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Vayeira

Overview

arashat Vayeira is the second of the two parashiot devoted exclusively to the life

and times of Abraham. Although we first meet Abraham at the end of parashat

Noach, and his later years are chronicled in parashat Chayei Sarah, he appears in
these parashiot only in preparation for his life’s work or in its afterglow. In Noach, we see
him buck the degenerate trend of human history that preceded him and thereby merit
God’s call to begin the history of the chosen people; in Chayei Sarah, we see him ensure the
perpetuation of his heritage by passing it on to his successor. Only the parashiot of Lech
Lecha and Vayeira focus directly on Abraham’s life itself.

The fact that Abraham’s life per se is chronicled in two parashiot indicates that it com-
prised two distinct phases. In fact, if we examine the events recorded in these two para-
shiot, we are left with the impression that Abraham repeated in parashat Vayeira virtually
everything he did in parashat Lech Lecha. Both parashiot open with him experiencing a rev-
elation of God and receiving the promise of progeny; in both parashiot, his wife Sarah is
abducted by a gentile king; in both parashiot, he fathers a son, banishes Hagar, and enters
into treaties; in both parashiot, his righteous behavior is contrasted with the immoral
behavior of his nephew Lot; in both parashiot, he defends the cities of the plain—in Lech
Lecha against human assailants, and in Vayeira against the Divine decree brought about
by the cities’ own corruption. It is as if Abraham had to repeat everything he experienced
in his first parashah—his first “life” or level of being—but on a different level, in order to
infuse his past accomplishments with a new level of Divine consciousness.

Since, as we know, the name of every parashah embodies the essence of its content, the
essence of each of the two phases of Abraham’s life must be reflected in the name of the
parashah describing that phase.

The event that divides Abraham’s life into two distinct spiritual periods is his circum-
cision. This event is related at the very end of parashat Lech Lecha, so that Abraham begins
his life as a circumcised Jew only in parashat Vayeira. It follows, therefore, that Abraham’s
life prior to circumcision is one of lech lecha—"go, to your true self,” while his life after
circumcision is one of vayeira—*“God appeared to him.” In parashat Lech Lecha, Abraham
progresses on his own, steadily ascending the ladder of spiritual progress as far as human
efforts can take him. In parashat Vayeira, God appears to him and elevates him to a level of
spiritual life beyond the reach of human effort.
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OVERVIEW OF VAYEIRA

True, God appeared to Abraham three times in parashat Lech Lecha,' but these appear-
ances were veiled and vague in comparison to His appearance in parashat Vayeira.> The
reason for this is straightforward enough: until circumcision, Abraham’s progress, as we
said, was limited by the constraints of his own human nature. He could only go as far
as his own mind and heart could take him. It was therefore impossible for God to reveal
Himself to Abraham “directly”; Abraham could only experience God through the prism
of his own being.

What was it about circumcision that changed all this, that enabled Abraham to tran-
scend the limitations of his own humanity and experience a direct revelation of God?

First of all, circumcision was the first commandment that Abraham observed in
response to God’s explicit directive. The Torah and its traditions were known even before
Abraham’s time, and Abraham fulfilled them faithfully to the best of his ability. But this
observance was voluntary and therefore lacked the self-effacing humility implicit in a
servant’s compliance with the will of his master. This is precisely why Abraham did not
circumcise himself before God called upon him to do so, even though he observed the rest
of the Torah’s commandments: since circumcising oneself, unlike all the other command-
ments, can only be performed once, once he circumcised himself on his own, he would
never be able to do so in compliance with an explicit directive from God.

Thus, by circumcising himself in response to God’s explicit command, Abraham
entered into an entirely new type of relationship with Him. By nullifying his own will
before God’s, Abraham attained a level of self-effacement he could never have achieved
beforehand. His own ego could now dissolve and cease to interpose between God, on the
one hand, and his own mind and heart, on the other.

Yet, although circumcision was the only one of the Torah’s commandments that God
specifically commanded Abraham to fulfill, He had commanded him to do other things
before this, such as leaving his father’s home and moving to the Land of Israel, traveling
throughout the land, and performing the rites associated with the Covenant between the
Halves. In each case, Abraham always heeded God’s word. What was it about circumci-
sion in particular that brought Abraham to this level of selflessness?

The answer to this question may be found in the way in which God phrased His com-
mand to Abraham to circumcise himself: “My covenant shall be in your flesh.”* Circumci-
sion is unique among all the commandments in that it alters the body itself. The body’s
very flesh becomes a concretization of God’s will. As we saw,* circumcision granted
Abraham control over his erotic drive. Thus, through circumcision, the body can join the
mind’s self-effacement before God, in this way also ceasing to be an impediment in the
individual’s relationship with Him.

As we have noted, Abraham began the reversal of the degenerative process that had
begun with the sin of Adam and Eve and that had continued through the succeeding gen-
erations. The process he set in motion would culminate seven generations later with the
Giving of the Torah on Mount Sinai.

In order to lay the groundwork for the world’s transformation into God’s home
through the Giving of the Torah, Abraham had to set an example by his own life. In this
context, his circumcision was his own personal “Receiving of the Torah,” a microcosm of
what would later transpire on a national scale at Mount Sinai. In living out the transition

1. Genesis 12:7, 15:1, 17:1. 2. Zohar 1:88b, 98a. 3. Genesis 17:13. 4. On 17:1.
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OVERVIEW OF VAYEIRA

from finite human effort to infinite Divine revelation, he set the stage for the creation of a
people whose purpose would be to elevate reality above its natural limitations by reveal-
ing the infinite God in the finite world.

Once Abraham’s personal transformation became the cornerstone of the national iden-
tity of the Jewish people, it became, in turn, the inheritance of each individual Jew. We
are all challenged to learn from Abraham’s life. Abraham aspired throughout his lifetime
to make himself into an ever-more-transparent vehicle for expressing God’s presence in
the world. Yet no matter how far he progressed toward his goal, he always knew that
there was still more to accomplish—that he had not yet reached true and absolute self-
effacement. It was precisely in this merit that God granted him his wish and enabled
him—through the commandment of circumcision—to free himself from the constraints
of human ego.

We, too, should always strive toward higher levels of relationship with God and never
be satisfied with our present spiritual level. Together with appreciating our achievements,
we should, in parallel, train ourselves to consider them merely a hazy, imperfect version
of what we ultimately aspire to. When we live our lives this way, we know that God will
respond to our endeavors and reveal Himself in our lives commensurately.’

5. Likutei Sichot, vol. 10, pp. 49-54.

108



XM

FIRST READING

—¥ ONKELOS (83—
Kan w3 7 A HanK)

OTR3 KI2WN YN am KX
BNANY

AT NIYA YT 9K TRYY 7337 1370 NK)
ANg oK NIYA 2¥) DEDK SMXW AUt T
o3 :in"22 DU™D7 Ay 121V v DX NIk SN
XYY AR R0 A KA1 N2 wiTpa Xy .o
P KDY YLYD MR 109 DiKa iond

DWIR MNTa 1Y 07OXPRIT KT ,0°K2 DX

and cause the wound to heal completely.'

God revealed Himself to Abraham: As mentioned

& RASHI ¢4

& CHASIDIC INSIGHTS 3

TIND 2E M) N2 N2 T YN N

DR D TN

12 X7 27 MR a9 NR Ra% mhr kM

RIT 712 WiTpa K21 ,7177 iS55 Wby oit k1m0
Sy vy 1 1mw Xt LKTen 1OKa nibwa Sxe
AN "WYY AW pora Yoy NP 0% mrmi
YR 7K1 W R 112 WiTRT 12 K, Ty? wpa

N,29 09710 .1

above,!" Abraham wanted his circumcision to take
place within the framework of nature. He therefore
first consulted with the leaders of his time in order to

& INNER DIMENSIONS 6

[1] To pay a visit to the sick: The Talmud informs
us™ that there are fifty “gates” of understanding,
ie., fifty general levels of Divine consciousness
that we can aspire to attain. These levels are termed
“gates” because they are the entryways into differ-
ent levels of our relationship with God.

Whether acquired through experience, study, or
introspection, the lessons we learn from life are
meant to help us ascend the ladder of Divine con-
sciousness, enabling us to progressively deepen our
conceptualization of God as well as our perspective
on how He relates to creation. We thus undergo nu-
merous processes of spiritual growth throughout
our lifetimes, each one leading us to and through
fifty gates of Divine consciousness. Some of these
processes are woven structurally into the fabric of
Jewish life, such as the annual re-experience of the
journey from Egypt to Mount Sinai that comprises
the fifty days between the holidays of Passover and
Shavuot. Other processes are more personal and
less structured, and we may not even be conscious-
ly aware of the discrete steps along the way. In all
cases, however, the first forty-nine “gates” are those
we reach through our own efforts, while the fiftieth
is the crowning level bestowed upon us by God in
recognition of our having successfully attained the
first forty-nine on our own."”

Thus, until we reach the forty-ninth gate of any
specific spiritual growth process, we sense that we
can still ascend further on the ladder of Divine con-
sciousness by virtue of our own efforts. But upon
reaching the forty-ninth gate, our desire to con-
tinue to enhance our relationship with God causes

us to long intensely for the elusive fiftieth gate; we
become “lovesick” for it. This is alluded to by the
fact that the numerical value of the word for “sick”
(791n) is forty-nine, since this longing is the spiritual
source of physical illness.

This is exactly what happened to Abraham when
God commanded him to circumcise himself. As
we have seen,”® Abraham voluntarily undertook
to observe all the Torah’s commandments with
the exception of circumcision, which he purposely
waited to perform until explicitly commanded to
do so by God. This was because he knew that only
by circumcising himself in response to God’s direct
command would he be able to fully avail himself of
circumcision’s capacity to elevate him to the most
sublime spiritual heights. Similarly, God did not
give Abraham the command until He saw that he
had exhausted his own capacities for self-refine-
ment and had indeed attained the highest level of
Divine consciousness possible on his own. Giving
him the commandment at this point brought him
to the limits of his ability to climb upwards on the
ladder of Divine consciousness.

Thus, by circumcising himself, Abraham unques-
tionably reached his forty-ninth gate, which in turn
made him “lovesick” with longing for the elusive fif-
tieth. Since his body was fully in tune with his soul,
this longing manifested itself as physical illness.
In appearing to him after the circumcision,'® God
granted Abraham access to the fiftieth gate, whose
revelation healed him of his spiritual malady, in
turn bringing about his physical healing, as well."”

11. On 17:23. 12. Rosh HaShanah 21b. 13. Nachmanides, Commentary on the Torah, introduction. 14. See Ta’amei HaMitzvot on this
verse. 15. Above, 11:32. 16. See Zohar 1:88b. 17. Likutei Sichot, vol. 5, p. 335; Sefer HaSichot 5750, vol. 1, pp. 112-113.
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Genesis 18:1 VAYEIRA

The Promise of Isaac’s Birth

On the third day after his circumcision, the 15" of Nisan, 2047, Gop appeared
to Abraham to pay a visit to the sick. This occurred in the Plains of Mamre; God
revealed Himself to Abraham in Mamre’s territory as a reward to him for having
advised Abraham to follow God’s commandment to circumcise himself. Abraham
was sitting at the entrance of the tent, looking out for travelers to host, but God
had made the heat of the day unnaturally intense so that no one would venture
out on the roads, thus giving Abraham a chance to rest and recover. Abraham
started to stand up in deference to God’s presence, but God said, “You remain
seated and I will stand. You will thus serve as a precedent for your descendants:
even though I will manifest My presence at every court case, I will not require all
those present to stand in respect; the judges may remain seated.”

& CHASIDIC INSIGHTS 3

God appeared to him: When, as a young boy, Sha-
lom Dovber of Lubavitch learned this verse for the first
time, he came in tears to his grandfather, Rabbi Men-
achem Mendel of Lubavitch (the Tzemach Tzedek), and
cried, “If God appeared to Abraham, why doesn’t He
appear to me, as well?” In reply to his little grandson’s
anguished question, the Tzemach Tzedek told him that
Abraham merited having God appear to him because,
although he had indeed refined himself enough to at-
tain very sublime levels of Divine consciousness, he
at the same time knew that God is infinite, and that
therefore there were still an infinite number of levels
of Divine consciousness to attain. This recognition
left Abraham feeling grossly inadequate, as though
he were still encrusted by layers of insensitivity to
Divine awareness that needed to be removed—to be
“circumcised” —in order to bare his heart before his
Creator.

Much is to be learned, both from the child’s impas-
sioned question as well as from his grandfather’s an-
swer. Firstly, we learn that we must yearn—even cry
out—for God to reveal His presence to us. Secondly,
we learn that we, too, can merit to see God’s presence
if we realize that no matter how much we may have
achieved spiritually, we are still not perfect: we still
need to “circumcise” ourselves—to remove “the fore-
skin of the heart” —which prevents us from attaining
yet higher levels of Divine consciousness.?

