extra impact because it is for others, whereas in the latter case, Yishmael’s prayer is heard because it is for himself. How do we reconcile these two conflicting sources? 

The difference is clear. In the first case, Avraham was really praying for Avimelech. He was not forced to; he chose to. Avimelech had apologized to him and had made good to him and held nothing against him; in fact, he wanted Avraham to thrive. It was Avraham of his own accord who saw their suffering and wanted to do his part to ameliorate it. There is nothing more powerful to G-d, no prayer more welcome, than a prayer that is an expression of our care for each other. Hagar’s prayer, on the other hand, was not for her child. Hagar was upset by his suffering, but she was out to relieve her own pain over her son’s suffering, not his, witness the fact that she distanced herself from him even as he was suffering and dying. If her concern was truly his pain, she would have stood by him to comfort him in his suffering. Clearly her concern was for her own share of her child’s pain. She moved to where she would not have to observe, not have to see and to share the depth of his pain. 

Hagar averted her eyes from the suffering of her own son. Avraham chose to focus on the suffering of strangers. Avraham defines our legacy and path in life, and it his prayer for Sodom that established the format of prayer for the Jewish people, turning to G-d out of a deep care and concern for each other.

__________________________________________________

***Aliya-by-Aliya Sedra Summary - Parshat Vayeira***

Rabbi Reuven Tradburks

***1st Aliya (18:1-14)***

G-d appears to Avraham. 3 men are warmly welcomed by Avraham with lavish hospitality. They announce to him that by this time next year Sara will have a child. She overhears this from the tent and laughs, for her ability to bear a child is a thing of the past. G-d protests – is anything too much for G-d? – this time next year you will have had a child.

G-d’s reach for man animates the Torah. We like to view Avraham and the Jewish people as seekers of G-d, as discoverers of G-d. But the Torah is more accurately the reach of G-d for man. He commanded Avraham to journey to the Land. He Promised him fame, fortune and family. He Promised the Land to Avraham and his family.

And here, rather than Sara merely giving birth, with everyone wondering how that could possibly be, He sends messengers to inform them of the impending birth. Now, for sure they know this is a miraculous birth, a Divine gift. That the Master of the Universe promises and provides is an expression of love of G-d for man.

***2nd Aliya (18:15-33)***

The men leave for Sodom. G-d reasons that He may not withhold from Avraham, the champion of justice, of His plan to destroy Sodom. Avraham challenges Him: How can You destroy the righteous along with the wicked? And how can You destroy the place if there are righteous people present? Avraham presses his point.

The reach for man continues. How can I, G-d, withhold my intentions from Avraham? That is quite a dramatic statement. And noteworthy is the contrast with the last aliya – one is the promise of a miraculous birth, the promise of life. This is the intended opposite, the intention to destroy, to terminate life. But in the name of justice, for the wicked justly deserve destruction.

It is interesting that none of the promises of blessing up until here have been couched as deserving, as just deserts. Blessing is given even when undeserved.

So, Avraham thinks: if we receive blessing even when undeserved, maybe this whole Justice thing is flexible. People receive blessing when by rights, they don’t deserve it. So too, maybe punishment can be flexible too. Maybe strict Justice requires destruction. But, between You and me, Avraham says to G-d, we both know that you shower blessing underserved. So, work with me and temper destruction too even if deserved.

***3rd Aliya (10:1-20)***

The men journey to Sodom. Lot prevails on them to stay with him. The men of the city object to the presence of these foreigners. It turns violent. The visitors tell Lot that Sodom is to be destroyed and he must leave quickly. His sons in law refuse. The morning dawns and Lot, his wife and daughters tarry but eventually, relent and leave Sodom, told not to look back. 

Lot is Avraham’s closest relative. He seems to follow in the footsteps of Avraham. He welcomes the strangers, gives them a place in his home, serves them food. A parallel story to Avraham’s kindness to them. But the lesson lies not in the similarities but in the differences. Lot is living in Sodom, a city so wicked it is on the verge of destruction. Bad judgement. 

This story can be seen as a foil, a contrast to the upcoming story of the Akeida. In both, a Divine command is given. The contrast is the response. In our story, Lot knows by this time that these men are Divine messengers. When they command him to leave in the morning, it is a Divine command. He tarries. 

Later in this parsha, when Avraham is given a Divine command, he gets up early in the morning. Alacrity.

And the biting irony. Lot was commanded to save himself and his family; go quickly before the city is destroyed and you and your family will survive. And he hesitated.

Avraham was told the opposite, the horrible opposite: sacrifice your son. And he jumped to obey the Divine Command. What an irony, a contrast; the one commanded to save his family tarries, while the one commanded to sacrifice his son, jumps quickly.

***4th Aliya (19:21-21:4)***

Lot is told to flee Sodom. The cities of Sodom and Gemora are destroyed. Lot’s wife looks back and turns to a pillar of salt. Avraham looks out from the hills and sees the destruction. Lot flees to the hills. The 2 daughters of Lot ply him with wine and become pregnant from him, reasoning that they are the only ones left in the world. They name their children Moav and Amon. Avraham goes to Gerar. Avimelech is told by G-d not to touch Sara. Avimelech confronts Avraham as to why he hid Sara’s identity from him. Avraham responds: I saw there is no fear of G-d here. G-d fulfills what he promised to Sara. She gives birth to Yitzchak. Avraham circumcises him as G-d commanded.

When Avraham is confronted, fairly, by Avimelech as to why he didn’t tell him that Sara was his wife, Avraham responds that he saw there is no fear of G-d here. Avraham is here stating the foundational principle; fear or awe or deference to G-d compels you to follow His command. Avraham said to Avimelech that without deference to G-d, man acts capriciously, with self-interest, in an indulgent manner. Who knows what you would do to her, knowing she is my wife? We Jews, on the other hand, defer to the Divine command, complying with the Divine command.

***5th Aliya (21:5-21)***

Yitzchak grows and is weaned. Sara sees Yishmael playing with Yitzchak. She tells Avraham to banish this boy, for he will not inherit on a par with Yitzchak. This troubles Avraham but G-d tells him to listen to Sara. Avraham arises early, sends away Hagar and Yishmael. They go to the desert of Beersheva. The water runs out. Hagar cannot bear to see the death of her child and cries. An angel calls to her. Her eyes are opened, she sees a well and gives water to Yishmael.

Yishmael’s banishment is a parallel story to the Akeida that we are about to read. Both stories feature: parent arising early, a child walking with a parent, the child’s life in danger, an angel calls, the parent sees what they did not see before, the child is saved. 

In similar stories, both the similarities and the differences are crucial. Yishmael is here saved by an angel. That’s pretty good. Just like Yitzchak.

But the contrast: Avraham is going by Divine command. In this story, Hagar is banished by Sarah. And that contrast of Divine command or human activity informs the contrast of Yishmael and Yitzchak. Yishmael will be a great nation by the criteria of great nations. Yitzchak will be a great nation with a special covenant with the Creator. One will be of this world; one will be of an elevated world.

***6th Aliya (21:22-34)***

Avimelech initiates a pact with Avraham in Beersheva. They name the place Beersheva from the word to swear. Avraham calls out in G-d’s name in Beersheva.

Avraham’s fame has prompted a pact. And it would seem that not only is Avraham famous, but so too are the Divine promises of inheriting the Land of Israel. People know about them. And believe them and respect them. So, they would rather be on Avraham’s side. 

***7th Aliya (22:1-24)***

Akeidat Yitzchak, the binding of Isaac. Avraham is told to take Yitzchak and offer him as an offering. On the way, Yitzchak questions Avraham. They arrive at the mountain. At the last moment, the angel calls to Avraham. Avraham has proven his loyalty to G-d’s command. He sees a ram caught in the bush and offers it in the place of Yitzchak. They return to Beersheva.

The most dramatic story in the Torah. A story of absolute loyalty to the Divine command but also one of pathos and irony. The man of generosity, who pleaded for the lives of the wicked of Sodom now prepared to take the life of his son. The one who challenged the injustice of the impending destruction of Sodom, now has no voice of objection. And the most obvious – the one who waited patiently for 25 years for the promise of a child – and a future – now prepared to destroy it all.

Why would Avraham have challenged the destruction of Sodom but here is so accepting? 

The crucial difference in the stories is the Divine command. When G-d tells Avraham he intends to destroy Sodom there is no Divine command. They are talking. He is telling him what He intends to do. Avraham challenges.

Here, at the Akeida, Avraham is commanded. Sacrifice Yitzchak. Not informed. Commanded. I can challenge the Divine intent. I can challenge His balancing of justice and generosity. Perhaps He will balance things differently.

But when He commands, there is but one response. There is no challenging the command. There is only acquiescence, compliance, deference. We can challenge what He intends to do; we cannot challenge His Command. 

***Haftorah - 2 Kings , 4:1-37***

This week’s parsha famously tells us that although Avraham and Sarah were advanced in age they miraculously bear a child. Along these same lines the haftorah this Shabbat describes a similar incident in which the navi Elisha assures an elderly childless woman that she will bear a child.

Elisha would often pass through the city of Shunem. A couple who lived in the town offered a place for Elisha to stay. They even made a guest room that Elisha could use whenever he needed. Elisha became aware that the couple was childless. He blessed the woman that she would give birth. Indeed a year later a son was born to the couple.

The story does not end there. A few years later the son died suddenly. The woman called Elisha back to her home. Elisha quickly came and miraculously was able to bring the child back to life.

__________________________________________________

***A Short Vort***

Rabbi Chanoch Yeres

“Why did Sarah laugh?” (18:13) - למה זה צחקה שרה (יח:יג)

Upon hearing the news of having a child for the first time, Sarah laughs.

Why was Sarah criticized because of her laughter? If we look at the end of last week’s parsha, we find that Avraham himself responds similarly? “And Avraham fell on his face and laughed” (17:17)

Rashi quoting Onkelos (First Century) (17:17) adopts the translation of the word “laugh” by Avraham, as a reaction of “joy”- belief, whereby Sarah, it is one of “sneering”-lack of faith.  