Abraham was sitting: Before his circumcision, Abra-
ham’s body was not sufficiently refined to endure the
spiritual intensity of God’s revelation; as a result, it
was sapped of its physical strength, causing him to
fall.* Through circumcision, his body became refined
enough to withstand God'’s revelation.* In fact, it was
now capable of withstanding an even loftier revelation
than Abraham had ever before experienced.®

Of all the commandments, circumcision is the only one
able to affect the body in this way, because it is the only
one that visibly and permanently alters the physical
body. Furthermore, specifically because it sanctifies the
physical flesh—which is otherwise the driving force
behind our basest impulses—circumcision accom-
plishes God'’s purpose in creating the world, which is
to transform it into a home for Divine consciousness,
more directly than any other commandment. Circum-
cision therefore has the power to elicit the most sub-
lime levels of Divine revelation.®

On the third day after his circumcision: Since the
Torah’s commandments are meant to affect the entire
material universe, including the physical body, they
must therefore be fulfilled in a natural, non-miraculous
way. For example, since it is normative practice to pay
for things we acquire or for services rendered to us,
we should expect to have to do the same in order to
perform God’s commandments. In fact, the Zohar” indi-
cates that it is preferable to pay full price to perform a
commandment rather than seek to do so for free or at
a discounted price. Indeed, Rabbi Yitzchak Luria (the
Arizal) was known to never have been dissuaded by
the cost of fulfilling a commandment and was always
prepared to pay any asking price.® As we have seen,
the natural pain that accompanies circumcision is a sig-
nificant ingredient in its fulfillment.’

This is why God waited until the third day after Abra-
ham’s circumcision to visit him. God’s very visit would
have immediately healed Abraham miraculously of his
wound. Therefore, had He visited Abraham any ear-
lier, He would have “disrupted” the natural healing
process that circumcision requires, thus risking com-
promising the integrity of Abraham’s fulfillment of the
commandment. Only on the third day, when a wound
begins to heal naturally on its own, did God visit him

1. Rashi on Exodus 12:40-41. 2. Likutei Sichot, vol. 1, pp. 23-27. 3. For example, above, 17:3. 4. Yalkut Shimoni, Vayeira §82. 5. See
Or HaChaim on this verse. 6. See on 17:26, above. Sefer HaSichot 5752, vol. 1, pp. 86-87; see also Hitva’aduyot 5750, vol. 1, p. 357.
7.2:128a. 8. Ta'amei HaMitzvot, Re’eh, mitzvat tzedakah. 9. Above, on 17:13. 10. Likutei Sichot, vol. 5, p. 77, 82-84.

109



XM

FIRST READING

—& ONKELOS (3———
KR KT KIM ey ogn
LI RIM bRy R R
KUy anmaTR?
OK 77 K12 RYIK Sy ™I
K7 TR PRI MWK Y3
PIR? 4 ATy Syn 12vn o
1237 AMOKY KM TV Y3
:RIP'K iR 13"NoK]

YONKIR? YNV TR I WD 0K MW T
DX MK DTaw 50 431 K1 DK 13K RN

"1 ,/7ayn K1 5x7 nx 5391 moniRe 09
KT 11 7iwW521 iRy 120 1my? — R My K5y
T2 WiTpaY MK A LKA WIp 0K 127 590
X1 ,DIRT DX 0297 Yy Ty 15 panab xin
127 DTp RN “BOXRY YV K 2IN3Y "9 DY
0¥ MYIRY 103 19 1277 NIKPRT I AN
XYM T2 IR ARIW , DTIRY T T KOS
DMWY XD NI TP 12 DX KX 12 015 ek
NI AR 4 FTa0 NWiKN23 niwbn onwt g
1 Sy 2% DY X g2 witpm oy T Sy
Y90 NX PN T DK AW 07 SRy oy
PAKD DMINWRY 0127V DY M2DD .01220 XN
23K AR TRy 01T KW Topm Do)
SRy Y oS ompn  Tepn K5w vib
A°KT NOR pyR onmA Do W wbr

& RASHI 3

YRV 3N DU MY AT N Y NE
TSI TN STRT mnen BoNgRY 1an N
T30 NITON TPV I NNED NIDN IS N0
WYY D251 O SIDTRYR NITIRY 4 1T8L TP

AR AR

TOXY T NK W2 0K DN Y e

XY DMK DX NiKep 0K DI nx ey
22 13¢ 77 YIR NMMOY Ry iy K on
KT 190K 00 Tiwha 1am XIn wen
SPOK WK QW MKNT 20K T [ rhK
#7127 Niry? 521x XS 727 nix X101 DT N2
DWN 7271 DK NX XY SXDN 47201 "072Y”
DNR ORI 77 XAy ) ol nx Snd
T CTINGY RTZ W9 5Y DRI MK Y
ST YD TOYY #in3 1rany 1oy oy D
RN A LR 07K 51T 85D XA Rl v Sax
TIW? "W ivnwng (WX 2omyD Ry UK
KoY 1AM X 0ipNa 0ay) MY 3001 M
RYW T DyTRY B Sy ax imuab ooy e
1% KW NIk 171235 onipna 1y onxaph
YN K122 DNKIPY YN KT OTRY Ao
AP T2 27 BNKIPY Y7 2 N1, "1y 07y 2D

2,0 YN L N ,592TR2.10 0,09 3 ) TPWUNILLE 1,9.7 15,191T01.6 LD ,0V.5 NI, DV .4 110,00 TPUNI2 L3 D, IPWUNIA .2

gain their approval. By gaining Mamre’s personal ap-
proval, Abraham enlisted natural, human intellect in
support of his circumcision.

By giving his stamp of approval to his step, Mamre be-
came both worthy and capable of experiencing some-
thing of the selfsame Divine revelation experienced by
Abraham in the merit of his circumcision. In fact, in
the merit of Mamre’s consent, this revelation even per-
meated the physical territory of his domain, spiritually
refining it and thereby rendering it conducive to living
a Godly way of life. The Torah therefore makes a point
of mentioning that God appeared to Abraham in the
Plains of Mamre.*

He looked up and behold, three men were stand-

ing: During the course of his conversation with God,
Abraham was profoundly engrossed in the Divine rev-

& CHASIDIC INSIGHTS 3

elation. Even during our own prayers, when we are the
ones who initiate the Divine encounter, we are enjoined
to first clear our minds of any distracting thoughts.?®
The fact that Abraham noticed the men, despite the
intensity of his concentration, shows his extraordinary
sensitivity to others.

This sensitivity is the key to hospitality. When offer-
ing hospitality to guests, a host must do much more
than merely proffer a free meal. He must focus fully
on his guests and their needs, display sincere concern
for their welfare and comfort, take an interest in their
conversation, and in general make them feel at home.
Abraham was the paradigm of such sensitivity to oth-
ers: in the very midst of a conversation with God, he
took notice of three travelers and excused himself from
God'’s presence to tend to their needs.?

24. Sefer HaSichot 5750, vol. 1, p. 115. 25. See Shulchan Aruch HaRav, Orach Chaim 98:1. 26. Likutei Sichot, vol. 25, pp. 70, 78.
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Genesis 18:2-4 VAYEIRA

God intended to send three angels to Abraham, each with a separate mission,
after visiting him. When He noted that Abraham was disappointed by the absence
of guests, He sent these angels in the guise of mortal men for Abraham to host."
Although they were not really mortals, the Torah calls them “men,” rather than
“angels,” in order (a) to contrast their limited powers with God’s omnipotence,
and (b) to indicate that, even had they revealed themselves to Abraham as angels,
he would have been just as unfazed as if they had indeed been mortals, since he
was accustomed to visits from angels."

While Abraham was changing his bandages, he looked up and behold, three men
were standing before him. He took note that they hesitated to approach him be-
cause he was in obvious discomfort. Therefore, after asking God to wait while he
attended them, he ran towards them from the entrance of the tent, and prostrated
himself on the ground.

In accordance with proper etiquette, Abraham addressed his invitation to the
group’s leader (in the singular). But in order not to slight the other two, he first
said to all three, “My masters!” and only then proceeded to address the leader:®
“If I have found favor in your eyes, please do not pass me, your servant, by.”

Abraham thought that these wayfarers were pagans who worship the dirt of
their feet; as he did not want an object of idolatry in his home, he said to them, “Let
a little water be brought, and wash your feet, and recline under the tree.

& INNER DIMENSIONS 5

[4] Recline under the tree: The Midrash teaches us  mandment’s subsequent effect were likewise finite.

that in the merit of Abraham’s offering the angels
respite under the shade of his tree, God rewarded
his descendants with the commandment to dwell
in sukot (huts that provide shade) during the Sukot
holiday.*!

Ironically, Torah law stipulates that it is prohibited
to build a sukah under a tree, since the covering of
the sukah must be fashioned from vegetation that
is detached from the ground and no longer alive.”
That the shade of Abraham’s tree was a precursor
for our present-day sukah—despite its future inva-
lidity — demonstrates the difference between Abra-
ham’s experience of the commandments and ours,
after the Giving of the Torah:

Since the patriarchs were not explicitly command-
ed to fulfill the commandments, they could only
perform them with whatever mental and spiritual
powers were at their disposal at the time. This
means that since they were finite beings, both their
fulfillment of the commandments and the com-

In contrast, our performance of the commandments
is in fulfillment of God’s explicit command to us,
and therefore connects us to the infinity of God.

This ability to transcend finitude by performing of
a commandment is alluded to in the law stipulat-
ing that the covering of the sukah must be made of
something detached from the ground: Our fulfill-
ment of the commandments detaches us from the
limitations of this world and unites us with God’s
infinity. Abraham, however, did not experience this
level of connection to God through the command-
ments. Therefore, the covering for his “sukah” was
the branches of a tree connected to the ground, al-
luding to the limitation inherent in his observance
of the commandments.

Nevertheless, it was Abraham’s praiseworthy ac-
tions that rendered us worthy of receiving both the
commandments at Mount Sinai as well as the spiri-
tual capacity to evoke their infinite power.?

18. Likutei Sichot, vol. 5, p. 85, note 49. 19. Rashi on 19:1, below. 20. Likutei Sichot, vol. 20, pp. 68-72. 21. Bereishit Rabbah 48:10.
22. Sukah 9b. 23. Reshimot 62.
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joyed the privilege of being tended to by Abraham,
whom they knew to be beloved by God.*

Prior to the Giving of the Torah at Mount Sinai, fulfill-
ing the commandments using physical objects was a
spiritual exercise that did not imbue those objects with
holiness.*® Only at the Giving of the Torah did sanctify-
ing the physical world become a primary and integral
objective in fulfilling the commandments. In light of
this fact, as far as Abraham was concerned, his ful-
fillment of the commandment of hospitality centered
mainly on its spiritual aspect, i.e., the expression of the
supreme desire to care for guests. The fact that the an-
gels did not need his sustenance did not detract in any
way from the objective value of his acts of hospitality.

Nevertheless, the patriarchs” fulfillment of the com-
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mandments before the Giving of the Torah presaged
their descendants’ fulfillment of the commandments
after the Giving of the Torah. The patriarchs therefore
used physical objects to perform the commandments
so their fulfillment would approximate the manner of
their fulfillment after the Giving of the Torah. (We thus
find that, although Jacob did not fulfill the command-
ment of tefilin in the same way in which we do today,
he did seek physical objects with which to fulfill the
commandment.?)

This need to connect spiritual intentions with physical
reality was realized by the simple fact that Abraham
actively sought actual guests to whom to serve actual
food. The fact that the angels did not need this suste-
nance did not detract from the fact that Abraham had
connected his intention to physical reality.®

& A CLOSER LOOK &

[8] He first brought some cream and milk, and
when the calf that Ishmael had prepared was
ready, he placed it before them: If Abraham, as we
have seen, indeed observed all the laws of the Torah
even before they were given at Mount Sinai, how
could he have served milk and meat together at the
same meal, blatantly violating the Torah’s dietary
laws?%

Two possible answers to this question are: (a) Abra-
ham served the dairy food first, for it is permissible
to eat meat a short time after eating dairy food; and
(b) Abraham offered the two types of food sepa-
rately, allowing his guests to choose either type but
not both. Being the host par excellence, Abraham
brought out three tongues, one for each guest, an-
ticipating the possibility that all three might choose
to have a meat meal.”
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Genesis 18:5-8 VAYEIRA

I will bring a piece of bread so that you can gather strength —for bread staves
off hunger longer than any type of other food —and only then will you continue
on your way. After all, you have paid me, your servant, a visit, and it would
dishonor me if you would take your leave before I have served you a meal.” God
noted that, although Abraham sent someone else to bring the water, he himself
brought the food personally; therefore, in like measure, when it came time for Him
to sustain Abraham’s descendants after the Exodus from Egypt, He provided them
personally® with food but with water through Moses.”® The angels did not refuse
Abraham'’s offer of hospitality, since he was a highly-respected individual and they
wanted to demonstrate that it is improper to refuse an invitation from a person of
high social stature.”” As soon as the angels arrived, the first one healed Abraham.
(God Himself visited Abraham even though He was in any case going to send an
angel to heal him, in order to demonstrate that one should visit the sick even if it is
not sure that the visit will actually make the sick person feel better.)*

Now that his wound was healed, Abraham could move about quickly. Abraham
hastened to the tent, to Sarah, and said, “Hurry! Take three se’ah (about 24 kg or
53 pounds) of flour and sift it; use some of the coarse flour to scrape the scum off
the pot and use the fine flour to bake. Knead the fine flour and make three loaves
of bread.”

Abraham then ran to the cattle, took three calves—one tender and choice calf
for each guest—gave them to his son, Ishmael, the youth whom Abraham was
training in the ways of hospitality, and instructed him to prepare a tongue spiced
with mustard for each guest. Ishmael hurried to prepare it.

Abraham served the guests the various dishes as they became ready. He first
brought some cream and milk, and when the calf that Ishmael had prepared for
each guest was ready, he placed it before them. He stood over them under the
tree, attending to their needs. Since they were angels, they could not really eat,
but they feigned eating nonetheless, so it should appear as though they ate. They
did this in order to demonstrate proper etiquette, i.e., that a guest should always
conduct himself in accordance with the customs of his host. While Abraham was
serving them, the angels demurely® inquired of Sarah as to her husband’s well-
being, in order to once again demonstrate proper etiquette.

& CHASIDIC INSIGHTS 3

They could not really eat, but they feigned eating
nonetheless: We might infer from this that Abraham
did not actually fulfill the commandment of hospital-
ity since the angels did not really need his food! But if
this were the case, would God have bothered to make
them appear human just so Abraham could imagine he
was fulfilling a commandment? To complicate matters
further, it would follow that Abraham interrupted his
communion with God for what seems to have been an
exercise in futility!

This question is based on an erroneous understanding
of the concept of hospitality. The success of hospitality
is not measured by the extent to which we satisfy our
guests’ needs—although that may indeed be a part of
our hospitality. The central point of hospitality is that
we pay attention to our guests.

In this respect, Abraham indeed fulfilled the command-
ment of hospitality. The angels may not have needed
his food nor benefited from it, but they certainly en-

27. Exodus 16:4. 28. Numbers 20:11. 29. Rashi on 19:2, below. 30. Likutei Sichot, vol. 5, p. 84, note 49. 31. Likutei Sichot, vol. 15, pp.
113-114. 32. Likutei Sichot, vol. 25, p. 78. 33. See Torah Or 11d. 34. See below, on 30:37; Zohar 1:162a. 35. Likutei Sichot, vol. 5, p. 324.
36. Shulchan Aruch, Yoreh Deah 87:1. 37. Likutei Sichot, vol. 6, p. 150, note 40.
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Sarah’s doubts were quelled as soon as she (a) heard directly from God that she
was going to bear a son and (b) saw that she miraculously regained her youth.*

45. Likutei Sichot, vol. 31, p. 42, note 24.
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Genesis 18:9-15 VAYEIRA

All three angels then asked him, “Where is Sarah, your wife?” In posing this
question, the first angel was inquiring of Abraham as to his wife’s well-being; the
second angel intended to endear Sarah to Abraham by pointing out that she had
retired modestly to her tent; and the third angel wanted to send Sarah some of the
wine over which they had recited the grace after meals. (Abraham could not give
Sarah any of his wine, for he himself had not eaten and therefore had not recited
the grace after meals; he had been too busy hosting the angels.* Although the an-
gels only feigned eating, they had to recite grace or else it would have been clear
that they were only pretending to eat.) Sarah perceived by the guests’ conduct that
they were pious people; she therefore understood that receiving the wine they sent
her in no way violated the principles of modesty.*

Abraham replied, “Here, in the tent.”

The second angel said: “I have come to deliver a message from God to Sarah:
I will surely return to you at this exact time next year, and behold, Sarah, your
wife, will have a son that day.” And Sarah was listening at the entrance of the
tent, behind him.

Now Abraham and Sarah were already old and had lived out their natural life
spans.”’ All their lives they deeply internalized their experiences.* Therefore, the
fact that Sarah had ceased having a woman’s cycle was not an incidental event for
her; it represented a profound emotional and mental transition affecting her entire
life.

She therefore did not believe that the angel’s words could come true. She
laughed at herself, saying, “Now that I am withered, shall my skin become
smooth?! Shall my womb carry a child? Shall my breasts fill with milk? Besides,
my husband is too old to sire a child!” At that very moment, as she was preparing
the bread she had baked, her body miraculously became youthful again and fit
for childbearing. She menstruated, and therefore the bread was rendered ritually
impure. Abraham therefore had no bread to serve the guests.*

Sarah’s laughter and words were inaudible outside the tent. Gop said to Abra-
ham, “Your wife laughed! Why did Sarah laugh and say, “Will I really give birth,
though I am o0ld?”” God did not mention the fact that Sarah had also referred to
Abraham’s advanced age, in order to not upset their domestic harmony.

God continued, “Is anything too wondrous for Gop?” God made a scratch in
the wall of the tent and said, “If anyone will doubt that the son that will be born
to you is really yours, let this scratch attest to the miraculous circumstances of his
birth:* At the exact designated time, when the sunrays again touch this mark* at
this time next year, I will return, as this messenger has informed you, and Sarah
will have a son that day.”

Hearing God’s accusation, Sarah denied it and said, “I did not
laugh,” for she was afraid, but He said to her, “No, you did laugh.” In any case,

38. Likutei Sichot, vol. 15, p. 110 ff. 39. Likutei Sichot, vol. 15, p. 115. 40. Likutei Sichot, vol. 15, p. 218. 41. Likutei Sichot, vol. 35, p. 91.
42. Rashi on v. 8, above. Likutei Sichot, vol. 5, p. 193, note 64. 43. Likutei Sichot, vol. 31, p. 42, note 24. 44. Rashi on 21:2, below.
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at the close of the meal, when our obligation as hosts
is presumably over, we demonstrate that we were not
acting out of mere obligation, but rather out of genuine
interest in their overall welfare.

Abraham, the host par excellence, was therefore me-
ticulous in escorting his guests.*

Abraham will surely become a great and mighty
nation: The phrase “great and mighty” is not to be
understood literally, since Abraham’s descendants, the
Jewish people, never became “great” or “mighty,” nei-

& CHASIDIC INSIGHTS 3

ther in numbers or power. Rather, the phrase means
that each individual Jew is spiritually “great and
mighty,” possessing all the strength necessary to trans-
mit the message of Torah and goodness to the world.>*

Through him all the nations of the world will be
blessed: One of the manifestations of this promise is
the immense contribution made by the Jewish people
in all fields of human endeavor.”

I cherish him because he instructs his children and
his household after him: God’s affection for Abraham

& A CLOSER LOOK =&

[16] To escort them: Jewish law obligates us to es-
cort our guests—ensuring that they not be exposed
to danger—as part of our comprehensive duty to
respect our fellow human beings. Where danger is
not a factor, the extent of our obligation to escort
our guests is a function of the degree of respect with
which we are required to treat them: our students
least, our friends more, and our parents and teach-

ers the most. The minimum requirement in any
case is four cubits (2 meters or 6 feet). In danger-
ous areas, we must ascertain that our guests have
arranged safe passage to their destination; the local
rabbinic court is empowered to compel people to
escort travelers or to use communal funds to hire
escorts to accompany travelers to safety.*

53. Likutei Sichot, vol. 25, p. 74. See Mishneh Torah, Avel 14:1. 54. Sefer HaSichot 5704, p. 165. 55. Sefer HaSichot 5704, p. 165. 56. Mish-

neh Torah, Avel 14:1-3.
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Genesis 18:16-19 VAYEIRA

The angel who had announced that Sarah would have a son, having carried
out his mission, departed.* The other two “men” rose from there and looked out
over Sodom, directing their attention to their next mission, which was to destroy
the Cities of the Plain and rescue Lot from the destruction. In the twenty-four years
that had elapsed since Lot had moved to Sodom,* he had not succeeded in reform-
ing its inhabitants or the inhabitants of its neighboring cities. In fact, they had for-
malized their perversions of justice by giving them force of law. For example, they
had made it illegal to feed the poor and the hungry, reasoning that it was unfair
for those who toiled at earning a living to share with those who did not. Once, a
young girl gave a poor man some bread; when her “crime” was discovered, they
covered her body with honey and she was stung to death by bees. As she was dy-
ing, she cried out to God. Lot could not even rehabilitate his Sodomite wife from
her ingrained inhospitableness. Once, when he asked her to give some salt to their
guests, she chided him for his request, which she perceived as evil behavior. Lot
did not succeed in reforming his neighbors because, despite the lip service he paid
to Abraham’s lofty ideals, he inwardly tolerated their behavior and even admired
it.* Therefore, even though he himself did not participate in their misdeeds, God
nevertheless held him culpable for them.”

Once the “men” delivered God’s message to him—and God affirmed their mes-
sage— Abraham no longer thought they were pagans. But he still thought they
were human beings, so when they left, Abraham walked with them to escort
them.

Abraham Argues with God

Gob said, “Shall I hide from Abraham what I am about to do to the inhabit-
ants of the Cities of the Plain? They are part of the land that I promised him, so
I should inform him of My plans. Furthermore, I have made him their ‘father’;
shall I destroy the children without telling the father?

How can I keep My plans secret from him, seeing that I love Abraham so much
that I have promised him that he will surely become a great and mighty nation,
and through him all the nations of the world will be blessed?

I have promised him these blessings for I cherish him, and I cherish him be-
cause he instructs his children and his household after him to keep Gop’s ways
by acting with righteousness and justice so that they will earn My blessings. In
fact, when he instructs them to follow My teachings, he adds explicitly, ‘so Gop
will be able to bring about for Abraham everything He said concerning him.””

& CHASIDIC INSIGHTS 3

Abraham walked with the men to escort them: The
Talmud®' states that if we fail to provide our guests
with proper escort when they take leave of us, it is as if
we had killed them, since our negligence leaves them
vulnerable to the dangers that may lurk on the road.

Moreover, if we fail to escort our guests, they may get

the impression that we did not appreciate their com-
pany. By embarrassing them in this way, it is also as
if we had killed them, since the Talmud points out
that embarrassing someone, making them go pale, is a
subtle form of “shedding blood.”*? On the other hand,
when we take the trouble to escort them on their way

46. Rashi on 19:1, below. 47. Above, 13:10, 13. 48. Rashi on 19:33, below. 49. Likutei Sichot, vol. 5, p. 190, note 41. 50. Above, 17:5.

51. Sotah 46b. 52. Bava Metzia 58b.
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all in need.

But it does not suffice to awaken God'’s attribute of
mercy alone; we must also awaken His attribute of
justice, since without it, God’s mercy would act in-
discriminately, sustaining negative forces as well. We
awaken God’s attribute of justice by examining the
resources with which God has blessed us, determin-
ing what portion is really necessary for our own sus-
tenance and what portion is superfluous, and then
donating the surplus to charity rather than spending
it on luxuries for ourselves.® Furthermore, when we
receive additional bounty from God, we should train
ourselves to feel that we do not deserve to use it for
ourselves when others have much less. This practice of
self-imposed scrutiny will inspire us to give even more
generously.”

This was precisely the manner in which Abraham
dispensed charity, with both “righteousness and
justice.””

We must also apply this practice of self-scrutiny to
spiritual charity: it should be unthinkable for us to
indulge in the luxury of secluding ourselves from the

& CHASIDIC INSIGHTS 38

outside world, selfishly immersing ourselves in Torah
study and prayer, while ignoring the spiritual plight of
those who are ignorant of the basics of Jewish religion
and life.”!

He came forward...to confront God—to argue
sternly with Him, to appease Him, and to pray to
Him: As we have seen, Abraham epitomized the attri-
bute of loving-kindness. Centuries later, God would
even refer to him as “the one who loved Me.””* It there-
fore seems incongruous with his basic nature that
Abraham would argue sternly with anyone, let alone
God. What’s more, arguing vehemently was the first
approach he employed; certainly it would have been
more logical and in keeping with his nature to first try
prayer and appeasement, only then resorting to argu-
ment if the other methods failed.

The solution to the first inconsistency is as follows: Al-
though it is true that Abraham had a naturally kind
disposition, he harnessed it entirely for the fulfillment
of God’s will. His kindness was therefore subject to the
discretion of his rational intellect; he was not above act-
ing sternly when the occasion called for it. This leads

68. Torah Or 63b. 69. Sefer HaMa’amarim Yiddish, p. 205. 70. See Likutei Sichot, vol. 25, p. 84. 71. Likutei Sichot, vol. 5, p. 148. 72. Isa-

iah 41:8; Sotah 31a.
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Genesis 18:20-23 VAYEIRA

So, as He said he would, Gop said to Abraham, “Because the outcry from So-
dom and Gomorrah has become great, and their sin is very grave,

I will descend—as I did before the Dispersion,” in order to demonstrate that
a judge should not render a verdict until first carefully examining the evidence—
and see: if their deeds have matched the outcry that has come before Me —if
they are indeed as depraved as the outcry that I have heard against their misdeeds
would indicate (such as the cry of the girl they covered with honey®), and they
have not yet repented —I will annihilate them. If not, then I will know what less-
severe punishment to impose on them.”

But Abraham knew full well that the inhabitants of the Cities of the Plain were
corrupt. The men he was escorting turned from the place to which Abraham had
accompanied them and headed toward Sodom, while Abraham was still stand-
ing before Gop, listening to His words. Abraham understood that these men were
on their way to destroy Sodom.

He figuratively “came forward,” i.e., prepared himself emotionally to confront
God —to argue sternly with Him, to appease Him, and to pray to Him. Seeing that
there was very little time left, he began by arguing with God,” and said, “Would
You in your anger blot out the righteous along with the wicked?!

& CHASIDIC INSIGHTS 3

stemmed primarily from the fact that he educated both
his family and his followers in the ways of monothe-
ism and Godly morality. The fact that he taught and
inspired others was more precious to God than all of
Abraham’s personal spiritual accomplishments as well
as the tests he overcame.®

Abraham’s love for God and commitment to Him
was unparalleled. This is why God considered it inso-
lent for anyone else to even use the same expression
of humble readiness (Hineni—“Here I am”®') used by
Abraham. When Moses responded to God’s call us-
ing this expression,®> God chastised him for doing so,
saying, “Do not presume to stand in the place of great
ones!”%

Abraham’s commitment to God was so absolute that he
was even prepared to sacrifice his life for Him, should
the need to do so arise. This preparedness became an
ingrained part of Abraham’s nature.