The Meshech Chochmah (Rabbi Meir Simcha of Dvinsk 1843-1926) offered another explanation in the name of the Rambam. Sometimes a promise of G-d may not come to fruition due to the inadequacies of the recipient. Yaakov Avinu was concerned that his merits have become less, due to sin (32:10). However, a prophecy will always come true with no concern for the recipient’s worthiness. Avraham promised a son by G-d, was skeptical if he was deserving of such a merit. On the other hand, Sarah initially heard the future from her husband when her name was changed to “Sarah”. This is comparable to receiving an actual prophecy which Maimonides claims can never be changed. Therefore, it was deemed inappropriate for Sarah to laugh in doubt, thereby being criticized by G-d himself. 	                

Shabbat Shalom

__________________________________________________

***Stats***
4th of the 54 sedras; 4th of 12 sedras in Breishit. 
Written on 252 lines in a Torah, rank: 5.
6 Parshiyot; 4 open, 2 closed.
147 pesukim - ranks 7th (4th in Breishit).
2085 words - ranks 2nd (1st in Breishit).
7862 letters - rank: 3rd (2nd in Breishit).
Vayeira is actually the 2nd largest  sedra in the Torah. (Naso, is #1 with no rival - Bamidbar, Pinchas, and R’ei all take up more lines than Vayeira, but those sedras each have many parshiyot, which means a lot of blank space between parshiyot,  which adds to the line-count.)

***Mitzvot***
None of Taryag (the 613 mitzvot) are found in Vayeira (one of 17 sedras without  entries on the list of 613) - however, there are Midot and values and other lessons.

__________________________________________________

***The Person in the Parsha***
***How Would You Translate ‘Yashar’?***

Rabbi Dr. Tzvi Hersch Weinreb

I’ve set two goals for myself in writing this year’s series of “Person in the Parsha” columns. One is to focus on a person who is barely mentioned in the parsha, as I’ve done in previous weeks with Nimrod. The other is to discuss the parameters of “Good” vs. “Evil,” as exemplified by the courage of the very young Avram vs. the murderous tyranny of King Nimrod.

This week’s Torah portion, Parshat Vayera (Genesis 18:1-22:24), has its share of minor characters, some quite villainous, one may say “sadistic,” like the population of Sodom and Gomorrah. Others, like Ishmael and Avimelech, upon whom I will reserve judgment for now because of the complexity of their moral standards.

But the outstanding personalities in this week’s parsha are clearly the man and woman now renamed by the Almighty as Avraham and Sarah. They are surely this week’s “stars.”

They are both precursors to millennia of heroes and heroines, all paragons of the “Good”, who deserve the title Yashar. Before defining the term, I must make you aware that the Bible itself refers to the Book of Genesis, Sefer Bereshit, as Sefer HaYashar. The Bible does so in Joshua 10:13 and again in Samuel II 1:18. You might wish to look up these verses and see for yourselves.

So, what does yashar mean? Some define it as “straight,” in the sense of a “straight line,” veering neither to the left nor to the right, geographically or morally. I prefer to define it as “upright,” as the verse in Kohelet, “The Lord made men yashar but they engaged in many schemes (Ecclesiastes 7:29).

Some of the “near-synonyms” which will give you a better idea of what I mean by upright are the following: virtuous, principled, worthy, trustworthy, rightful, correct, faithful, truthful. In short, a person of integrity.

Why would the Bible itself refer to Bereshit as the “Book of the Upright”? For the answer, we must consult the Talmud (Tractate Avodah Zarah 25a) which quotes the sage Rabbi Yochanan who asserts that it is named the “Book of the Yashar/Upright” because it “relates the story of Avraham, Isaac, and Jacob who were all yesharim/upright individuals.”

Who referred to our Patriarchs as “yesharim”? Of all people, Balaam! When asked by Balak to place a curse upon the people of Israel, he demurs and says, among other praises of the people he is asked to curse, “May I die the death of the yesharim/the upright (i.e. the Patriarchs), may my fate be like theirs.” (Numbers 23:10)

I urge you to recall the verse in Devarim which proclaims that the Almighty Himself is called yashar, as in Parshat Ha’azinu (Deuteronomy 32:4), “righteous and upright is He!”

What does it mean to be yashar, and how does Avraham earn this appellation?

For this, I must introduce you to Rabbi Naftali Tzvi Yehudah Berlin, the nineteenth century sage who headed the famed yeshiva in Volozhin, Lithuania. He is known by the abbreviation of his full name, Netziv. He was a most prolific writer, and arguably his most famous work is his commentary on the Chumash entitled HaEmek Davar. He devotes his introduction to the Book of Bereshit to the definition of an ish yashar, an upright man.

He begins with a description of the faults of the generation of Jews just prior to the destruction of the Second Temple:

“In those days, the population contained many tzaddikim and chassidim [devout and pious folk] and those who toiled in Torah study. But they were not “upright” in their dealings with others. They held hatred in their hearts, one against the other, so that if they but suspected that another person was not as pious as they considered themselves to be, they accused him of being a Sadducee or an apikores, a sectarian or a heretic.

“In the extreme, this led even to murder and to every possible transgression. Thus was the Temple destroyed… For the Holy One Blessed Be He does not tolerate such “tzaddikim” … Even if such perversions are supposedly performed for the “sake of Heaven,” they bring about the erosion of the Creation and the ruin of civilization.

“It is to the credit of our Patriarchs that besides being tzaddikim and chassidim and lovers of the Almighty to the extent humanly possible, they were also yesharim! And so, they dealt humanely with other nationalities, and even with despicable idolaters. They dealt with them as peers and were concerned about their welfare because of their own universalist concerns.

“We see this clearly in the fact that Avraham extended himself to pray for Sodom. Even though he disdained the people of Sodom and their ruler because of their evil acts, he nevertheless wanted them to be spared.

“That is why Avraham is called av hamon goyim, father of the multitude of nations. Fathers desire the well-being of even their wayward sons.”

Netziv dedicates the rest of his introduction to the Book of Bereshit to justify why it is called the Sefer Hayshar/“the Book of the Upright.” He demonstrates how both Isaac and Jacob exhibited similar tolerance and sympathy toward individuals who were less than worthy. Examples include Isaac with Avimelech and Jacob with Laban, as we will soon read in future weekly Torah portions.

I close by sharing with you an account of my several experiences leading groups of tourists on trips to Eastern Europe. Among the highlights of all these trips were the visits to the graves of Jewish religious leaders, many of which date back five or six centuries. Before each such visit, I would select a text written by or about the person whose grave we were about to visit.

One of those graves was the final resting place of Netziv, who died brokenhearted after his beloved yeshiva in Volozhin was forced by the Russian government to close its doors. Soon after that tragic disappointment, in 1892, he spent time in Warsaw and passed away there. He was buried in the large cemetery there. The famed Rabbi Chaim Soloveitchik of Brisk, who died several decades later, was buried next to him.

At the end of each of these journeys, I would ask the members of the group to comment upon their emotions and submit a written description of any life-changing experiences they may have had in the course of the weeklong adventure.

I still cherish those scraps of paper and remain amazed and inspired by how many of the participants reported with pride and sincerity that they found Netziv’s words greatly influential, if not actually life changing.

 I encourage you, dear reader, to try to read Netziv’s introduction in its eloquent original. Perhaps you too will be affected by it sufficiently to expand your attitudes towards others in your surroundings and to join the company of our treasured ancestors, the yesharim.

__________________________________________________

***Covenant & Conversation***
***Walking Together***

Rabbi Lord Jonathan Sacks zt"l

There is an image that haunts us across the millennia, fraught with emotion. It is the image of a man and his son walking side-by-side across a lonely landscape of shaded valleys and barren hills. The son has no idea where he is going and why. The man, in pointed contrast, is a maelstrom of emotion. He knows exactly where he is going and why, but he can’t make sense of it at all.

The man’s name is Abraham. He is devoted to his God, who gave him a son and who is now telling him to sacrifice this son. On the one hand, the man is full of fear: am I really going to lose the one thing that makes my life meaningful, the son for whom I prayed all those years? On the other hand, part of him is saying: just as this child was impossible – I was old, my wife was too old – yet here he is. So, though it seems impossible, I know that God is not going to take him from me. That is not the God I know and love. He would never have told me to call this child Isaac, meaning “he will laugh” if He meant to make him and me cry.

The father is in a state of absolute cognitive dissonance, yet – though he can make no sense of it – he trusts in God and betrays to his son no sign of emotion. Vayelchu shenehem yachdav. The two of them walked together.

There is just one moment of conversation between them:

Isaac spoke up and said to his father Abraham, “Father?”“Yes, my son?” Abraham replied. “The fire and wood are here,” Isaac said, “but where is the lamb for the burnt offering?” Abraham answered, “God Himself will provide the lamb for the burnt offering, my son.” (Gen. 22:7-8)

What worlds of unstated thoughts and unexpressed emotions lie behind those simple words. Yet as if to emphasise the trust between father and son, and between both and God, the text repeats: Vayelchu shenehem yachdav. The two of them walked together.

As I read those words, I find myself travelling back in time, and in my mind’s eye I see my father and me walking back from shul on Shabbat. I was four or five years old at the time, and I think I understood then, even if I couldn’t put it into words, that there was something sacred in that moment. During the week I would see the worry in my father’s face as he was trying to make a living in difficult times. But on Shabbat all those worries were somewhere else. Vayelchu shenehem yachdav. We walked together in the peace and beauty of the holy day. My father was no longer a struggling businessman. On those days he was a Jew breathing God’s air, enjoying God’s blessings, and he walked tall.

Before each and every Shabbat my mother made the food that gave the house its special Shabbat smell: the soup, the kugel, the lockshen. As she lit candles, she could have been the bride, the queen, we sang about in Lecha Dodi and Eshet Chayil. I had a sense, even then, that this was a holy moment when we were in the presence of something larger than ourselves, that embraced other Jews in other lands and other times, something I later learned we call the Shechinah, the Divine Presence.