In this sense, Abraham’s willingness to give up his life
may be contrasted with that of the Talmudic sage, Rab-
bi Akiva. Rabbi Akiva, aware that giving up one’s life
for God earns one the most sublime union with Him,
actually prayed for just such an opportunity. There-
fore, when the Romans brutally tortured him to death
for his beliefs, he was ecstatic that his prayers had been
answered.® In contrast, however, Abraham’s readiness
to give up his life was unpremeditated: his attitude

was that, were he to be faced with this sacrifice dur-
ing the course of fulfilling his Divine mission, it would
not intimidate him; were he not, neither would he be
disappointed. Since he did not view giving up his life
as an end in and of itself, he therefore felt no satisfac-
tion when called upon to give up his life for his beliefs.
In fact, he was frustrated when King Nimrod threat-
ened his life and imprisoned him for his monotheistic
views,® since during his imprisonment he was not free
to teach the world about God.*%

Abraham bequeathed this selfless devotion to God to
his descendants, and it subsequently became a heredi-
tary Jewish trait. Indeed, over the generations, many of
even the simplest of our people have willingly given
up their lives rather than deny their connection to God
for even a moment.?”

To keep Gop’s way by acting with righteousness
[tzedakah] and justice: On a deeper level, “keeping
Gop’s way” means ensuring that God continuously
recreate and sustain the world through the Divine
Name Havayah, which is synonymous with His at-
tribute of mercy. When God channels His creative,
sustaining energy through His attribute of mercy, the
world is blessed with an abundance of spiritual and
material beneficence. We motivate God to use His mer-
cy in this way by awakening and activating our own
mercy towards others, dispensing charity (tzedakah) to

57. Above, 11:5. 58. Above, v. 16. 59. Likutei Sichot, vol. 10, pp. 55-58. 60. HaYom Yom, 8 Tamuz. 61.Below, 22:1. 62. Exodus
3:4. 63. Devarim Rabbah 2:7. 64. Berachot 61b. 65. Bava Batra 91a; Pirkei d’Rabbi Eliezer 26. 66. Sefer HaMa’amarim 5700, p. 30; Sefer
HaMa’amarim Bati L'Gani, vol. 1, p. 31 (Bati L'Gani 5711, section 3); Likutei Sichot, vol. 23, p. 159. 67. Sefer HaMa’amarim 5710, p.
279; see Tanya, chapters 18-19.
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that halfhearted efforts will bear fruit. Like Abraham,
we, too, must “come forward,” throwing ourselves self-
lessly into our efforts to save the other person. Only
then are we assured success.”

Would You in your anger blot out the righteous to-
gether with the wicked?: Here we see another one of
Abraham’s innovations: he was the first person in histo-
ry to speak up in defense of others. The Midrash relates
that Abraham declared to God, “If You want the world
to exist, strict judgment cannot also exist; if You want
strict judgment to exist, the world cannot also exist.”
God replied: “Because you seek to justify My creatures’
behavior, I will reward you by anointing you as My
chosen one, which I have never done for another. Fur-
thermore, in all the ten generations that have passed
since Noah and the generation of the Flood, you are the
first person with whom I’ have communed.””®

The Midrash therefore asserts that it is this merit of
Abraham’s that sustains the world. In the verse, “These
are the chronicles of heaven and earth, having been cre-
ated on the day that God made earth and heaven,””” the
letters of the word for “having been created” (ax12712)
can be rearranged to spell the word for “in [or with]
Abraham” (oi12x2). The verse can then be understood
to mean that God created heaven and earth in the merit

& RASHI 3

& CHASIDIC INSIGHTS 3

FEDN ANT TYT TND DY DWT B N

MDD WK DRI D 1w DI NENND)
oY P Ry A7 9T e Y v

INT02 R T2 M2 DR PUIE M VT
D702 NEONTDN [T s
DﬁP@U"?;‘? ﬁnN@’;} Yn 'ij'\: o D’Wbﬁ
TR T MR NI AN SN 13

I MY N7

:D]ﬂ:;g;_
19D DY SN INON

T12 227 DRI MY ORIy DWRn W N

ANXADXAY %Y 25w ninipn menn 1,77
DPINT MmN 1% DWW N DRI 19731 kS
QUIY MR X7 72 30K ,15 K 7.9 nohn
151 S1and S iy 32 Dywm opry San
A% %50 2 xy P XO1 KT XD LT 92 G hon
X" MRD U002 TP YIRT 93 vSwiT X20 0715

of Abraham,” since he was the first to speak up in de-
fense of God'’s creatures.”

I am dust and ashes: As we have seen in the epi-
sode of his hospitality to the angels,* Abraham’s de-
scendants were later to receive certain commandments
from God in the merit of his good deeds. In the merit of
Abraham’s outstanding humility —in referring to him-
self as “dust and ashes” —God gave the Jewish people
two commandments:* (a) the precept of the red cow,*
in which a solution made with its ashes is used to ritu-
ally purify a person who been defiled through contact
with a corpse; and (b) the precept of the bitter waters,
in which a suspected adulteress is administered a so-
lution prepared with dust from the Temple’s floor in
order to determine her innocence or guilt.*3

The connection between Abraham’s humble declara-
tion and these two commandments appears at first
glance to be merely coincidental. However, upon deep-
er reflection, it becomes clear that the two are indeed
inherently related, and that in fact, God’s bestowal of
these commandments on Abraham’s descendants as
a reward for his humility is profoundly appropriate,
“measure for measure”:*

Abraham described himself as “dust and ashes” be-
cause he truly considered himself less worthy than

75. Likutei Sichot, vol. 10, pp. 58-59. 76. Bereishit Rabbah 49:9. 77. Above, 2:4. 78. Bereishit Rabbah 12:9. 79. Sefer HaMa’amarim 5686,
p- 108. 80. Above, on verse 4. 81. Sotah 17a. 82. See Numbers 19:2. 83. See Numbers 5:12. 84. Sotah 8b.
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Genesis 18:24-27 VAYEIRA

There are five cities in this plain. What if there were fifty righteous people in
the city of Sodom and its four neighboring cities? Ten people constitute a com-
munal entity; their collective merit should suffice for You to redeem one city; the
collective merit of five such groups should suffice to redeem all five cities. But even
if their merit is not sufficient to redeem the rest of the people, what about the righ-
teous individuals themselves?”> Would You still wipe out the place and not spare
it for the sake of the fifty righteous people that are within it?”

When the angels perceived that Abraham was pleading the case of the Cities of the
Plain, they began to walk at a slower pace in order to give him more time to plead
his case.”

Abraham then began to appease God, saying, “Furthermore, it would be sac-
rilegious for You to do such a thing—to bring death upon the righteous along
with the wicked, so that the righteous and the wicked fare alike. It will look like
You are acting unjustly! Do you want people to think that You also punished the
generations of the Flood and the Dispersion unjustly?” To this God replied, “If you
wish, I will review the cases you just mentioned in your presence, and you can tell
Me if I acted justly or not.” Abraham answered, “No, that would also be sacrile-
gious to You! You do not need to justify your actions to any creature—neither in
this world nor in the afterlife, when our perspective will be broader than it is in this
life. Notwithstanding, in this case, do you mean to punish the righteous along with
the wicked? Shall the Judge of the whole world not judge fairly?!”

Gop said, “I will not hesitate to destroy a city even though doing so will bring
about the deaths of righteous individuals who also live there—and this is not being
unjust. Their failure to sway the others away from their wicked behavior proves
that their righteousness is only partial; they are thus implicated in the wrongdo-
ings of the majority. However, I agree to recognize the collective merit of ten righ-
teous individuals, as you have requested. Therefore, if I find in Sodom and its
four neighboring cities fifty righteous people within them, I will spare the entire
area for their sake.” So God examined the inhabitants of the five cities, but did not
find fifty righteous people among them.

So Abraham responded and said, this time couching his request in the form of
a prayer, “I have begun to speak to my Lord on behalf of these people, because I
myself have enjoyed Your beneficent mercy: I would have been reduced to dust by
the alliance of kings and to ashes by Nimrod were it not for You!

& CHASIDIC INSIGHTS 3

us to the solution to the second inconsistency: when
Abraham saw that the annihilation of the cities was
already underway—the angels were headed toward
Sodom—he realized that his first option had to be to
demand of God to annul the decree—in order to (para-
doxically) fulfill God’s will of treating His creatures
with loving-kindness.

73. Likutei Sichot, vol. 5, p. 190, note 41. 74. Rashi on 19:1, below.
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Similarly, when we are presented with the opportunity
to save another person, either physically or spiritually,
we must not hesitate. We should immediately do all
in our power to come to the person’s aid, even if that
means acting in direct opposition to the dictates of our
natural dispositions.

Secondly, we must not delude ourselves into thinking
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anyone else, just as dust and ashes are trampled under-
foot by everyone. He therefore did not hesitate to help
others, even if doing so entailed endangering his own
life. As we have seen, Abraham risked his life in going
into battle against the four kings to save his nephew
Lot.® Similarly, in this episode, Abraham risks anger-
ing God for the sake of the inhabitants of Sodom.*

Furthermore: Not only was Abraham ready to sacrifice
his physical wellbeing for the benefit of others, he was
prepared to forego lofty spiritual experiences for their
benefit as well. As we saw above,” Abraham actually
interrupted his conversation with God in order to offer
hospitality to guests.

In the merit of this selflessness, Abraham’s descen-
dants received two commandments that epitomize the
value of sacrificing one’s own spiritual wellbeing for
the sake of others:

¢ The priest who performed the purification process
with the ashes of the red cow became automatically
ritually defiled by doing so.#® In other words, the
priest, whose function was to officiate in the Temple
in a state of holiness and purity, was called upon to
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give up that very holiness and purity in order to pu-
rify someone who had become ritually defiled.

+ In preparing the solution to be administered to the
suspected adulteress (which would prove her inno-
cence or guilt), the priest would take a parchment
inscribed with part of a specific verse from the To-
rah, which included God’s Name, and submerge it
in water, thus causing the words from the parch-
ment to be erased. As the Talmud points out,* God
is ready to have His Name erased in order to restore
peace between husband and wife (when, hopefully,
the waters will prove the wife’s innocence). The
priest is permitted, and, yes, even required, to com-
mit the unthinkable act of erasing God’s Name to
help others.

Abraham bequeathed to us this capacity to sacrifice
our own personal wellbeing for the sake of others. We,
as his heirs, must act in this manner even if the benefi-
ciaries of our sacrifice have become “defiled” through
contact with “death” (the opposite of holiness, which
is life™®); or even for those who have behaved in such a
manner as to have been suspected of immorality.”

85. See above, 14:13. 86. See Sefer HaMa’amarim 5689, p. 96. 87. Above 18:2. 88. Numbers 19:7-10. 89. Shabbat 116a. 90. See Deu-

teronomy 4:4. 91. Likutei Sichot, vol. 25, pp. 79-85.
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Genesis 18:28-32 VAYEIRA

What if there were five missing from the fifty righteous people? That would
still leave nine for each city, and You could count Yourself as the tenth. Would You
destroy the entire city and its four neighboring cities because of the lack of five
people?”

And He replied, “I will not destroy the region if I find forty-five righteous people
living there.” But God examined the cities again and did not find forty-five righ-
teous people among them.

So Abraham spoke to Him again and said, “What if forty were to be found
there, ten for each of the four cities? You could spare four and destroy only one.”

And He said, “I will not take action against the four cities, for the sake of the
forty righteous people living therein.” But upon reexamining the cities, God did
not find even forty righteous people among the inhabitants. Abraham then asked
God to save four cities for the sake of thirty-six righteous people, counting God as
the tenth for each city. God agreed, but thirty-six righteous people could not be
found, either.

Then Abraham said, “Let not my Gop be angry, but let me speak. What if
thirty were to be found there? You could spare three cities.”

And He said, “I will not act against the three cities if I find thirty righteous people
there.” But upon examining the cities once again, God did not find thirty righteous
people living therein. Abraham then asked God to save three cities for the sake
of twenty-seven righteous people, counting God as the tenth for each city. God
agreed, but twenty-seven righteous people could not be found, either.

Again, Abraham said, “I would like to speak further to my Gop on
their behalf! What if twenty were to be found there? You could spare
two cities.”

And He said, “I will not destroy the two cities, for the sake of the twenty righ-
teous people living in them.” But still, God could not find twenty righteous people
among them. Abraham then asked God to save two cities for the sake of eighteen
righteous people, counting God as the tenth for both cities. God once again agreed,
but eighteen righteous people could not be found, either.

Abraham then said, “Let not my Gop be angry, but I will speak just
this one last time. What if ten were to be found there? You could spare
one city.”

And He said, “I will not destroy it, for the sake of the ten.” But ten righteous
people living in the cities could not be found, either. Abraham then asked God to
save one city for the sake of nine righteous people, counting God as the tenth. God
agreed, but nine righteous people could not be found, either. Abraham did not ask
God to save a city for the sake of eight righteous people, knowing that Noah, his
sons, and their wives had totaled eight righteous people, and yet their combined
merit was not sufficient to save their generation. So Abraham stopped pleading on
their behalf.
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Genesis 18:33-19:4 VAYEIRA

Seeing that the “defending attorney” had finished his plea, Gop, the “judge,”
figuratively departed from the “courtroom” when He had finished speaking to
Abraham. Abraham returned to his home.

The Destruction of the Cities of the Plain

The two angels were walking so slowly®* that they arrived in
Sodom only in the evening. The Torah here refers to the angels as “angels,” rather
than as “men,” because (a) God does not speak in this part of the narrative, and be-
cause (b) Lot was not as accustomed to being visited by angels as was Abraham.*
Lot was sitting at the gate of Sodom; he had been appointed on that very day as
their chief judge, and the court was located at the gate of the city;* furthermore, he
was on the lookout for guests, as Abraham had trained him in the ways of hospi-
tality. Although Lot was neither one of the founders of Sodom nor a member of its
elite, its inhabitants recognized that, being a relative of Abraham, he would be the
most likely to render impartial judgments.” Lot saw them and rose to greet them,
and prostrated himself on the ground.

He said, “Please, my lords, be aware that this city is inhospitable to guests, and
its inhabitants will harm anyone they see lodging wayfarers. Therefore, turn aside
and take a circuitous route to your servant’s house so no one will notice you enter-
ing it. Spend the night, bathe your feet, and then wake up early and continue on
your way. Please do not refuse me, for now that we have met, it would be an insult
to me if you did not lodge at my house.” Unlike Abraham,” Lot was not concerned
that the guests might be dirt-worshipping pagans who might bring an object of
idol worship into his home. Furthermore, he actually wanted their feet to remain
dirty in order that, were he to be discovered and accused of having hosted them
for several days, it would at least appear that they had just arrived.

They replied, “No, we will spend the night in the city square instead.” They had
no hesitations about refusing Lot’s invitation, because his social status was not as
high as Abraham’s.”

He pleaded with them strongly, so in the end they acceded to his request. They
turned his way and entered his house via a circuitous route, as he had requested.
He made a feast for them and because it was Passover, and he had learned from
Abraham to observe the commandments that would in the future be given to the
Jewish people; he baked matzos for them, and they ate.

The angels asked Lot about the people of Sodom and of the other four cities.
Lot replied truthfully that they were wicked people, but at the same time tried to
offer excuses for their behavior.” They had not yet gone to bed when the towns-
people, the wicked men of Sodom, surrounded the house—led by the young and
followed by the old,” all the people from every quarter. Even though it was clear
that the people who had converged on Lot’s house had come with the intention of
doing evil to the guests, no one in the whole city protested.

92. Above, 18:24. 93. See 18:2, above. 94. See Deuteronomy 16:18; Hitva’aduyot 5747, vol. 1, p. 518. 95. Likutei Sichot, vol. 25, p. 321.
96. Above, 18:4. 97. See 18:5, above. 98. Rashi on v. 12, below. 99. Rashi on v. 11, below.
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Genesis 19:5-15 VAYEIRA

They called out to Lot and said to him, “Where are the men who came to you
tonight? Bring them out to us so that we may know them carnally!”

Lot went out to them, to the entrance, and closed the door behind him.
He said, “I beg you, my brothers, do not commit such a wrong!

Here, I have two daughters who have never known a man carnally. I will bring
them out to you, and do with them as you please; but do nothing to these men,
for they have come under the shelter of my roof and I am therefore responsible
for their safety.”

But they said to Lot, “Get out of the way! We are not interested in your daugh-
ters; we want the guests!” Then they said to each other, “Look! He wants to protect
the strangers. But he himself is a stranger! This one came here as a sojourner, and
now he sets himself up as a judge to reprove us?!” They turned to him and said,
“Now we will deal with you worse than with them!” They pressed hard against
the man, against Lot, and moved forward to break down the door.

So the men inside stretched out their hands and pulled Lot towards them-
selves into the house, and closed the door.

They miraculously struck the people who were at the entrance of the house
with blindness, beginning with the young—for they were the instigators'®”—and
followed by the old, and they tried to find the entrance but in vain.

The men inside said to Lot, “Can you excuse their behavior anymore? Whom
else do you have here besides your wife and two daughters? A son-in-law, or
your grandsons and granddaughters, or anyone you may have in the city—get
them out of here,

because we are about to destroy this place, for the people’s outcry before Gop
has grown great, and Gop has sent us to destroy it.”

Lot had two married daughters who lived elsewhere in the city and two en-
gaged-to-be-married'” daughters who lived at home. He went out and spoke
to his sons-in-law and his daughters” fiancés, and said, “Get up and leave this
place, for Gop is about to destroy the city!” but in the eyes of his sons-in-law
and daughters’ fiancés he appeared to be joking,.

Although they had arrived the previous evening, the angels waited until morn-
ing to rescue Lot and overturn the city, since it would be unsafe for Lot to travel
at night.'"” As dawn was breaking, the angels urged Lot on, saying, “Arise! Take
your wife and two daughters who are here, lest you be swept away on account
of the city’s sinfulness!”
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Genesis 19:16-22 VAYEIRA

Yet he lingered in order to salvage whatever he could of his belongings. So, out
of Gop’s compassion for him, the men grasped him and his wife and two daugh-
ters by the hand; they led them out, and left them on the outskirts of the city.

When they had led them out, the angel who was charged with the mission of
saving him and his family said, “Forget about your belongings; run for your life!
Do not look back nor stop anywhere in the plain, for you are just as deserving of
annihilation as they.'® It is only in Abraham’s merit that you are being saved,'™ so
it would not be proper for you to witness their destruction. Flee to Abraham, who
is living in the hills, lest you be swept away!”

Lot said to them, “O God, no!

Your servant has found favor in Your eyes, and in the abounding kindness
You have shown me You have saved my life. But I cannot escape to the mountain
where Abraham lives, lest an evil stigma cling to me and I be judged worthy to
die. I was considered righteous relative to the inhabitants of Sodom, but I would
be considered sinful relative to Abraham.

Please, there is this town called Bela here nearby that I can escape to; it is
small. It was founded fifty-one years ago—a year after the other four cities of the
plain—and therefore its sins are slightly less numerous than those of the other four
cities. Let me flee there—its culpability is relatively minor compared to that of the
other cities—and survive.”

The angel replied to him, “In this matter, too, I have showed
you favor: Not only will I rescue you; I will not overturn the town of which you
spoke.

But hurry! Escape there, for I can do nothing until you arrive there.” Because
the angel had ascribed the ability to overturn the city to himself,'® which could be
construed as a display of arrogance, he was forced at this point to admit that he
could not act without God’s consent.

The town of Bela was therefore called Tzoar [“small”] from then on.

¥ CHASIDIC INSIGHTS 3

The angel...was forced to admit: Angels possess no
intrinsic identity; they are simply personifications of
God’s missions. Therefore, when the angels declared,
“We are going to destroy the city,” they meant that God
was going to destroy the city through them, since they
did not perceive themselves as separate from God.'*

Lot, however, misconstrued their words to mean that
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¥ RASHI 3

they did have independent powers outside of God'’s.
Therefore, they were compelled to clearly state that
their power was God-given.

We learn from this that when speaking with others,
we must take into account how they will interpret our
words and ensure that our intention not be miscon-
strued.!”
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103. Above, 18:16. 104. Below, v. 29. 105. Above, v. 13. 106. See above, 16:13. 107. Sichot Kodesh 5733, vol. 1, pp. 251-252.
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& INNER DIMENSIONS 6

[continued...] Tohu to become contained and inte-
grated within the vessels of Tikun, something which
will only occur in the messianic era. The prophet
Ezekiel therefore states!!” that the cities of Sodom

117. 16:53. 118. Likutei Sichot, vol. 35, p. 74.

and Gomorrah will be restored in the messianic era,
just as the lights of Tohu will finally be absorbed into
the vessels of Tikun at that time.!*®
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Genesis 19:23-29 VAYEIRA

The sun had already risen over the earth when Lot reached Tzoar.

Here, t00,'”® Gop deferentially consulted with His heavenly court and made
sulfur and fire rain down on Sodom and Gomorrah—from Gop, out of the sky.
It initially descended as actual rain, to afford them a final chance to repent. When
they refused to repent, it became a downpour of sulfur and fire.'”

In the early morning, God overturned those four'" cities and the entire plain,
together with all the inhabitants of the cities and the vegetation of the ground.
They were all situated on one section of the earth’s crust, so God simply lifted
up that sheet of rock and flipped it over. Had He waited until later on in the day,
when the moon is no longer shining, the moon-worshippers among them would
have been able to claim that they would have been spared had the moon been out.
Had He destroyed them by night, the sun-worshippers among them would have
been able to claim that they would have been spared had the sun been out. God
therefore destroyed them in the early morning, when both the sun and the moon
are shining. The inhabitants of the cities of Sodom and Gomorrah acted wickedly
toward both their fellow human beings and toward God, whereas the inhabitants
of the cities of Admah and Tzevoyim acted only wickedly toward God and not
toward their fellow human beings.""! Since antisocial conduct subverts the whole
purpose of creation, Sodom and Gomorrah were burned to ashes in addition to be-
ing overturned, while Admah and Tzevoyim were only overturned.''?

Lot’s wife turned around, looked behind him at the destruction, and she be-
came a pillar of salt in retribution for having denied salt to her guests.'?

Abraham woke up early in the morning, for he had instituted the practice of
daily morning prayer,'"* and went to the place where he had stood before Gop.

He gazed upon Sodom and Gomorrah and over the whole area of the plain,
and he saw smoke rising from the earth, like the smoke of a limekiln.

And so it was, that when God destroyed the Cities of the Plain, God was
mindful of how Lot had protected Abraham in Egypt by going along with his
pretense that Sarah was his sister,'”” and in recompense, He sent forth Lot from
the midst of the upheaval when He overturned the towns in which Lot had been
living even though he deserved, by all rights, to perish together with them.

& INNER DIMENSIONS 6

[24-25] Sodom and Gomorrah were burned to
ashes: The spiritual energies manifested in Sodom
and Gomorrah were similar in nature to the ener-
gies prevalent in the world of Tohu, i.e., intense and
self-focused Divine energies that could neither be
confined to vessels nor coexist with one another.
Their self-focus is reflected in the selfishness char-

acterized by Sodom."* Sodom and Gomorrah there-
fore had to be destroyed in their entirety, just as
the world of Tohu was totally destroyed, so that the
world of Tikun—the world of less intense but more
synergistic light—could be built upon its spiritual
ruins.

God'’s ultimate intention is for the infinite lights of

108. See above, 1:26 and 11:7. 109. See above, 7:12. 110. Deuteronomy 29:22. 111. Above, 14:1. 112. Likutei Sichot, vol. 35, pp. 70
ff. 113. Above, 18:16. 114. Berachot 26b. 115. Above, 12:16. 116. See Avot 5:10.

120



XM

FOURTH READING

—— ONKELOS (8———
KTLA 2NN Wivn vis PYor
MY Y0TN MRY AN PRI
TR0 X KANYRA AN71 Yiva
KRPYI? KNI NYPIKI =1 g3
RyIK2 "% 7231 20 KPAK
RYIX 93 MIKD Ki9y Dy
KT RNIAK MY P RIPK
12 RNIND PN ARY 21DWN
KM AR N ARepw
N27W1 KN27 Ny KT K192
MI3WNI YT K1 KHIX DY
KpPa o mm R
KOTYI? KN37 MK N3
KIX DY KWnIa N X
W K23 K RTIN mIpY)
I3 RPIARD PN MRY 2230
X K292 X XOPYXY
RpyT npl Kpn pmas o
MI2WRA YT K7 MRY N27IU
ganla S| EiAgARY
nTHm JmaKn v
RIT AN AW MR 12 XD2)
1 RpP Y ORIART TIMAN
"2 TR KT OOR RATYN
TiMAax X3 My "3 Ay np;
™7 K0P Y Tiny 127

#

o

Tom

Ny 5% mw1 X 12 0 Sy Ogxy v T mpaw i
D152 X LITY KITY M 52 M5 17 MK NN
ST se A ik poTKn nioh Nty Sy
WK TR NN2YNR YK TRY 19 Oy qK /i
TAYNN Y2 DT VI Yya wow by
Ayny o XSy oI axin TIWRA IXan
T3 T2 X TYYY SAK KT PANRY (Y
XY iRy 122 MKW D M Y A73p)
oy XPW XX 1 XD aKing1 593 /02 mann

A2 i 1yy? S35 02

& RASHI 3

DBy P cnwn I 3w apidn o Spn

g

PRI OREA N T2 SPN WD Naw7 N
WONTTRE PRSI0 77237 eNm

TWT0D TR Dy NIDp P pa
T PIND TN 12) AW 1NN TR
TSI N3 N P23 1IN PR

NP MIRW3 TTIND) ANTIN 22w
MIZYIT TIVETON TTIIT mNm AEe
T2y 2230 NI TR 1M NI Wi
"N N T222 B3 Y
MRS DTNDY IBY 32U TYET ORO 1 TPAN
AN e oy raIm
TV SNATIN NI ST SR NIPAL 12 1227
13 R NIPRL 13 7T VIR AR

P WIND

Hpiepinl

oi
DRIV VAR 02N N MaY

:DIT0% 1217p MY 0h Ayiva nawh X7

IX NI KRW MK WY XS DX LRt N

52y 11 N0 PR PR WK TN pioo
21 MWKI2 SmEnd T2 inn 2 nhiva
XIYITD TR BIY P I SN CrRem

#1273 VYT AR DK 23N NN Ry [Im
XPX M Anng X5y nh MYy iny 2awny
AM wn K9 2137 HY e Rk aninx
WIBN2 :NDT YD MIA NNy 112 Yax
P2 5w Sy mp) o2 buomnipas

0,10117.82 .19 P09 .81 .N,N) .80

121



Genesis 19:30-38 VAYEIRA

Lot and his Daughters

Even though God had granted his request to spare Tzoar, Lot went up from
Tzoar and settled on the nearby deserted mountain together with his two daugh-
ters, since he was afraid to remain in Tzoar because of its proximity to Sodom,
and he and his two daughters lived in a cave. By Divine providence, there were
casks of wine in this cave.