We walked together, my parents, my brothers and me. The two generations were so different. My father came from Poland. My brothers and I were “proper Englishmen.” We knew we would go places, learn things and pursue careers they could not. But we walked together, two generations, not having to say that we loved one another. We weren’t a demonstrative family but we knew of the sacrifices our parents made for us and the pride we hoped to bring them. We belong to different times, different worlds, had different aspirations, but we walked together.

Then I find my imagination fast-forwarding to August this year (2011), to those unforgettable scenes in Britain – in Tottenham, Manchester, Bristol – of young people rampaging down streets, looting shops, smashing windows, setting fire to cars, robbing, stealing, assaulting people. Everyone asked why. There were no political motives. It was not a racial clash. There were no religious undertones.

Of course, the answer was as clear as day but no one wanted to say so. In the space of no more than two generations, a large part of Britain has quietly abandoned the family, and decided that marriage is just a piece of paper. Britain became the country with the highest rate of teenage mothers, the highest rate of single parent families, and the highest rate – 46% in 2009 – of births outside marriage in the world.

Marriage and cohabitation are not the same thing, though it is politically incorrect to say so. The average length of cohabitation is less than two years. The result is that many children are growing up without their biological fathers, in many cases not even knowing who their father is. They live, at best, with a succession of stepfathers. It is a little-known but frightening fact that the rate of violence between stepfathers and stepchildren is 80 times that between natural fathers and their children.

The result is that in 2007, a UNICEF report showed that Britain’s children are the unhappiest in the developed world – bottom of a league of 26 countries. On 13 September 2011, another report by UNICEF, compared British parents unfavourably with their counterparts in Sweden and Spain. It showed that British parents try to buy the love of their children by giving them expensive clothes and electronic gadgets – “compulsive consumerism”. They fail to give their children what they most want, and costs nothing at all: their time.

Nowhere do we see more clearly the gap between Jewish and secular values today than here. We live in a secular world that has accumulated more knowledge than all previous generations combined, from the vast cosmos to the structure of DNA, from superstring theory to the neural pathways of the brain, and yet it has forgotten the simple truth that a civilisation is as strong as the love and respect between parent and child – Vayelchu shenehem yachdav, the ability of the generations to walk together.

Jews are a formidably intellectual people. We have our Nobel prize-winning physicists, chemists, medical scientists and games theorists. Yet as long as there is a living connection between Jews and our heritage, we will never forget that there is nothing more important than home, the sacred bond of marriage, and the equally sacred bond between parent and child. Vayelchu shenehem yachdav.

And if we ask ourselves why is it that Jews so often succeed, and in succeeding, so often give of their money and time to others, and so often make an impact beyond their numbers: there is no magic, no mystery, no miracle. It is simply that we devote our most precious energies to bringing up our children. Never more so than on Shabbat when we cannot buy our children expensive clothes or electronic gadgets, when we can only give them what they most want and need – our time.

Jews knew, and know, and will always know what today’s chattering classes are in denial about, namely that a civilisation is as strong as the bond between the generations. That is the enduring image of this week’s Parsha: the first Jewish parent, Abraham, and the first Jewish child, Isaac, walking together toward an unknown future, their fears stilled by their faith. Lose the family and we will eventually lose all else. Sanctify the family and we will have something more precious than wealth or power or success: the love between the generations that is the greatest gift God gives us when we give it to one another.

__________________________________________________

***Probing the Prophets***
***Teaching or Modeling?***

Rabbi Nachman Winkler

This week’s haftarah, a selection taken from the fourth perek of Sefer M’lachim B, tells the story of the “Isha HaShunamit” – the woman from Shunam, whose tale closely parallels the events we read in our parasha of VaYeira. The haftarah relates the wondrous birth of a son to the (formerly) barren Shunamite woman and to her elderly husband, a birth that was foretold to her by the navi Elisha as a reward for her acts of kindness and generosity done for the prophet. And, of course, the divine prophecy came to fruition - despite the initial doubts of the Shunamite. Some years later, however, that cherished son collapsed and died, but, as the text reveals, he was miraculously revived through the intervention of Elisha. 

This story clearly echoes the tale of Avraham and Sarah, who, likewise, were gifted with the wondrous birth of a son to a once-barren woman and her elderly husband, a birth that was also foretold to the mother-to-be, (albeit by Hashem-not by a navi) and that was doubted by her, as well. And, years later, these parents too stood to lose that son but were saved from that near tragedy through the intervention of Hashem’s angel. 

It is quite clear, therefore, why our ancient scholars chose to have this episode read as the haftarah for this parasha. 

But that is not true regarding the earlier story, that which precedes the one of the Shunamite

Certainly, that introductory tale of the impoverished widow who was helped through Elisha’s miracle, is a moving story – but it has little connection to our parasha! Rav Moshe Lichenstein poses this question and argues that we might rightfully feel that it was unnecessary. The thirty-eight versed haftarah (according to Ashkenazic custom) is among the longest haftarot of the year and the primary story stands as a perfectly fitting post-script to the Torah reading. Why, he asks, was it necessary to add those first seven p’sukim to our haftarah reading? 

Additionally, he contends, the story is far less than “inspiring” or even “instructive”. After all, should we not have expected that the townspeople, the neighbors, would be those to extend a helping hand to the poor widow? Why would only a miracle performed by a navi be required? Furthermore, Rav Lichtenstein argues, G-d’s wonders are generally performed for the masses – and, usually, not for the individual. Yet, in both of the haftarah stories it is the individual who benefitted from the miracle. Why, then, was it necessary to add this seemingly unnecessary saga to open the haftarah.

I would, hesitatingly suggest, that it was the times that necessitated the actions of Elisha and its inclusion in the prophetic reading. Shomron, the northern tribes, were under the powerful influences of foreign cultures, especially the worship of Ba’al. Eliyahu HaNavi, mentor and teacher of Elisha, fought against these influences with harsh decrees, including his call for a drought that, eventually, affected the population for three years, as well as his slaying of the Ba’al worshippers. His acts were somewhat successful but might have been regarded as punitive and unforgiving, and he was, therefore, considered a “kanna’i”, a zealot, with little compassion for the people. 

Elisha, his student and successor, hoped to bring the people back to G-d by exhibiting empathy and concern to the suffering nation. Both stories found in the haftarah point to that very sympathy and care that marked the prophet’s behavior throughout his career. As a result, Elisha could serve as a model for the people-something that Eliyahu could not be. While Eliyahu fought to teach Torah laws Elisha was determined to model Torah life. And both were necessary during that era.

When we listen to the Torah reading, we sense the personalities of Avraham and Sarah as those who, like Elisha, hoped to model the moral life, to teach through acts of kindness and care. It was this, I submit, that may have moved Ashkenazic scholars to “lengthen” our haftarah in order to include both stories - stories of care, of concern and of compassion.

Stories of how to live a Torah life.

__________________________________________________

***Makom Kavuah***

Rabbi Shalom Rosner

ויַּשְׁכֵּם אַבְרָהָם בַּבֹּקֶר אֶל־הַמָּקוֹם אֲשֶׁר־עָמַד שָׁם אֶת־פְּנֵי ה’ (בראשית יט:כז)

And Abraham arose early in the morning to the place where he had stood before Hashem (Bereshit 19: 27).

The Gemara (Berachot 6b) derives the following halacha from the pasuk above: 

אמר רב חלבו אמר רב הונא כל הקובע מקום לתפילתו אלקי אברהם בעזרו וכשמת אומרים לו אי עניו אי חסיד מתלמידיו של אברהם. 

Rabbi Ḥelbo said that Rav Huna said: One who sets a fixed place for his prayer, the God of Abraham assists him. When he dies, it will be said about him: “Where is the humble one, where is the pious one, of the disciples of our father Abraham?”

From that pasuk cited above, that Avraham went to pray at a set location, the Gemara derives that it is important to daven in a makom kavuah (a fixed place) and it highlights that such an individual is a pious and humble human being. Why would davening in a set place illustrate that a person is humble and pious? The Shemen Hatov offers two explanations.

***Shul Politics***

The Shemen Hatov suggests that there is a character trait that we may have as humans, which is important to overcome. One who davens in a shul day in and day out will likely have experienced some situations that were disturbing. Perhaps people talking around him, a chazan davening too quickly or too slowly to his liking, or a feeling that the Gabai disrespected him by not providing him with a certain Aliya or Haftorah. Yet, when one is able to overcome these sour feelings, avoid a confrontation and remain in the same shul, that is what is referred to as maintaining a “makom kavuah”, and such an individual is worthy of being labeled a pious and humble fellow. To overcome our evil inclination and not leave to another shul. 

***Maintaining the Spiritual High***

In Tehillim (24:3) we are taught; מי יעלה בהר ה׳ ומי יקום במקום קדשו – who will ascend the mountain and remain on that holy location. After a meaningful tefilla or an insightful shiur, one often obtains a spiritual high. Yet, a few moments later after leaving the shul or Bet Midrash, gradually that spiritual high often dissipates. Once we reach great heights – we have to establish that as our “makom kavuah”. We need to maintain the excitement and it should bring us to a higher place. This is especially relevant after we daven and request that our prayers be answered for a refuah, parnasa, shidduch etc. If our prayers are not answered, it should not bring us down. Avraham davened to save Sedom. His request was not accepted, yet it did not lower his faith one iota. May we be able to reach great spiritual heights and may that become our new makom kavuah!

__________________________________________________

***Derech Hashem***

Rebbetzin Shira Smiles

After Avraham hosts the delegation of angels, they rise to leave and gaze across the plains of Sodom. He escorts them on their way. The Torah then shares Hashem’s description of Avraham Avinu’s stellar feature, “VeAvraham hayo yehiyeh le’goy gadol… ki yidativ lema’an asher yetzaveh et banav ve’et beito acharav veshamru derech Hashem la’asot tzedakah u’mishpat – Avraham is about to become a great and mighty nation…because I know that he will command his children and his household after him and they will keep Hashem’s way doing charity and justice.” (Bereisheet 18:18-19) What do these verses teach us about Avraham Avinu and how does it apply to us in a practical way?