Lot’s two daughters thought that the whole world had been destroyed except
for them and their father, similar to what had happened in the Flood. The older
daughter said to the younger, “Our father is old and will soon be unable to father
children or will die, and there is no man in the world to marry us in the usual
manner.

Come, let us give our father wine to drink, and sleep with him, and thus pro-
duce offspring from our father.”

That night, they gave their father wine to drink. The older girl went and slept
with her father, but he was so drunk that he was not aware that it was she when
she lay down next to him. But afterwards, when she arose, he was sober enough
to realize that it was she, but he pretended not to know.'”

The next day, the older daughter said to the younger, “Last night it was I who
slept with my father. Tonight, too, let us give him wine to drink, and you go and
sleep with him, and we will produce offspring through our father.”

That night, they again gave their father wine to drink. Even though Lot was
aware of what had transpired with his daughter the previous night, he did not
refuse to drink from the wine again the next night, because of his inner allure-
ment to illicit relations. This time, the younger daughter got up and slept with
him, but again, he was so drunk that he was not aware that she had lain down or
arisen.

Thus, Lot’s two daughters conceived from their father. Although they were
both guilty of committing incest, the older daughter was the instigator; the young-
er one had simply followed her lead.

The older daughter gave birth to a son and named him Moab [“from father”];
he is the ancestor of the people of Moab until the present day.

The younger daughter also gave birth to a son and named him Ben-Ami [“son
of my kindred”]; he is the ancestor of the people of Ammon until the present
day. The older daughter was not embarrassed by her behavior and therefore gave
her son a name that explicitly publicized her act. In contrast, the younger daughter
was embarrassed and thus tried to obscure her sin in a less blatant name for her
son.

119. Likutei Sichot, vol. 15, p. 110-113.
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‘He is my brother.” And everyone else I asked —her servants, her camel-drivers,
and her donkey-drivers—also replied that they were brother and sister. I did so,
i.e., took her for myself, with an innocent heart, with no intent to sin. And I am
with blameless hands, for I have not touched her.”

God said to him in the dream, “I, too, knew that you did this with an innocent
heart, but you cannot claim that your hands are blameless, for I Myself spared
you from sinning against Me by sending an angel to keep you away from her. It
is precisely because I knew that you did not intend to do anything wrong that I did
not allow you to touch her.
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Genesis 20:1-6 VAYEIRA

Abraham in Philistia

After the Cities of the Plain were destroyed, travelers no longer had reason to
pass through Hebron. In addition, Lot fell into disrepute once his daughters’ preg-
nancies became evident, because it was obvious he had committed incest with them.
For both
these reasons,
Abraham
journeyed
from there
in that same
year to the
Negev and 3 o g
then settled |¢ /Be'er LaChai Ro'i
between R ,.)

Kadesh and '
Shur, coming
to finally so-
journ in the
Philistine city

of Gerar (see -
Fi gure 20) Figure 20: Abraham Moves to Philistia

Mediterranean Se,

wmmmww Abraham’s Route

71

As he had been in Egypt,'* Abraham was again asked about Sarah, because her
youthful beauty had been restored to her and she was not yet pregnant.'”! Abra-
ham said of Sarah, his wife —without asking her permission —*“She is my sister.”
Abraham did not ask Sarah’s permission to say she was his sister this time, for he
was sure she would refuse in light of her unpleasant experience in Egypt. So Avi-
melech, king of Gerar, sent messengers and had Sarah brought to him. But when
he tried to molest Sarah, an angel prevented him from touching her. Furthermore,
at Sarah’s request,'” God blocked all the secretionary channels of the bodies of the
king and his entire household (i.e., of the excretory and reproductive organs, as
well as of the ears and the nostrils).!?

God came to Avimelech in a nocturnal dream, saying, “You are going to die
from this affliction on account of the woman you took, for she is a married wom-
an and you will be guilty of adultery if you have relations with her.”

Since Avimelech had not come near her, he said, “O Gopb, would You put to
death even an innocent nation? Am I to conclude that You also causelessly wiped
out the generation of the Flood and punished the generation of the Dispersion as
well?

Did her husband not say to me, ‘She is my sister? And she herself also said,

120. Above, 12:12 ff. 121. Rashi on 21:1, below. 122. Rashi on v. 18, below. 123. Rashi on v. 9, below.
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world must emulate it—degenerated into a nation of
monsters who sanctioned and performed unspeakably
and unimaginably inhuman acts. The sole reason for

this tragedy was that their wisdom was not based on
the knowledge of God, to whom all people must an-
swer, but on their own mortal intellect.'®
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Genesis 20:7-13 VAYEIRA

Now, return the man’s wife. Do not fear that he will not want to accept her
back or that he will hold your actions against you and not pray for you, for
he is a prophet and therefore knows that you did not defile her and that
you are innocent. He will therefore pray for you and you will live. But
if you do not return her, be assured that you will die—you and all that
are yours.”

Avimelech got up early in the morning. He called for all his servants and dis-
creetly told them all these things, and the men were terrified.

Avimelech summoned Abraham and said to him, “What have you done to us?
What wrong have I done you, that you should bring such great guilt upon my
kingdom and me? You have brought upon me things that do not normally hap-
pen! Such an affliction is unheard of!”

Avimelech then asked Abraham, “What did you see that made you do this
thing?”

Abraham replied, “Look, when a traveler arrives in a city, people usually ask
him what he would like to eat or drink, and not whether his female companion is
his wife or his sister! I therefore said to myself, “There is simply no fear of God
in this place, and they will kill me on account of my wife if I disclose her true
identity.

In any case, she really can be considered my sister: she is the granddaughter
of my father, and a person’s grandchildren are considered his own children. But
she is not the granddaughter of my mother, so, since we are related through my
father and not through my mother,'* it was permissible for us to marry,'* and she

became my wife.

When God made me wander from my father’s house, and I knew we would
pass through lands inhabited by wicked people, I said to her, “There is a favor that

you can do for me. Wherever we go, say about me: “He is my brother.
¥ CHASIDIC INSIGHTS 3

There is simply no fear of God in this place, and
they will kill me on account of my wife: In this state-
ment, Abraham voiced the two principles underlying
his life’s work: first, that making the world into a home
for God means, above all, encouraging virtue and the
practice of justice; and second, that a just and virtuous
society is possible only if it is predicated on the belief
in God as the creator and master of the world.

Belief in God must therefore be the foundation under-
lying the education of our children. Only when our
children know that God created the world and wants it
to be made into His home through righteous and just
behavior can we be assured that they will behave justly
and virtuously.

God planted within us two forces that motivate our be-
havior: a good impulse and an evil impulse. If society
tries to discourage bad behavior solely by threatening
us with punishment, our evil impulse will respond:

"o

“You are smart enough to hide your misbehavior and
escape punishment, and even if you are caught, the en-
joyment of doing what you want now outweighs the
pain of the punishment you might get.”

Therefore, the only way to ensure that the evil impulse
not overcome the good impulse is by inculcating our-
selves with the knowledge that God created us, our
impulses, and our tests, and that He commanded us
to resist the machinations of the evil impulse and be-
have according to His instructions. If we know this, we
will realize that no matter how smart we are, we can-
not hide our actions from God. Only if “there is fear of
God in this place” will people not “kill me on account
of my wife.”

The tragic events of recent history attest to just how
true this is. The most “civilized” country in the world,
which boasted the greatest advancements in science,
art, and philosophy —and even asserted that the whole

124. Above, 11:26. 125. Likutei Sichot, vol. 12, p. 87, note 24. 126. Hitva’aduyot 5743, vol. 2, pp. 899-900.
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[1] Gop remembered Sarah...she became preg-
nant.... And Gob did for Sarah as He had spoken:
The two expressions—“God remembered” and
“God did” —allude to two distinct stages:

“God remembered Sarah” means that He created the

energy in the spiritual worlds that would enable her
to bear a child;

“God did for Sarah” means that He manifested that
spiritual energy in the physical world.'**
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Genesis 20:14-21:2 VAYEIRA

Having lost the argument, Avimelech realized that he needed to make amends
for his behavior.'” He took flocks and cattle, servants and handmaids, and gave
them to Abraham to placate him, so that he would pray for him, and returned
Sarah, his wife, to him.

Avimelech said, “My land is here before you. You may settle wherever you
please. Do not be afraid of my subjects, for they are moral people and will not
molest your wife.”

To Sarah he said, “As a token of my esteem for you, I have now given your
‘brother’ a thousand pieces of silver. Let this gift and gesture of respect serve you
figuratively as a cover over the eyes of all those with you who would look askance
at you because of this incident, preventing them from doing so. The fact that I had
to go to such expense to mollify you shows that I did not abuse and discard you,
but rather that I was forced by Divine intervention to give you up. And for anyone
who may, in the future, cast aspersions on your behavior in this episode, it will
serve as proof of your innocence.”

Abraham prayed to God, and God healed Avimelech and the members of his
household of their secretionary blockages, including his wife and bondwomen,
so that they relieved themselves,

for Gop had blocked every orifice of the members of Avimelech’s household,
because of Sarah, the wife of Abraham, and at her behest.!?

The Birth of Isaac

But before God healed Avimelech and the members of his household, Gop
had already remembered Sarah as He had said to Abraham that he would:'* she
became pregnant. This is indeed the rule: when someone needs something and
prays for that same thing for someone else, God provides his needs first. And Gop
did for Sarah as He had spoken to Abraham:'* she bore a son.

Thus, Sarah conceived, and bore Abraham a son in his old age, at the appoint-
ed time of which God had spoken,' the 15" of Nisan, 2048."> There were scoffers
who did not believe that the child was Abraham and Sarah’s. Some accused Abra-
ham and Sarah of adopting a child and claiming it was their own. Others assumed
Avimelech to be the father, pointing out that although Abraham and Sarah had
been married for years, Sarah only conceived and gave birth after having been ab-
ducted by Avimelech. To silence these ugly claims, God gave three proofs that the
baby was indeed theirs. First, he was born on the exact date God had promised; sec-
ond, God provided Sarah with an abundance of milk, proving she had given birth,
as will be recounted presently; and third, the baby looked exactly like Abraham.'**

& CHASIDIC INSIGHTS 8

The baby looked exactly like Abraham: Our inner  into our faces’ contours. And even from birth, our faces
thoughts and emotions at any given moment are mir-  reflect our inborn personalities. Thus, the word for
rored on our faces;'* with the passage of time, our ap-  “face” (panim) also means “inside” or “inner dimen-
proach to life and our way of thinking become etched  sion.”

127. Likutei Sichot, vol. 28, p. 140, notes 22 & 24. 128. Above, v. 2. 129. Above, 17:19 130. Above, 15:1-4. 131. Above, 18:10-14.
132. Rashi on Exodus 12:40-41; above, 18:10. 133. Rashi on v. 7 and 25:19, below. Likutei Sichot, vol. 31, p. 42, note 24. 134. See
Ecclesiastes 8:1: “A person’s wisdom enlightens his face.” 135. Biurei HaZohar (Tzemach Tzedek), vol. 1, p. 59.
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his father’s kindness, and indeed, enabled it to be ex-
pressed in the most efficacious way.

In order to demonstrate that Abraham was indeed
Isaac’s father, God chose to make Isaac resemble Abra-
ham even though He could have theoretically just as
well made Abraham resemble his yet-to-be-born son,
Isaac. The lesson for us here is that when we have the
choice between accomplishing something either in a
loving or stern way, we should choose the path of love.
The path of love is more likely to succeed, and even if it
does not, we will have still fulfilled the commandment
to love our fellow Jew.'*

We also see here that God suspended the laws of nature
in order to convince the scoffers who did not believe
that Isaac was Abraham and Sarah’s child. Similarly,
we, also, should spare no efforts to bring the truth of
God’s message to all strata of humanity, even to those
who appear to be on the bottom rungs of society and
morality."!

Whoever hears will be happy for me and happy with
me: The literal meaning of Sarah’s words is “whoever

& CHASIDIC INSIGHTS 3

hears will laugh at me,” for it is unbelievable that a
man of 100 and woman of 90 could have a child.

This is exactly how our people’s detractors have
scoffed at us throughout the ages. “It is ridiculous to
think that your young people will continue to abide
by your old-fashioned, outdated values and practices.
How can you be so old (-fashioned) and hope to have
a child (who will perpetuate your life-style)? Do you
really think your sons will lay down their lives rather
than serve idols, as Abraham did? Or your daughters
will remain pure even in an immoral environment, as
Sarah did in Egypt?”

Yet, history has proven that if we dedicate ourselves
to educating our youth uncompromisingly, the way
Abraham and Sarah educated theirs, we, too will be
able to boast offspring like Isaac, selflessly dedicated
to our ideals.

Even if it appears that our youth are firmly entrenched
in modern culture, seemingly estranged from Jewish
values and practice, we should never underestimate
the far-reaching effect that even the smallest exposure
to Torah-true Judaism can have on their lives.'*?

140. See Tanya, end of chapter 32. 141. Likutei Sichot, vol. 20, pp. 100-106.
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Genesis 21:3-9 VAYEIRA

Abraham named the son who had been born to him—whom Sarah had borne
him—Isaac,

and Abraham circumcised his son, Isaac, on the eighth day after his birth, as
God had commanded him.

Abraham was a hundred years old when his son Isaac was born
to him.

Sarah applied the meaning of Isaac’s name—“laughter”'*—to her own experi-
ences surrounding his birth. She said, “God has brought me happiness; whoever
hears will be happy for me and happy with me.” And so it was: many previously-
barren women gave birth at the same time as Sarah, many sick people were healed
that day, and many prayers were answered that day; thus many people were hap-
py along with her. Among the numerous miracles that accompanied Isaac’s birth
was that Abraham retained his potency after this until the end of his life."’

Abraham held a feast to celebrate Isaac’s birth. In order to demonstrate that Sarah
had indeed given birth, Abraham instructed all the mothers of infants among the
guests to bring their babies without their wet nurses, and Sarah nursed them all.'*®
In recognition of this miracle, she said, “Who is He who said to Abraham, ‘Sarah
will nurse many children’? Only Almighty God could have made this promise
and fulfilled it, too! For I have given birth to a son in his old age!”

The child grew up and at the end of two years was weaned, and Abraham held
a great feast on the day that Isaac was weaned. All the esteemed leaders of the
generation attended, including Shem, Ever, and Avimelech.

Abraham Banishes Hagar and Ishmael

Despite Abraham’s efforts at educating Ishmael to be moral and upright, Ish-
mael was drawn to the very same depraved behavior that Abraham was trying
to uproot. But Abraham kept hoping optimistically that Ishmael would mature
and mend his ways. At one point, Ishmael and Isaac got into an argument about
who would succeed Abraham. Isaac insisted that he was Abraham’s sole heir, while
Ishmael insisted that they would both succeed him, and since Ishmael was the first-
born, he deserved a double portion of the inheritance. When they were in the field,
Ishmael shot arrows at Isaac. Sarah saw all this, and also saw that Ishmael, the son
whom Hagar, the Egyptian, had borne to Abraham had also fallen into idol wor-
ship, illicit sexual relations, and even murder.

& CHASIDIC INSIGHTS 3

This correlation between the soul and the face espe-
cially held true of the patriarchs, since there was no
dichotomy between their inner and outer lives: they
presented no false facade to the world, so their physi-
cal bodies perfectly reflected their inner essence. Thus,
since Abraham’s innate personality was sheer kindness
(chesed) and Isaac’s was pure severity (gevurah), Isaac
should naturally not have resembled his father —even
though it is natural for children to resemble their par-

ents.” The only way Isaac could look like Abraham,
then, was for God to have performed a miracle.

Yet this miracle, too, reflected an inner reality, for al-
though kindness and severity are indeed diametrically
opposed, on a deeper level they complement one an-
other. Unlimited kindness can be counterproductive,
so tempering kindness with severity is itself an act of
kindness. The fact that Isaac resembled Abraham, then,
reflected the truth that his outer severity originated in

136. Above, 17:19. 137. Rashi on 25:7; Likutei Sichot, vol. 35, p. 95. 138. Rashi on 17:16, above. 139. See Eduyot 2:9 and commentary

of Maimonides ad loc.
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a foretaste of the messianic era.*® Therefore, Abraham
was instructed by God to listen to his wife’s advice.'

As we have seen, Abraham and Sarah are metaphors
for the soul and the body." By enjoining Abraham (the

& CHASIDIC INSIGHTS 8

soul) to heed Sarah (the body), God granted them a
foretaste of the messianic era, in which the body’s loft-
ier spiritual source will be revealed and the soul will
derive its physical sustenance from the body."

146. Biurei HaZohar (Admor HaEmtza'i), p. 13. 147. Jeremiah 31:21; Proverbs 12:4. 148. Bava Batra 16b-17a. 149. Likutei Torah 5:15b.

150. See 12:11, above. 151. Likutei Sichot, vol. 1, p. 31.
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Genesis 21:10-16 VAYEIRA

Reporting on the argument between the two boys, she said to Abraham, “Cast
out this bondwoman and her son, for the son of this bondwoman will not in-
herit together with my son, Isaac! He would be unfit to inherit along with any son
of mine, even if my own son had no other merits of his own. And he would be unfit
to inherit along with as fine a boy as Isaac, even if he were not my son. All the more
so is he not fit to inherit along with he who is both my son and Isaac!”

The matter of Ishmael’s wicked behavior greatly distressed Abraham. He was
grieved over the idea of sending his son away.

God said to Abraham, “Do not be distressed about the boy and your bond-
woman. Whatever Sarah tells you, heed her voice, for her prophetic insight is
superior to yours. She has foreseen correctly, for, as I have already told you,'* it is
through Isaac that you will have descendants who will be considered yours with
respect to receiving the blessings I have promised you.

But I will also make the son of the bondwoman into a nation, as I have also
told you,'* for he is also your offspring.”

Abraham rose early in the morning, took bread and a leather flask of water,
and gave them to Hagar. He did not give them expensive vessels, for he resented
his son for having betrayed him. Sarah’s disparaging report of Ishmael’s wicked
behavior aroused God’s attribute of justice against him (this is called “casting an
evil eye on someone”), and he became sick and could not walk by himself. Abra-
ham placed the food on Hagar’s shoulder together with the child, and sent her
away. In sending her away, Abraham granted her her freedom, so she no longer
had the legal status of a servant.'* She left and wandered in the desert of Beer-
sheba. Dejected over being banished from the household of Abraham, she gradu-
ally reverted to the idolatrous beliefs with which she was raised.

Because Ishmael was sick, he drank more water than usual. When the wa-
ter from the leather flask was used up, she cast the child under one of the
bushes.

She then walked away and sat down at a distance, some bowshots away, for
she said, “Let me not look on as the child dies.” When the child became deathly
ill, she sat at a further distance and wept aloud. Ishmael also prayed for mercy.

& CHASIDIC INSIGHTS 3

Her prophetic insight is superior to yours: The de-
gree of a prophet’s prophetic insight into the affairs of
this world is commensurate with his or her involve-
ment in the world: the more attuned the prophet is, the
greater the degree of prophecy. Abraham was some-
what detached and aloof from the world, viewing real-
ity mainly from a spiritual perspective. He therefore
could not perceive Ishmael’s true evil, and subsequent-
ly failed to see the need to banish him from his house-

hold. Sarah, in contrast, was more involved in worldly
matters, so she readily was able to perceive Ishmael’s
evil. Her prophetic vision was therefore superior to
Abraham’s.!#

Another reason why Sarah’s prophecy was superior to
Abraham’s is that we are taught that in the messianic
era, the feminine aspect of creation will rule over the
masculine.'” Abraham’s and Sarah’s spiritual refine-
ment was so lofty that it enabled them to experience

142. Above, 17:19, 21. 143. Above, 17:20. 144. Likutei Sichot, vol. 5, p. 232. 145. Sichot Kodesh 5731, pp. 462 ff.
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with my son, nor with my grandson.” (His concern did not extend any further in
time than two generations.) “The same kindness that I have shown you, welcom-
ing you in my land, you shall show to me and to the people of the land in which

you have sojourned.”
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Genesis 21:17-23 VAYEIRA

God heard the boy’s voice, rather than his mother’s, for the prayer of a sick
person is more efficacious than the prayers others offer up on his behalf. But the
ministering angels protested God’s intention to answer Ishmael’s prayer, arguing
that it was not fair to rescue him from death by thirst when his own descendants
would, in the future, cruelly kill Jews by thirst."? God answered them that since
Ishmael’s suffering has already atoned for his sins, he is therefore deemed pres-
ently righteous and must be judged in accordance with his present status. So an
angel of God called to Hagar from Heaven and said to her, “What troubles you,
Hagar? Fear not, for God has heard the boy’s voice, considering only where he is
presently on the scale of moral merit, not according to his future deeds.

Rise, lift up the boy, and grasp him by the hand, for I will make of him a great
nation.”

God then opened her eyes and she saw a well of water. She went and filled
the leather flask with water, and gave the boy to drink.
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took him a wife from among the girls of her homeland, Egypt (see Figure 22).

Abraham in Beersheba
At that time, after Sarah gave birth, Avimelech, accompanied by
Pikol, chief of his troops, said to Abraham, “God is with you in all that you do.
Besides having a child in your old age, you survived the destruction of the Cities
of the Plain, and even prior to that, you vanquished Kedarlaomer’s confederacy of
kings.
So now, swear to me here by God that you will not deal falsely with me, nor

152. Tanchuma, Yitro 5; Eichah Rabbah 2:4. 153. Above, 16:12.
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parting knowledge to each individual according to his
or her receptive capacity.

Abraham’s inn and orchard were thus two important
aspects of his program to disseminate the awareness
of God.

We, too, should firstly keep in mind that the very ex-
istence of synagogues and institutions of Torah study
in a city exert great positive influence upon that city by
the mere virtue of their presence, over and above the
intrinsic value of the study and prayer that take place
within their walls. Secondly, we should teach Torah to
people in the manner most suited to their capacity for
understanding, employing the specific level of Torah
interpretation, as above, that speaks to their soul.’®

155. Sefer HaMa’amarim 5686, p. 82.

=np=h R
M2y by N DT N2 EINSY Tomanh
TS TY oD NPT N7 775008 TN
MY N7 5 0D TN AN TN I T
TZRIN 1IN TR INY BTN AN
P23 D3NN D3N 230
T T DITIINTON TRIN TN

& RASHI 3

& CHASIDIC INSIGHTS 3

DAWN DN DITAN DN
2aN
SRR

173 TR NN
27 N

727 D2ET N TN s poy
D T 7D W22 TR MR 13D paweny
NI 2P NI 12
D72 AN
-5 122 INIL- 5290 THaN BN YR N2
DENTN YIW WD PN e

;PN T BN
DR WIWI OF D VI WD

=bpiv =R
;09 5N Fi oY

R Mmaya A2 Sy iny Mo .naaim

TTIVY %02 ,12p1 SY Ny 7w GTyD nx g
Wi Y P DR NI NN TR0 D TN
22 DIPPY TMK 9T WK 0miK AR
X1 5w, inRpS omam 15y KA Sy axnw m
XTI ORMYI 2N SWR 22 aTaR xR oy

0N HNIT 127 1), ND TPWNIA L126

He proclaimed the name of Gop, God of the Universe:
In discussing monotheism with his guests, Abraham
made all efforts to provide them with a comprehensive
understanding of its philosophical principles, leading
them methodically from the basic axioms on to the
more advanced concepts in accordance with their in-
dividual ability to understand. He tailored his instruc-
tion to their level of intellect and knowledge via the use
of parables and metaphors.

First, Abraham refuted the prevailing belief that God
is too exalted to have any actual involvement in the
physical world and that He has therefore relinquished
His control over it to the forces of nature, which in turn
are controlled by the celestial bodies. He taught his
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Genesis 21:24-33 VAYEIRA

Abraham replied, “I will swear.”

Abraham then disputed with Avimelech over the well of water that Avi-
melech’s servants had seized.

Avimelech said, “I do not know who did this thing, nor did you tell me, nor
did I hear about it until today.” In order to determine who dug the well, they
decided that they would each approach it separately; the one before whom the
water would rise would be assumed to be the one who dug the well. The water
rose before Abraham.

Abraham took flocks and cattle and gave them to Avimelech, and the two of
them made a treaty.

Abraham then set aside seven ewes of the flock.

Avimelech asked Abraham, “What are these seven ewes that you have set
aside by themselves?”

He replied, “You are to accept these seven ewes from my hand, as your ac-
knowledgment that the test we performed is conclusive evidence that I dug this
well.”

That place was therefore called Beersheba [“Well of the Oath”], for there the
two of them made an oath.

When they had made this treaty in Beersheba, Avimelech and Pikol, chief of
his troops, departed and returned to Philistia.

Abraham opened an inn in Beersheba. He also planted an orchard in Beer-
sheba in order to provide him with fruit to serve his guests. There he proclaimed
the name of Gop, God of the Universe. He also induced others to proclaim the
name of Gob. After eating a fine, free meal at Abraham’s inn, Abraham’s guests
would rise to thank and bless their host. Abraham would respond: “Have you
eaten my food? You have eaten of that which belongs to the Master of the World.
Thank, praise, and bless Him who spoke and the world came into existence!” If
anyone refused to praise God, Abraham would reply, “If you insist that you have
eaten my food, then you owe me the full price of the meal.” This was quite high,
since he had served them delicacies that were hard to come by in the middle of the
desert. In most cases, these guests then capitulated and praised God.

& CHASIDIC INSIGHTS 3
He opened an inn...planted an orchard: Abraham’s  ism even among people who never actually visited his
inn was the first public institution devoted to the dis-  inn. As its renown spread, Abraham’s inn gradually
semination of the belief in monotheism and to the became a major societal innovation that wielded pro-
ethical behavior that follows from this belief. Although  found and broad influence.
institutions devoted to teaching Divine wisdom and Ay orchard: The word for “orchard” (pardes) can also
values existed prior to this (such as the academy of  can be seen as an acronym for the Torah’s four levels
Shem and Ever), they did not actively seek to change ¢ interpretation: contextual analysis (peshat); allusion
society’s prevailing beliefs. By boldly establishing a  anq allegory (remez); verbal analogy (derush); and eso-
public institution that challenged the world’s hallowed  taric allegory (sod).’* Abraham employed all four lev-
tenets, Abraham promoted the awareness of monothe-  ¢Js of interpretation when teaching his followers, im-

154. See Introduction.
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Acknowledged: To acknowledge is to admit that some-
thing is true without necessarily fully understanding
why. Some of Abraham’s listeners could not grasp
the depth of his words. Nevertheless, they were so in-
spired by his warmth and passionate love for God that
they acknowledged that he was speaking the truth.

Praised: Others understood Abraham’s teachings and,
inspired by their newfound appreciation of God’s
greatness, began to praise Him themselves.