The Chafetz Chaim zt”l explains the uniqueness of Avraham Avinu’s approach, he spread the word of Hashem to others and encouraged others to develop their relationship with Hashem. Shem, Ever, and other scholars at the time favored the personal service of Hashem for themselves and others. Avraham Avinu’s innovation came from his understanding that the key to a dynamic relationship with Hashem is to share one’s knowledge with others. 

Rav Chasman zt”l notes that when one inspires others to do the Will of Hashem, it is as if he becomes Hashem’s partner in the creation of the world. Rabbi Pinchas Freidman shares in Shevilei Pinchas that we find an allusion to this concept when Hashem created man, “Na’aseh Adam – Let us make man.” The plural form indicates a directive to “make man,” to teach and inspire people to follow in Hashem’s ways. Indeed, the Torah tells us, “hanefesh asher asu b’Charan – the souls that [Avraham and Sarah] made in Charan” refers to those who were influenced by Avraham Avinu’s Sarah Imeinu’s teachings.

The Meshech Chochmah maintains that these verses specifically are the Biblical source for chinuch, Torah education. Aside from educating our children to do specific mitzvot, a parent is obligated to teach his child the “derech Hashem,” the way to think and act as a member of the Jewish people.

 Rav Matityahu Salomon zt”l in Hearts Full of Love learns from here that the mitzvah of chinuch falls under the broader category of the mitzvah of Ahavat Hashem, loving Hashem. If one truly loves Hashem, then he will guide his children to love Hashem as well by telling them of His wonders and inspiring them to love Hashem. Therefore, chinuch can’t be exclusively about the do’s and don’ts of the Torah, rather it is predicated on a loving relationship with Hashem.

A fundamental aspect of chinuch is found in the words “derech Hashem.” The Novominsker Rebbe zt”l explains that this expression directs us to act with kindness, not because it is the socially correct expectation, rather it is about emulating and coming closer to Him. Indeed, when one does an act of chesed, one not only fulfills the mitzvah of loving one’s fellow man, but one also fulfills the mitzvah of “vehalachta bedrachav,” following in the ways of Hashem. This is one of the reasons that Masechet Avot begins with the mishnah describing the transmission of Torah from one leader to the next. Avot, which is filled with ethical dictums, must be understood within the context of Torah, of emulating Hashem, and not simply as social mores. Like Avraham Avinu, we must teach “derech Hashem” and not only “derech eretz,” that which is considered acceptable and expected by society.

__________________________________________________

***‘What Can I Get You?’***

Rabbi Judah Mischel 

The founder and Rosh Yeshiva of ITRI (Israel Torah Research Institute), Rav Mordechai Elefant, was a unique talmid chacham and builder of Torah. A scholar and genius of epic proportions, graced with extraordinary people skills and fundraising abilities, Rav Elefant was a colorful personality with a good sense of humor to match. Respected by gedolei hador Rav Elefant was authentic, honest, and also, in the best sense, eccentric. During his final illness before passing away in 2009, he shared his experiences and reflections, opinion and ‘candid memories’ in an unpublished memoir with his long-time, devoted student Rav Pini Dunner, the Senior Rabbi of Beverly Hills Synagogue, who was in his own right an accomplished, creative scholar and noted author.

Recalled the following “formative” interaction with his great Rebbe, Rav Leib Malin, zt’l, Rosh Yeshivah Beis Hatalmud and famed ‘Lion of Mir’. At the time, Beis Hatalmud was located in a “ramshackle shul on Jerome Street in East New York”, operating on a shoestring budget…. 

“I walked in one morning and saw Rav Leib, himself, repairing a toilet. He noticed the look on my face and realized that I thought that what he was doing was not in keeping with his dignity. He sat me down and told me the secret of life. He said, “Let me tell you something I heard in the name of Rav Simcha Zissel of Kelm: ‘God keeps very exact accounts of what we take from this world. We don’t get anything for free, other than life itself. Any person who is the least bit honest with himself understands how unworthy he is. At the same time he’s running up a big debt. Nothing is free – not a sip of water, not a breath of air. How do we stand a chance?

‘There’s only one way. You have to view life as a big, luxury hotel. They’re charging you left and right; It’s great, but there’s going to be a huge bill when you check out. There’s only one guy who enjoys the delights of the hotel without paying… That’s the waiter. 

“The waiter is devoted to serving others. He’s always smiling and ready to help. He is at the beck and call of the guests. He runs to help one, and then runs to help the other. But when he takes a break, he can go into the kitchen and make himself a sandwich with two thick steaks in it. Nobody looks, nobody cares, nobody charges him. 

“That’s what you have to do: be a waiter, devote your life to serving others. Do whatever has to be done then at the end you won’t be hit with a big tab!’”

------

וְאֶל־הַבָּקָר רָץ אַבְרָהָם וַיִּקַּח בֶּן־בָּקָר רַךְ וָטוֹב…

וַיִּקַּח חֶמְאָה וְחָלָב וּבֶן־הַבָּקָר אֲשֶׁר עָשָׂה וַיִּתֵּן לִפְנֵיהֶם וְהוּא־עֹמֵד עֲלֵיהֶם תַּחַת הָעֵץ וַיֹּאכֵלוּ׃

Then Araham ran to the herd, took a calf, tender and choice… 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)

Our sedra introduces us to the original Jewish home, the open tent of Avraham Avinu and Sarah Imeinu. The Torah gives a deliberate, detailed description of the incredible efforts our grandparents made in service of three dusty Arab travelers, idolaters who arrived at the crossroads. With alacrity and dedication, Avraham and Sarah personally provided for their every need. Such is our model of being in service of others.

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.

Rav Shabsai Yogel, zy’a, was a student of both Volozhin and Navardok, and served as the Rosh Yeshivah of Slonim. Rav Shabsai survived the war and settled in Ramat Gan, where he rebuilt the yeshivah and was a member of the Moetzes Gedolei Torah of Agudas Yisroel. He once shared the following insight. 

Shimon haTzadik taught: על שלשה דברים העולם עומד, על התורה ועל העבודה ועל גמילות חסדים, “The world stands on three things, Torah, Divine service and acts of kindness (Pirkei Avos, 1:2 ). The first two world-supporting pillars in this teaching are listed with the hei hayediah, the ‘definite article’ indicated by the letter hei at the beginning — haTorah, literally “the Torah”, and ha-avodah, “the avodah”. The third pillar, gemilus chassadim, is mentioned without a hei hayediah. 

Chazal saw with ruach hakodesh that a time would come in history when Jews would debate the nature of Torah and Divine service; the winds of change can alter the way some interpret our holy Torah and what it means to serve God. Therefore, the Mishnah states with clarity, and grammatical precision, that ‘Torah’ refers specifically to the Torah — our exclusive covenantal relationship through revelation — Torah min haShamayim. And avodah refers specifically to the avodah, the forms of personal connection and authentic service of Hashem revealed by our sages. 

Rav Yogel explained that gemilus chasadim, the third sustaining pillar of the world, is different. Universal in nature, chesed is without the specific distinctions implied by the word ha, ‘the’. In other words, there are no limits and restrictions in chesed. Every human being is deserving of kindness, and everyone has their own God-given skills, abilities and path of gemilus chasadim to engage. There are innumerable unique ways in which true, effective chesed can be offered. This we learn from the ‘pillars of faith’ themselves, Avraham and Sarah, and their inimitable, not-for-profit, Michelin-star restaurant, where guests were served up a relationship with the Creator alongside a thick tongue-with-mustard sandwich. 

Parshas Vayeira presents us the opportunity to roll up our sleeves and rededicate ourselves to the service of others. As Hashem’s ‘waiters’, may we be lifted to heights above the angels — and enjoy the best of this world, as well.

__________________________________________________

***Simchat Shmuel***

Rabbi Sam Shor

Our Sedra opens with Avraham Avinu, sitting, recovering from his recent brit mila, outside his tent during the heat of the day. Chazal explain that Avraham is sitting outside his tent, anxious to welcome guests, that despite his discomfort and recovery from his recent “surgical” procedure, he is literally sitting and waiting for an opportunity to welcome visitors into his home. 

Of course, the guests that arrive, are none other than the malachim that Hashem sends his way to cheer Avraham up, to enable Avraham to do that maaseh chesed he is longing to fulfill, as well as ultimately to share with Avraham and Sara that they will finally be blessed with a child. 

As Avraham Avinu approaches the malachim to welcome them and offer them food and respite we read:

 יֻקַּח־נָא מְעַט־מַיִם וְרַחֲצוּ רַגְלֵיכֶם וְהִשָּׁעֲנוּ תַּחַת הָעֵץ׃

Let a bit of water be brought and wash your feet. Rest yourselves under the tree.

The great Chasidic Sage, Rebbe Chaim of Chernovitz, the Beer Mayim Chaim, zy’a, who made aliya to Eretz Yisrael and lived the last few years of his life in Tzfat,cites a beautiful midrash which states that since Avraham Avinu, provides a respite of shade under the branches of a tree for his guests, his descendants, Am Yisrael, will merit to sit under the shade of Divine protection, as they fulfill the mitzvah of dwelling in the Sukkah. The reward for this seemingly random act of chesed, is that all generations of the Jewish People will have the opportunity to dwell in, and be safe-guarded by the shade of Hashem’s divine protection, and merit to invite guests, including the Ushpizin to visit with us as we dwell in the Sukkah.

 In a stirring and beautiful teaching, Rabbi Shlomo Zalman Horowitz zy’a, known as the Patiker Rav, points out that there are four eternal lessons to be learned from this story as to how one should perform the mitzvah of hachnasat orchim, the mitzvah of welcoming guests into our homes.

The first message- Avraham is waiting outside his home, seeking opportunities to be hospitable, rather than waiting for someone to knock on his door or ask to be welcomed. Each one of us must ask ourselves, how can we emulate this midah- to literally actively seek opportunities to do chesed and to welcome others into our homes.

The second point, Avraham Avinu of course had many servants. When these travelers arrive to visit them, it is he and Sara themselves who engage in welcoming the guests, in making sure they are comfortable, that they have shade and that they can freshen up. It is Sara herself who prepares a meal for these visitors. All this teaches us that hachnasat orchim should be done ourselves and not through an emissary. 

The third message we can learn is that one should not interrogate our guests, or bombard them with questions to see if indeed they really are in need of our hospitality and assistance. Our Chazal point out that Avraham Avinu intuited through his prophetic capabilities that these guests were malachim, that they really were not in need of any physical comforts or sustenance, yet this does not impact or limit Avraham in any way in terms of his desire to treat them with kindness and dignity. 

Finally, these special guests ultimately reveal to Avraham and Sara that they will miraculously be blessed with a child! This, explains the Patiker Rav, teaches us the most profound message of all regarding the mitzvah of hachnasat orchim and any act of chesed,- in reality our guests end up giving us much more than they receive!

May we be blessed to heed the Patiker Rav’s powerful words, and to find fulfillment in a life filled with chesed and hachnasat orchim.

__________________________________________________

***Geulas Yisrael***
***Attending the Akeidah Is Mandatory for Inheriting Israel***

Rabbi Moshe Taragin

The Akeidat Yitzchak is an epic moment in Jewish history, etched deeply into our collective imagination. It forms the bedrock of our prayers, especially on Rosh Hashanah, when we implore Hashem to consider the enduring merits of Avraham and Yitzchak’s heroism and courage. As the Rambam articulates (Moreh Nevuchim), the akeidah affirms the authoritative power of prophecy. Avraham, absolutely certain that he had received the directly revealed word of Hashem, was prepared to offer his son—an act he would never have undertaken otherwise. 

Additionally, as Rav Kook observed, the akeidah demonstrated that belief in an invisible and unknowable G-d need not diminish religious fervor. Avraham convinced the world of a G-d beyond human comprehension, yet the question remained: could man truly engage emotionally with a distant G-d? Perhaps intermediaries, like stars or idols, were necessary to bridge the gap between the divine and mortal man. Through the akeidah, Avraham proved that even an unknowable G-d could still inspire the deepest human passion and love.

***PILGRIMAGE***

Yet, the akeidah holds another pivotal place in Jewish history. Though Avraham had previously journeyed through the surrounding areas of Yerushalayim, this visit brought him to the place specifically known as Shalem, where Malki Tzedek served as both king and priest. This first excursion did not secure him the divine right to the city. 

The akeidah represents the pilgrimage of Avraham and Yitzchak to an empty, desolate terrain. Through this journey, they claim Yerushalayim on behalf of their descendants. Having accompanied his father to the akeidah, Yitzchak inherits the Land; those who did not partake in the akeidah will not inherit Israel.

***YISHMAEL WASN’T AT THE AKEIDAH***

This is especially significant, as immediately before this trip Yishmael had been sent away from the family. Yishmael had shared in many of Avraham’s defining moments: he underwent Brit Milah, witnessed the arrival of angels, and watched as his father championed justice against the annihilation of potentially innocent lives in Sedom. Having experienced these profound events, theoretically, Yishmael and his descendants were candidates to become part of Hashem’s chosen people and to inherit the Land of Israel. Yet, Yishmael never made the akeidah pilgrimage to Yerushalayim and his absence sealed his destiny. Only those who journeyed to the mountain inherited the divine legacy of the Land.

The akeidah holds such immense significance and such crucial historical implications that Islamic tradition has gone to great lengths to assert that it was Yishmael, not Yitzchak, who was bound on the altar, despite the clear and unambiguous reference in the Torah to Yitzchak. This shift in narrative merely reinforces the truth that without partaking in the akeidah, the divine claim to the Land of Israel remains unattainable. 

The akeidah imparted lessons which were pivotal to inheriting the Land of Israel. Having never set foot in Yerushalayim nor established the cornerstones of religion there, Yishmael and his descendants are excluded from inheriting the Land of Hashem. At the akeidah, Yitzchak learned profound lessons about G-d, belief, and the dedication needed to settle Eretz Yisrael. The Akediah prepared him and us for a life bound to Israel’s covenantal mission. 

***THIS IS NOT A RELIGION OF DEATH***

Hashem orchestrated the akeidah to bring Avraham to the brink of human sacrifice, only to debunk the idea that Hashem desires blood or death. The principle purpose of the akeidah was to eradicate the ancient notion that religion demands human sacrifice. To repudiate this dark cultural belief, Avraham had to go through the motions—fully believing he was called to sacrifice a human life to Hashem—only to be stopped at the last possible moment. A voice came from heaven: 

אל תשלח ידך אל הנער ואל תעש לו מאומה

Not only was he forbidden from sacrificing his son, but he was also prevented from even drawing blood (as Rashi notes). Hashem does not desire death, does not seek blood, and does not wish for suffering.

Yishmael did not attend the akeidah, and that culture never fully learned this basic tenet of religion: Hashem does not desire death. Not of His adherents, and certainly not of innocent people. There is no joy in heaven when the innocent suffer or die. In a similar vein, Judaism does not aspire to martyrdom, and we are not meant to pursue a death wish. We are placed on this earth to represent Hashem through the lives we lead, lives that reflect the nobility of a covenantal existence. Under certain extreme circumstances, we are called to preserve His name and His presence, even at the point of death. But death is never the endgame or the ultimate goal. If we truly care about Hashem, if we truly love Him beyond our own lives, we must be prepared, if called upon, to sacrifice our lives on His behalf. We strive to represent His divine will through every facet of our lives, and if called upon, we are prepared to give all to uphold His presence.

Yishmael never attended the akeidah. Having missed out on this lesson as well, his descendants developed a religion that, in many instances, glorifies death and Shahidism and believes that G-d takes sadistic pleasure in the suffering of His creatures. This culture cannot inherit the Land of Hashem.

***TRANSCENDENCE***

The akeidah established the unknowability of Hashem, affirming that He and His wisdom lie beyond human comprehension. Avraham spent his entire life revealing a G-d of mercy, who desired human welfare. He didn’t find Hashem through pure intellect or science but sensed a moral spirit permeating the world. Avraham perceived a harmony between divine will and human interest, and he preached a revolutionary religion—a belief in a compassionate Hashem who valued human well-being. 

At the tail end of his career, the akeidah taught Avraham—and, through him, all of humanity—that Hashem and His ways cannot always be understood. No human logic or moral code could ever justify the sacrifice of another person, much less one’s own child. This became Avraham’s final lesson: as much as we think we know Hashem, we cannot fully grasp Him. Until we understand that we cannot know Him completely, we don’t truly know Him at all. This lesson in divine transcendence is foundational to faith—and even more crucial to life in the Land of Hashem. 

Settling in Israel will never be bound by human logic. The laws that govern every other land do not apply to the Land of Hashem and to life under His watchful eye. Living in the Land of Israel demands a recognition that it operates on a scale beyond human proportions, guided by forces beyond our understanding. It is, by nature, baffling and mysterious.

We are often baffled by so many aspects of our return. After 2,000 years of enduring faith, why has our return been so arduous and torturous? Why aren’t more of our people classically religious and halachically observant? Why have we faced such fierce hostility and violence? These questions have only intensified since October 7th.

The akeidah remains our ticket of entry into settling the Land of Israel. If Avraham could stand in Yerushalayim and suspend his moral code and logical thinking, then we, too, must find within ourselves an undying and unwavering faith.

***PEACE TREATIES AND HUMAN WELFARE***

It wasn’t only what transpired atop the mountain that sealed our right to Israel. It was also the lessons Yitzchak witnessed in the events that preceded and followed the akeidah. Prior to the akeidah, Avimelech, a warlord from the coast, visits Avraham, flanked by his renowned general, Phichol. Though his words are courteous, an undercurrent of ominous threat lingers in his tone. He urges Avraham to form a treaty rather than face the potential consequences of military conflict.

This encounter concludes peacefully, with Avraham forging a treaty with Avimelech to live side by side in harmony. The city of Be’er Sheva—where the oath (shevu’ah in Hebrew) was taken and where seven (sheva in Hebrew) animals were sacrificed as part of the treaty ceremony—stands as a lasting testament to this agreement. This moment teaches us that we are meant to inspire the world, not conquer it or impose our beliefs upon others. Avraham could have easily defeated Phichol’s armies with Hashem’s help. However, life in Israel is meant to inspire, not to persecute.

In parshat Chayei Sarah, after the akeidah, two things shift. First, Avraham exports his religious revolution internationally, sending his servant to his homeland to expose his past family to the ways of Hashem. Additionally, his servant comes bearing many gifts and treasures, symbolizing Avraham’s broader mission: to be a source of human welfare and progress. Avraham’s legacy is not just to inspire the world, but to enrich and elevate it.

Yitzchak witnessed these two sagas—the treaty with Avimelech and the journey of Avraham’s servant to Aram Nahara’im. He saw his father striving for peace, choosing diplomacy over the path of war and conquest. He also witnessed Avraham extending welfare to others, seeking harmony rather than dominance. This has become the legacy of Yitzchak’s descendants—looking for peaceful relations and contributing to the betterment of the world. We are placed in Israel, not only for our own benefit but to provide general welfare to all humanity - והיה ברכה.

In the modern era, as we rejoined the global community, Jews have often stood at the forefront of human progress and innovation, driving forward rapid advancements across diverse fields. With our return to Israel, we are continually fulfilling the vision of ve’heyeh beracha—becoming a source of blessing for the world. 

Unlike Yitzchak, Yishmael was absent from both the peace treaty with Avimelech and the welfare mission to Aram Nahara’im. As a result, his descendants have made limited contributions to the sweeping advancements of modern civilization, having focused on conquest over collective development. Yishmael’s descendants established a culture shaped by conquest rather than collaboration, prioritizing dominion over others rather than collective progress and cooperation.

The akeidah, along with the episodes immediately surrounding it, reveals core principles of faith that are fundamental to the challenges of living in Israel. It teaches us that Hashem does not desire death, while also emphasizing that He is unknowable. Only those who stood on that mountain, absorbing these profound lessons, can inherit this Land. Yitzchak attended the akeidah. Yishmael did not.

__________________________________________________

***Haftorah Insights***
***Behind Closed Doors***

Rebbetzin Dr. Adina Shmidman

In this week’s Haftorah we find the story of the widowed woman who approaches Elisha the prophet in a time of desperation. She is destitute and at risk of losing her two sons to creditors. Elisha directs her to collect as many jars and vessels as she possibly can, to close her door and begin pouring the few drops of oil that she has left in all of these vessels. When she pours the few drops into another jar, the oil miraculously continues to flow until the jar is filled. The miracle continues as each vessel is filled and only stops when no more empty vessels remain.

Why did Elisha insist that she close the door before beginning to pour the oil? Rashi observes that a proper miracle happens only when hidden from public view. This comment raises several questions. Our nation has experienced many miracles in very public ways, such as the ten plagues and the splitting of the sea. Furthermore, would not Hashem want the public to see His miracles to foster a greater level of faith in Him? 

Finally, we who are studying the text are made aware of the miracle so it is in fact no longer hidden! 

A miracle is a contradiction or upending of nature. Hashem in His modesty seeks to be cloaked in nature. However, miracles performed for the salvation of His people as a whole are made known so that the world is aware of Hashem’s love for the Jewish people and the extent that He is willing to go to preserve them. In the case of an individual, Hashem’s primary interest is in assuring a person’s dignity by not exposing his or her weakness or vulnerability. Consequently, we understand Elisha’s instruction to close the door. As this event was recorded after it occurred and without including the name of the woman who Elisha assisted, she suffers no shame or embarrassment. 

Through this miracle, we learn not only of Hashem’s readiness to intervene for an individual but also the value of privacy. When extending help, we, too, must act with discretion and protect the dignity of others. We are reminded that acts of kindness are most powerful when they respect the personal boundaries and humanity of those we seek to uplift. In these difficult and painful times, may we experience Hashem’s love and kindness through the grace of His open and hidden miracles.

__________________________________________________

***Rav Kook: How The Avot Prayed***

Rabbi Aaron Goldscheider

The Talmud (Berachot 26b) teaches that the practice of Jews praying three times daily is based on the prayers established by Avraham, Yitzchak and Yaakov. Avraham established the first prayer of the day, Yitzchak instituted the afternoon prayer, and Yaakov the night prayer.

Although we tend to think that the three daily prayers are simply repetitions of the same text at different intervals of the day, Rav Kook exquisitely develops the idea that each prayer of the day actually has a distinct character. The intent of each prayer aligns with the time of day when it is recited. In addition, each prayer actually reflects the personality of the forefather who inaugurated their specific prayer.

***Fortifying Our Spiritual Stance - Avraham/Shacharit***

“Avraham rose early in the morning [returning] to the place where he stood before God” (Bereshit 19:27). Avraham prayed at daybreak, standing before God. The verse emphasizes that he was in a standing position. When the day begins we need to fortify ourselves and protect ourselves from the influences and temptations of the surroundings with which we will soon engage.

Prayer helps us stand firm against those negative influences that we will encounter. This is one of the important functions of prayer. Prayer helps us to avoid the pitfalls that we can possibly succumb to. 

Embedded in this prayer is the spirit of Avraham who withstood the ten trials and powerfully charted out a new course for himself and his family. We emulate Avraham’s resolve and strength of will each morning. Our engagement in prayer helps strengthen our inner fortitude and nourishes our spiritual foundation. 

***A Flowering Soul - Yitzchak/Mincha***

As the day comes to a close, we finish our dealings and many activities that take up thoughts and efforts. We can move on to clear our minds and be unfettered by the many distractions of the world around us. The soul is now free to express itself and return to the more authentic self in purity and reattachment to the Creator.

The afternoon prayer was introduced by Yitzchak. It is noteworthy that the term employed in this case is that his prayer was a sicha (speech). But the word sicha also refers to plants and bushes (sichim), because it suggests natural growth or a flowering force. The flowering field is a beautiful metaphor for the soul that is now unburdened by the distress of the day coming back to life. The soul can now naturally grow and flourish.

Throughout the day a person might veer from the straight path. A person will be tested and can easily be influenced by negative pressures that surround him. Yitzchak is known to exemplify the attribute of justice (midat hadin). The mincha prayer brings a person back to a place of yashrut (the straight and narrow path). The spirit of the mincha prayer is meant to positively reinforce one who has deviated from the accepted path and revitalize his strength of character. 

***Night Time Visions - Yaakov/Maariv***

When did Yaakov establish the maariv prayer? After leaving his parents’ home, Yaakov stopped for the night in Beit-El. As he slept he had a dream. He saw a vision of angels ascending and descending the ladder. Yaakov awoke and realized that he had just seen a vision from God.

“He chanced upon the palace (vayifga bamakom) and stayed overnight …” (Bereshit 28:11). Vayifga (a sudden meeting) is the key term. Yaakov encountered something beyond the level of what his soul was accustomed to. He perceived a vision that was unanticipated. A flash of something holy from another realm.

There is a unique aura of the night that is more suited for lofty perceptions and for intimate encounters. A romance and rendezvous that one experiences with the Almighty is most palpably realized in the ambiance of the night.

It is interesting to note that unlike the other two prayers, the maariv prayer is not obligatory. At a glance this difference may seem to suggest that the night prayer has less weight. Rav Kook, it would seem, would prefer to argue just the opposite. Precisely because maariv is so sublime in nature, this prayer must not be encumbered by an aspect of rote or obligations. It is a prayer that should flow spontaneously from one’s soul. 

We are all invited to step into Yaakov’s shoes in the quiet and solitude of the night and allow our souls to soar to places that we generally do not access. We might be delighted to discover a “sudden meeting” with the One who we love. (See Mishneh Torah, Hilchot Teshuva, Chapter 10 for the Rambam’s description of the experience of being in love with Hashem).

***Rav Kook’s Midnight Prayers***

With this beautiful insight of Rav Kook regarding the unique quality of night time prayer we can perhaps appreciate a halacha and practice that was dear to Rav Kook. 

In Rav Kook’s notes on Tur, Orach Chaim, printed in Mitzvat Re’iyah, the Rav discusses the legal aspects of rising at midnight. He concludes that while every Jew is obligated to mourn the destruction of the Beit Hamikdash, the G-d-fearing should punctiliously recite Tikkun Chazot, and the most pious should be awake at the exact moment of midnight. 

There is no doubt that he practiced what he preached. It is known that during the first years he lived in Jerusalem, he regularly recited Tikkun Chatzot at the Kotel. (Celebration of the Soul, Neriyah, pp.250-251).

Rabbi Shimon Starlitz, who was one of chief editors of the Encyclopedia Talmudit tells the story of one night where he caught a glimpse of Rav Kook reciting Tikkun Chatzot. Rabbi Starlitz settled in Jerusalem in 1926. He studied under Rav Kook in Yeshivat Mercaz HaRav and was a prized pupil. He knew that Rav Kook studied late at night in his small study and assumed that he also recited Tikkun Chatzot there, so he hid himself under the couch.

Midnight came. The Rav entered, lit a candle, sat on the floor, and began reciting the customary Tikkun Chatzot. He began with quiet restraint, but after a few minutes the words spewed forth and hot tears poured down his cheeks. As time passed, the Rav’s weeping and lamenting became so intense that Rabbi Shimon could not stand the excruciating grief. His heart grew tight with sorrow, and he lacked the strength to remain until the end. In the darkness of the room, he was able to sneak out of his hiding place and escape unnoticed. (Ibid. pp. 251-252)

Within the unique aura of the midnight hour, Rav Kook felt the sublime yearning for the final redemption. He cried with deep emotion on behalf of the Shechina’s pain. Indeed, the Jewish people are still in exile. Late night prayers offer us the opportunity to encounter a closeness with the Creator and a profound spiritual ascent.

__________________________________________________

***Eretz Hemdah - As the Rabbi Service***
***Not Hearing Morning Kiddush***

Rabbi Daniel Mann 

Question: At a shul Kiddush, I wasn’t able to hear the beracha but answered amen when I heard others answer. Was I yotzei? What should I have done? 

Answer: The answer to your question depends on two issues – how morning Kiddush works; the status of one who knows a beracha was made but did not hear it.

At nighttime Kiddush, the main beracha is Mekadesh Hashabbat. Borei Pri Hagafen, whose point is to make it permitted to drink the wine of Kiddush (and similarly, of Havdala) is of minor importance (see Living the Halachic Process VII, C-16). Therefore, if one did not hear Borei Pri Hagafen, he is yotzei anyway (see Shulchan Aruch, OC 271:4; Mishna Berura 296:33). 

The problem is that the morning Kiddush consists only of Borei Pri Hagafen (see Pesachim 106a). The p’sukim we recite are a late and not required addition (see Mishna Berura 289:2). So if one did not hear Borei Pri Hagafen, in what way did he take part in Kiddush?! 

There are two approaches in the Rishonim as to the nature of this abbreviated Kiddush that does not even need to mention Shabbat. The Ran (Pesachim 22b of Rif’s pages) suggests that it connects to the night’s full Kiddush, and posits that its beracha functions along the same lines as Kiddush of the night. Rabbeinu David (Pesachim 106a) says that given its content, it cannot serve as a real Kiddush; rather, its function is to elevate the meal’s stature via the wine. Therefore, the drinking is more important than the beracha, which just permits the drinking. 

If the drinking is the important thing, why don’t we all have to drink the required amount? Many quote the Brisker Rav as requiring everyone to drink at the morning Kiddush. However, this position encounters difficulties with classical sources (see Tosafot, Pesachim 106a) and contemporary minhag (see Shemirat Shabbat K’hilchata 50:9). The Netziv (Ha’amek She’ala 54:4) explains that others connect to the drinking of the one who drinks the requisite amounts, who sets the proper tone for the joint “meal.” Based on this, we might argue that since the “meal” you attended was elevated, missing Borei Pri Hagafen did not preclude your fulfilling Kiddush. On the other hand, the Ran’s approach appears to be more accepted (this column, Bechukotai 5784).

Let us now look at your connection to the beracha to which you answered amen. It is forbidden to recite an amen yetoma (Berachot 47a), e.g., answering without hearing the beracha (Rashi ad loc.). On the other hand, the mishna (Sukka 51b) tells about the davening in the amphitheater in Alexandria, in which they raised flags to prompt people to answer amen. The two main distinctions raised (see Beit Yosef, OC 124) to reconcile the sources are as follows: 1. If one plans to be yotzei with a beracha, he must hear it and must not answer if he does not, but he may answer a beracha he does need to “use for himself” (one answer in the Rosh, Berachot 7:17). 2. The problem is when one does not know which specific beracha was recited, but if he knows, he may answer even if he did not hear it (Rashi & Tosafot, Berachot 47a). The Beit Yosef implies that the two answers are separate – it is not that either factor suffices or that both factors are needed; rather there is one deciding point, with a machloket about which is correct. According to #2, your amen was fine because you knew to what beracha you were answering, and you apparently were even yotzei. According to #1, your amen was an amen yetoma if you intended to be yotzei, and so the beracha could not be motzi you. The Shulchan Aruch (OC 124:8) rules like #1 (admittedly, this is not a unanimous ruling – see Rama and Be’ur Halacha ad loc.). 

The best idea was to make your own Kiddush, after first speaking (to ensure Borei Pri Hagefen was necessary). Under extenuating circumstances (e.g., insufficient wine or insulting to the mekadesh, and it was important to eat), there is room for leniency to eat based on the Kiddush (we have to leave out a lot of sources/analysis). If so, Kiddush before your meal at home would be called for, whatever your regular minhag.

__________________________________________________

***Don’t Say That***

Rabbi Gideon Weitzman

As we discussed last time, PUAH has recently expanded our support services for individuals and couples facing fertility challenges. This includes support groups for men and women, and promoting a greater awareness of the psychological needs for such people. PUAH now also employs a Social Worker who is available in PUAH’s Jerusalem office to meet with couples, together with one of the counselors, or one on one. She is specially trained in the specific needs of people undergoing fertility treatments or struggling with infertility.

These efforts and initiatives are enhancing PUAH’s ability to help those with fertility issues and to enable them to access treatment and undergo procedures while maintaining a high level as possible of mental health.

While it is imperative that professions counsel such couples, it is as important that all of us develop a greater sensitivity towards people facing such challenges. There are some simple guidelines as to what to say and what not to say.

Sometimes people like to give advice which is not always the most helpful. For example, women who are finding it difficult to get pregnant are told to just relax. People mean well, but the assumption is that pressure is the sole cause of infertility. While it is true that pressure can be a contributing factor, in many cases this is not the main cause. Telling someone to relax may actually cause them to blame themselves for their fertility challenge, and make them feel like they are doing something wrong. So, telling her to relax, may be counterproductive and is not very helpful.

Sometimes people tell the infertile couple how lucky they are that they do not have children. They are able to sleep an entire night uninterrupted by baby’s crying, and have so much independence. While the people saying this mean well, and hope that the couple will enjoy these benefits, it is not very encouraging. It may sound to the infertile couple as belittling their problem and not recognizing their pain.

Another comment is “you are young, you still have time to get pregnant.” This is incorrect for a number of reasons; fertility does decrease with age and it is recommended for a woman over 35 years of age to see a fertility specialist and not delay pregnancy. There are so many factors that impact fertility, age is only one of them. There may be many other reasons why a couple is having difficulty getting pregnant.

We need to have both correct information and a large measure of sensitivity in such cases.

More on this next time.

__________________________________________________

***Shagririm Balev - Everyone Can Make A Match***

Aleena Ben Shalom

Shagririm Asks

Raffi’s Question: I set up my friend with an amazing girl, and they’ve been dating for a few months. He recently confided that, while he knows intellectually she’s everything he’s looking for and he wants to marry her, he doesn’t feel “in love” and isn’t emotionally ready for that next step. How can I help him?

Aleeza’s Answer: Your friend’s feelings are common, especially when our ideas of “love” don’t always match our reality. Let’s explore what love might mean to him. Has he felt “in love” before, and is he comparing those feelings? Many people equate love with infatuation, expecting a powerful, all-consuming feeling. But love doesn’t always start that way; it grows from giving, sharing, and building.

Here’s what he can try to help love develop:

Focus on Giving: In Judaism, love, or “ahava,” comes from the root word “hav” which means “to give.” Encourage him to consciously invest in small acts of kindness for her. This doesn’t mean grand gestures—it could be as simple as sending a thoughtful text, planning an outing he knows she’ll enjoy, or really listening when she talks. Giving leads to connection, and connection often builds love. The goal is for him to give freely, without overthinking what he might receive in return.

Create Shared Experiences: Encourage him to actively seek out new, shared experiences with her. He could try something new, whether it’s cooking a meal together, volunteering, or exploring an activity that matters to her. These shared moments often help create a deeper bond that fosters genuine affection.

Examine Fears and Expectations: It’s possible that your friend’s hesitation isn’t about her, but about fears of commitment or marriage. Suggest he privately list any doubts or anxieties he feels about long-term commitment. Sometimes, just naming fears can take away their power. If he finds unresolved worries, encourage him to speak with a mentor, dating coach, or therapist. Addressing these concerns might reveal any barriers that keep him from fully experiencing positive feelings in this relationship.

With these practices, your friend might discover that love can be nurtured rather than instantly felt. This approach opens him to seeing her through a lens of genuine, growing love rather than through an expectation of infatuation.

__________________________________________________

***Looking Back, Looking Forward***

Sivan Rahav-Meir

I suddenly remembered that just about a year ago, at the Kfar Maccabiah Hotel, I met a group of evacuees from the city of Sderot. Amidst all the chaos, between a kindergarten set up in the hotel and volunteers from all over the country bringing treats, I interviewed one of Sderot’s residents. He told me, “I’m already waiting to hear the parasha of Lech Lecha.”

That was the Torah portion for that week, and he was waiting to draw strength from Avraham and Sarah: how they faced numerous hardships and trials and withstood them, how they bequeathed values to all humanity, and how they were the first to walk this land and pass it down to us.

This year, of course, he’s home. He and his wife are back at work, the kids are in school, and Sderot is almost entirely quiet. Not long ago, it was reported that the city has become a leading destination for real estate investment. Prices there are only set to rise, and demand is growing. From having to be the recipients of kindness, the residents of Sderot are now the ones who are constantly treating the soldiers, in gratitude for having dealt such a significant blow to Hamas this year. Sinwar is already in hell, and the entire security outlook is changing.

The man I interviewed wrote to me last week, “Lech Lecha — again! The journey continues. The price is heavy, the days are turbulent, and we haven’t yet reached the destination, but look how far we’ve come.”

__________________________________________________

***Hashem's Test***

Dr. Jacob Solomon

It was after these things. G-d tested Avraham… He said, “Please take your son, your only one, whom you love: Yitzchak. Go to the land of Moriah, and bring him up as an offering on the mountain that I will specify for you” (22:1-2).

These words introduce the famous story of the Akeidat Yitzchak. Whereas other faiths preach the doctrine of Original Sin, the Torah embraces the fundamental principle of z’chut avot, the merits of the Fathers: the concept of the Original Blessing for all time. Through Avraham’s merit, all his descendants and all the people of the world are blessed.

For the story climaxes with: “I shall surely bless you and greatly increase your children as the stars of the heavens and as the sand on the sea shore… the nations of the earth shall indeed bless themselves by your descendents, because you obeyed My voice” (22:16-17). Fundamentally, the Israelites are blessed by G-d. That indeed inspires the blessing that we recite in standing in judgment on Rosh Hashanah: “that You should forever remember the Binding of Yitzchak for Your Children: Blessed are You, G-d, who remembers the Covenant”.

The commentators tend to concur that the test of the Akeida was given to Avraham Avinu because of who he was, Avraham.

Several commentators translate nisa et avraham as “G-d spiritually raised Avraham”, rather than “tested Avraham”. It was Avraham, and only Avraham, who would be spiritually raised by such a test. In this vein, the Ramban explains that G-d knows in advance that His righteous people will carry out his commandments. He tests them so that they may attain and apply the spiritual power that until then was only latent. The S’forno emphasizes that going from potential to actual practice is in itself a move to a higher level in spiritual progress. And Abarbanel empahsizes Avraham’s position at the apex of the Patriarch of the Israelites. That required him to set the example, to lay the root of the ultimate standard expected of the Israelites, which is continuing to serve the Almighty even under the most difficult conditions. Even when He demands things that go against our wishes, He ultimately owns everything, and our enjoyment of what we have - both our tangible possessions and our intangible joys and sorrows - ultimately belong to G-d. They are on lease to us, given and terminated at His discretion.

The Rashbam closely follows the actual text and introduces another dimension, giving an insight into why the form in which God tested Abraham was such a horrific one. Not only was the Akeida designed to test Avraham, but it was where G-d was expressing His displeasure with him. For the Akeida was “after these things” which the Rashbam takes literally: after the immediately-previous incident (21:22-34). That was where Abraham, at Avimelech’s proposal, made a treaty with him to treat his descendants with kindness and consideration through the generations to come. G-d was not happy about that. For the land involved (today the Western Negev) then under Avimelech was part of the Land G-d Himself had promised to Avraham’s descendants. It was not Avraham’s property to bargain away, but to leave as an inheritance where in due course the inhabitants would be driven out (c.f. Bamidbar 33:55). The Rashbam emphasized that Avraham was not only renouncing his and his descendants’ stake in Avimelech’s lands, but he also sealed that agreement with seven sheep at his own expense – a misuse of part of the wealth that G-d gave him. Thus, the Rashbam explains, the word nisa in nisa et Avraham can also mean ‘punished’. Quoting a series of instances in Tenach where the simple translation of nisa means ‘punished’, the Rashbam emphasizes G-d’s test for Avraham’s ultimate loyalty thus came through the means of extreme suffering. 

Perhaps this explanation gives an insight into living today. All people find themselves in positions where they have to make choices between the pleasant and easy way out on one hand, and the harder but more demanding and yet ultimately rewarding course on the other. It is the actual nature of the test that indicates who we are. Where it is more demanding, it could indicate that G-d expects more of us. And when it is unpleasant, it expresses two things: G-d’s initially punishing through placing us in that situation, and ultimately His taking the great joy where we succeed: as S’forno frequently emphasizes, Yismach HaShem BeMa’asav - G-d delights in His Creations (Tehillim 104:31). Even if they didn’t get it completely right on the way. 

__________________________________________________

***NCSY - Torah 4 Teens by Teens***

***Torah Exemptions for Soldiers?***
Rabbi Shlomo Rayman - Educational Director

Our Parsha begins with angels visiting Avraham, but I’d like to focus on a different but similar story: an angel with a drawn sword appears to Yehoshua as he begins conquering the land of Israel. In the Talmud (Megillah 3a), the angel rebukes Yehoshua for not studying Torah due to the war.

This past year, I served six months in Gaza. Early in the war, I questioned why Yehoshua was criticized—wasn’t he exempt from studying? Yet, I observed fellow soldiers learning in the midst of war: one completed a tractate of Talmud Yerushalmi, two studied for rabbinical exams, and three kept up with daf yomi. What drove them, despite their exemption?

We learn Torah not just as a commandment, but because it defines us. Torah gives purpose, teaching us why we fight and what we fight for. If the angel’s mission was to be worried about Torah, he would have come dressed as a Rosh Yeshiva, or an NCSY educational director. 

But he came dressed as an army officer, underscoring that he came not for Torah’s sake but for the war effort itself, as he knew that Torah would make our soldiers better soldiers. 

Just as Torah study shapes better soldiers, I believe military service can shape better Torah learners. In a time of questions about Torah, the army, and exemptions, we must emphasize that combining Torah with army is not only possible but ideal and beneficial to both the beis and the base.

***Be The Inspiration***
Yoel David - 11th Grade, Beit Shemesh

In this week’s parsha, Parashat Vayera, we talk about Avraham and his hospitality. In my opinion, it sounds kind of boring. Why would I want to learn about some random guys coming to Avraham’s house? Well, let’s dive in, and I’ll explain why it’s so interesting.

We know that this parsha takes place three days after Avraham’s bris, which I hear is the hardest day of all. Avraham is sitting outside of his tent in the heat of the day to heal from his bris. While sitting outside he sees three men walking towards him. Even though it is the third day after his bris Avraham runs to these guys and bows down, וַיָּרָץ לִקְרָאתָם מִפֶּתַח הָאֹהֶל וַיִּשְׁתַּחוּ אָרְצָה. Then he proceeds to tell them to come eat something: וְאֶקְחָה פַת־לֶחֶם וְסַעֲדוּ. Mind you, this guy is in insane pain, and yet he’s treating these guys like kings. How and why?

Well, Avraham is trying to act as much like G-d as he can. He wants to show us how great God is. For example, G-d lets us live on his planet, and there is literally no cost. All G-d wants is for us to do mitzvot and be the best people we can be. Avraham also was doing chesed for these random guys by serving them a meal and all he wanted was for them to say a bracha on the food. 

What does this have to do with being an inspiration? Well, everyone has struggles. You can be the one who pushes through them. Just like Avraham pushed himself to help these people when he was in pain. When people know it’s hard for you to do whatever it is, well, that’s being an inspiration.

Shabbat Shalom!

__________________________________________________

***Vayeira: The Akeida Moment***

Rabbi Jeffrey Bienenfeld

After reciting the Morning Blessings (ברכות השחר), many read the next lengthy section which records the Temple sacrifices that were once brought. This recitation, as the Talmud records (Berachos 26b), is one of the main sources for the obligation to daven Shacharis. Through this reading, say Chazal, our daily prayers in effect become a halachic substitute for the ancient and sacred sacrificial service itself (Menachos 110a, Yoma 86b).

However, prior to this recitation, and in accordance with the suggestion found in the Codes (Orach Chaim 1:5), many also add the entire Akeida narrative (Bereishis 22:1-19) – the dramatic and theologically perplexing and difficult account of Gd’s command to Avraham to offer his only son, Yitzchok, on the altar. The inclusion of this Biblical selection raises a number of interesting questions: First, as central and momentous as this event surely is in our Mesorah, it was, after all, just a one-time, exceptional albeit extraordinary happening. To integrate this story into the Rosh Hashanah service is explainable as it provides the scriptural underpinning for the Shofar symbol. But, to recite it every day – why? We are not Avrahams and Yitzchaks, and even they only had to pass this test once! And second, why include this narrative as the apparent introduction to the Korbanos prayers? The commentaries on this ruling in the Shulchan Aruch above offer a number of answers all of which are quite insightful and valuable (see Mishna Berurah, ibid, s.k.13). Let us suggest another approach.

Following the Akeida excerpt, the Siddur adds an important entreaty: 

“Master of the Universe! May it be Your will HaShem, our Gd and Gd of our fathers, to recall for our sake the covenant of our fathers. Just as our father, Avraham suppressed his compassion for his only son and would have slaughtered him to do Your will, so may Your compassion suppress Your anger against us; and may Your compassion prevail over Your [other] attributes, to deal with us more leniently than the letter of Your law. Deal with us, HaShem, our Gd, kindly and with compassion. In Your great goodness, turn Your fierce anger away from Your people, and from Your city, from Your land, and from Your territorial heritage. Fulfill for us, HaShem, our Gd, the promise You made, through Your servant Moshe, as was said, (Vayikra 26:42) “I will recall My covenant with Yaakov, also My covenant with Yitzchak, and also My covenant with Avraham will I recall; and I will recall the land.”

How is this passionate prayer to be understood? The message is plain: the Akeidah comes to highlight and underscore a fundamental mandate in our sacred tradition: that at times – in fact, many times - one is called upon to suppress and override certain understandable inclinations and even laudable virtues in the interests of some higher religious ideal and purpose. Only by Avraham displaying uncommon faith and absolute, unquestioned trust in conquering and overwhelming his intense fatherly love for his son in order to comply with the Divine incomprehensible Will – only through such heroic suppression of these powerful emotions of love, can we approach HaShem and plead that He too respond likewise and override His justifiable anger toward us in light of our many misdeeds and judge us with kindness and compassion. 

However, as powerful as this prayer is, it remains deficient in one important respect: Avraham could make this request; after all, he passed the test. But, by what right can we utter the same prayer; what have we done that comes even close to the great deed of Avraham and thus warrant Gd’s response? To this critical question, Rav Soloveitchik comes to our rescue in a remarkable reframing of the essential message of the Akeida. (Abraham’s Journey, pp. 8-12)

With Ramban’s famous historical rule in hand that Jewish history is basically the history of the patriarchs – מעשי אבות סימן לבנים (Bereishis Rabbah 40:6, quoted by Ramban, Bereishis 12:10), the Rav proceeds to interpret the Akeida experience as one we can – and must - all embrace. “The basic idea of the Akeida is nurtured by the service awareness. Man is a servant of Gd. He belongs completely to Gd – body and soul… Every feeling, every stirring of the soul, every joyful anticipation or sad expectation is not the property of man… Hence, Gd, from time to time, calls upon man to return to Him whatever is His. He demands that man give not a part, but the whole of himself. The supreme sacrifice is never too much, since Gd owns everything and man possesses nothing.” Hence, the Akeida!

“Of course, the idea of sacrifice is a cornerstone of Judaism, and the Akeida has inevitably introduced sacrificial action as part of our historical drama. Yet [employing Ramban’s rule], the Akeida is multi-semantic, lending itself to many interpretations. Gd demands that man bring the supreme sacrifice, but…, there are two ways in which the total sacrifice is implemented – the physical and experiential… the sacrifice [may] consist in physical agony, pain and extinction of life, or in spiritual surrender, humility, and resignation.”

To put the Rav’s Akeida mandate into language with which we can all identify, let us illustrate it thusly. When a person’s lethargy tempts him to forgo family responsibilities and yet he chooses to nevertheless conquer that lethargy and do what he must – he has experienced an Akeida moment. When a youngster is drawn into a hedonistic culture with the promise of enticing pleasures and courageously sacrifices it all to pursue an arduous professional career to benefit society – she has experienced an Akeida moment. When a “newly minted” ba’al teshuva comes face to face with the demanding regime of mitzvah observance, and notwithstanding the strong pull to remain secular, is prepared to give it all up and slowly commit to a different and burdensome way of life – that decision is an Akeida moment. In a word, when an individual is ready to defy his own habits and ingrained inclinations, is prepared to ignore social pressures and societal conformity, and bravely chooses instead to commit and behave in accordance with Gd’s Will – each of those decisions, every one of those challenges met, earns him or her the right to turn to HaShem and pray: “Master of the Universe, please see what I was up against, see my struggling to do what was right and proper in Your eyes. Please see how I overcame, how I sacrificed for You – and by virtue of those Akeida moments, may I ask You to overlook my faults and failures, and embrace me with forgiveness and love!

It should now be clear why every morning, we recite the Akeida story at the beginning of our day, and why it is this incredible event that prefaces the portion of the sacrifices in our prayers. Every single day, we may be confronted with many an Akeida opportunity. We can choose to ignore it and remain forever stale and stagnant. But, if we can find the strength and determination to engage the Akeida occurrence and sacrifice what is required - especially when, like Avraham, that sacrificial act all too often happens with no one around to applaud and record our private victories – if we can do this, we can merit experiencing a closeness with Gd that will yield a spiritual ecstasy and moral excellence of unparalleled meaning and magnificence!

__________________________________________________


Shabbat Shalom!