Blessed: The word for “bless” (bareich) connotes enlarge-
ment or expansion; to bless someone is to expand their
sphere of activity or influence. Some of Abraham’s lis-
teners, such as his servant Eliezer, not only fully under-
stood his words but also went on to disseminate them
to others, thus expanding Abraham’s influence upon
the world.'®

He planted an orchard in order to supply him with
fruit to serve his guests: Abraham was not content
with merely serving his guests bread to satisfy their
hunger, salt to add taste to it, and water to quench their
thirst; he even went so far as to offer them rare treats
such as fruit, wine, and other delicacies. He did all this
without remuneration, joyfully, for complete strang-
ers.

According to the sages, kindness is one of the three
innate character traits (along with mercy and bashful-
ness) that characterize every Jew.'® We inherit this trait
of kindness from Abraham, and ours is therefore as
boundless as was his. We can therefore emulate Abra-
ham’s kindness by not only providing others with their
basic material and spiritual needs, but also warmheart-
edly providing them with material and spiritual luxu-
ries, as well.

Since our benevolence stems from a place within our
souls that transcends logic, it also transcends the finite

162. Sefer HaMa’amarim 5701, pp. 13, 19. 163. See Yevamot 79a.

Sichot, vol. 3, pp. 770-771.

& CHASIDIC INSIGHTS 8

dictates of logic, compelling us to strive to bring hap-
piness and contentment to others to a degree over and
beyond minimal necessity.

There is a direct correlation between Abraham’s
planting an orchard and the subsequent episode of the
binding of Isaac.

History has shown that oppression and adversity give
rise to uplifted morale, awakening an even stronger
sense of self-identity in the oppressed people, where-
as freedom and tolerance tend to cause these senses
to atrophy. This has certainly proven true as regards
the Jewish people: over the course of the generations,
when we were permitted to practice our religion freely
and openly, we often lost our devotion to our faith
and to our ethos of self-sacrifice.'® Nevertheless, both
Abraham and Isaac rose to the occasion in answering
God’s call to carry out the sacrifice—an act which re-
quired absolute self-sacrifice on both their parts—de-
spite the fact that, prior to this, they had enjoyed a free
and unhampered sojourn in the land of the Philistines
for many years.

Abraham and Isaac possessed the fortitude to respond
with this degree of ultimate self-sacrifice because they
had accustomed themselves to cultivating selflessness
by providing food, shelter, and luxuries to complete
strangers, on a daily basis over the course of years, in
a scope totally beyond the boundaries of logic and rea-
son.

We, who are fortunate enough to live in a tolerant so-
ciety, must similarly ensure that our children grow up
imbued with selfless devotion to Judaism. In this way,
they will be able, if called upon to do so, to transcend
their self-centered concerns for their own comfort for
the greater sake of Judaism and the Jewish people.'*®

164. Sefer HaMa’amarim Melukat, vol. 6, pp. 137-138. 165. Likutei
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Genesis 21:34

VAYEIRA

And Abraham sojourned in Philis-
tia for one year more than he had lived
in Hebron, ie., for twenty-six years
(2047-2073). After this, he moved back
to Hebron (see Figure 23).

& CHASIDIC INSIGHTS 3

guests that, on the contrary, God is “God of the whole
universe,” meaning that it is precisely His infinity that
enables Him to concern Himself with the affairs of the
physical world just as easily as with the lofty affairs
of heaven. In fact, it is God’s infinity that allows Him
to supervise the affairs of every last creature, even the
most insignificant, down to the minutest detail.

He further explained that because God created the
world ex nihilo, He must continuously create and sus-
tain it in order for it to continue to exist. Since God
created the world through speech, His word must con-
stantly be present in creation, for if not, creation would
revert to nothingness just as a person’s words cease to
exist as soon as they leave his mouth. And this prin-
ciple applies not only to creation in general, but also to
every facet of creation in particular.

Thus, everything in the world is under God’s direct
control and supervision, with the exception of those as-
pects over which He has given humanity free choice.

Furthermore, Abraham continued, it follows that God
provides personally for every one of His creature’s
needs—including his guests’. In this way, Abraham
proved to them that, in the final analysis, it was not he
who had provided them with the meal they had just
enjoyed, but God.

Finally, Abraham explained to his guests that not only
is God the world’s master and creator, but also that
He and the world are one, just as the rays of the sun
are one with the sun before they are emitted from it.'s
Abraham explained that when we recognize that noth-
ing exists outside of or in addition to God, it follows
that even seemingly ordinary daily activities are in fact
opportunities to connect with Him.

Even those of Abraham'’s guests who were too simple-
minded to follow the logic of his reasoning were won
over by the warmth and enthusiasm with which he
spoke and the truth that they sensed in his words.'”

If you insist that you have eaten my food, then you
owe me the full price of the meal: Abraham’s de-
mand seems pointless: Of what value is a thanksgiving
prayer if it is uttered for the sole purpose of absolving
oneself of payment for the food?

Abraham at first tried to teach his guests about God
through explanations and parables, but some of them
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Figure 23: Abraham Moves Back to Hebron
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remained unimpressed by his words. With these
people, Abraham resorted to a more aggressive ap-
proach, designed to break down their spiritual wall
of resistance. All people believe in God on some level,
yet some are so callous and insensitive that they are
in need of forceful encouragement to become aware of
their dormant knowledge of God.'®

The Torah instructs us to learn from Abraham’s exam-
ple and exert ourselves to disseminate Judaism, even
when doing so requires the occasional use of pressure.
For example, some might argue: Why approach a Jew
with the suggestion to put on tefilin, when he may
only acquiesce because he feels pressured to do so? Is
the fulfillment of a commandment in this way of any
value?

Abraham’s actions expose the folly of this argument.
The fulfillment of a Divine commandment, even if per-
formed under pressure, is a great achievement in and
of itself, and can awaken the individual’s latent desire
to fulfill the commandment. Since “one good deed
leads to another,”* that person will very likely even-
tually come to observe all the commandments, joyfully
and of his own volition.'

He induced others to proclaim the name of Gop: The
effect of Abraham’s words upon his listeners varied,
depending upon who they were. In the words of the
Talmud,'®" Abraham’s guests “acknowledged, praised,
and blessed the One who spoke and the world came
into being.”

156. Likutei Torah 4:43b. 157. Sefer HaMa'amarim 5701, pp. 13-15, 19; Likutei Sichot, vol. 3, p. 931. 158. See on Numbers 14:40.
159. Avot 4:2. 160. Likutei Sichot, vol. 15, pp. 122-128. 161. Sotah 10b.
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God tested Abraham: God tests us in order to bring
our essential soul-powers to the fore. In fact, life in
general —the very descent of the soul into this world —
is such a test. Before descending into this world, the
soul relates to God within the limits of reason and does
not experience a love for Him that transcends reason.
But when the soul is encased in a physical body, which
is by nature antagonistic to spirituality, it must sum-
mon its innermost strength to remain faithful to God
despite its daily trials and tribulations. With this new-
found dedication to God, the soul comes to apprehend
and appreciate God in a much more profound and in-
timate way.'”?

Why is this test associated with Abraham and not
with Isaac, who not only went along with being bound,
but was also the one who was willing to give up his
life?

First of all, whether or not we are consciously aware of
it, our children represent our most cherished and in-
nermost dreams and hopes. It is the natural hope and
ambition of all parents that their children surpass them
and inherit a world superior to their own. Therefore,
giving up one’s own life is in truth less of a test than

& CHASIDIC INSIGHTS 8

giving up that of one’s child.'”

Furthermore, the primary aspect of the test was not
the self-sacrifice it entailed but rather the challenge it
posed to Abraham’s implicit faith in God: God prom-
ised Abraham that his son Isaac would be the one to
perpetuate his legacy, yet now He was commanding
him to sacrifice this very son, in seeming contradiction
of His very own word. Yet Abraham unquestioningly
carried out God’s bid. Isaac, in contrast, had not been
promised anything by God, so, ironically, his own faith
was not put to the test in this episode.*

Please pass this test, so that no one will think that
the previous ones were not real tests: As we saw when
he was cast into the furnace in Ur of the Kasdites,'”®
Abraham was ready to suffer martyrdom for his be-
liefs. Yet martyrdom is not necessarily an act of self-
sacrifice; in fact, ironically, it can sometimes be an act
of self-aggrandizement. For example, the martyr might
expect to be lionized in society’s collective memory; af-
ter all, history is full of people who have accomplished
more by their death than they did during their lifetime.
Also, if the martyr believes that he will be rewarded in
the afterlife, giving up his physical life is simply relin-

173. Sefer HaMa'amarim 5700, p. 37. 174. Ma’amarei Admor HaZaken, Parshiot HaTorah, p. 128. 175. Derech Mitzvotecha, p. 372.

176. Above, 11:28.
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Genesis 22:1-2 VAYEIRA

The Binding of Isaac

Although Abraham was constantly spending his time and
money on preparing meals for his guests in order to induce them to recognize the
existence of God and their obligation to serve Him, he had not offered an actual
sacrifice to God since moving to Hebron during the first year he settled in the Land
of Israel. Satan, the accusing angel of the Heavenly Court, denounced Abraham
before God for this apparent lack of piety.'®® God replied, “Everything Abraham
does is for the sake of spreading the awareness of Divinity in the world, and the
most critical element in his program for accomplishing this goal is passing on this
mission to his son. Yet his devotion is so complete that, were I to ask him to sacri-
fice his son to Me, he would not refuse.”

In the meantime, Ishmael had repented somewhat of his evil ways'® and had
moved back to Hebron to be near his father, Abraham.'® Nevertheless, he still
tenaciously clung to his claim that he was more worthy of succeeding their father.
He boasted to Isaac that he had willingly submitted to the pain of circumcision at
the age of thirteen. To this, Isaac retorted, “Don’t try to win this argument by telling
me about your willingness to suffer pain for God’s sake in one limb of your body! If
God were to order me to offer my whole body to him, I would not refuse!”

It was after all these words'® —both God’s to Satan and Isaac’s to Ishmael —that,
in the year 2085, God tested Abraham in exactly this way. He said to him, “Abra-
ham!” and he replied devotedly, “Here I am. I am ready to do Your bidding.”

He said, “Please pass this ultimate test, so that no one will think that your devo-
tion to Me is limited. Take your son.” Abraham answered, “I have two sons.” God
said, “I mean your only one.” Abraham said, “They are both only sons: Ishmael is
the only son of Hagar, and Isaac is the only son of Sarah.” God said, “I mean the
one you love.” Abraham said, “I love them both!” God said, “I mean Isaac.” God
deliberately spoke ambiguously at first (a) in order to give Abraham time to realize
the weightiness of His words and not agree too hastily, thereby forfeiting the merit
of full, willful consent, and (b) in order to make the command more impressive
and grant him reward for each expression He used. God continued, “Take him
and go away to the land of Mount Moriah. Mount Moriah is to be the site of the
future Temple,'” from where Divine instruction [hora’ah] will issue to the world.
The Temple is also to be the locus of Divine service, the most intense form of which
will be the incense-offering, a key ingredient of which will be the myrrh [mor].”!
It is therefore fitting for you to undergo and pass this test on Mount Moriah, for
your precedent will inspire future generations to follow My teachings and serve
Me with pure devotion. Take him up there and prepare him as a burnt-offering
on one of the mountains that I will designate to you.” God did not explicitly tell
Abraham to sacrifice Isaac—although that is what Abraham thought He meant—
since He merely intended to see if he would be willing to do so. Also, He did not
immediately tell him on which mountain to perform the sacrifice, so that he would
earn the reward of trusting God implicitly, just as had been the case with His initial
command to go to the Land of Israel.'”

166. See Likutei Sichot, vol. 12, p. 26, note 35. 167. Likutei Sichot, vol. 20, p. 84, note 40. 168. Likutei Sichot, vol. 5, p. 236, note 55.
169. Likutei Sichot, vol. 35, p. 164. 170. 2 Chronicles 3:1. 171. See Exodus 30:34, and Chassidic Insights ad loc. 172. Above, 12:1.
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sacrifice prefigured His self-revelation in the Temple,'*
since the sanctification of an entity requires at least
some influx of God’s presence into that entity.

In a similar vein, Maimonides states that the binding of
Isaac was meant to impart to the world two fundamen-
tal principles of the Jewish faith:'"® Firstly, it demon-
strates the degree of love and awe that we are capable
of feeling and evincing toward God —even more than a
father loves his own son. Secondly, it demonstrates the
degree to which a true prophet believes in the veracity
of his own prophecy, for Abraham certainly would not
have sacrificed his son had he entertained the slightest
doubt regarding the truth of his prophetic vision.
These two purposes of the binding of Isaac reflect the
two functions of the Temple just mentioned: a place for
people to worship God with love and awe and a place
in which God reveals Himself to us.'$
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He saw the place from afar: According to the
Midrash,” when Satan realized that he could per-
suade neither Abraham nor Isaac to disobey God’s
command, he made it appear as if there was a river
and then large boulders and thorns in their path. Thus,
although Abraham’s destination was visible to him,
for a cloud hovered over the mountain, it nevertheless
seemed to him distant and unreachable because of all
the obstacles in his way.

So, too, in our lives: Sometimes we are faced with
seemingly insurmountable challenges. Although we
may see our destination or goal “from afar,” neverthe-
less we convince ourselves that our particular circum-
stances prevent us from achieving our objective. Abra-
ham taught us that even apparently insurmountable
obstacles can be overcome, and furthermore, that with
perseverance we can and will reach our goal.'”

& INNER DIMENSIONS %

[4] He saw the place from afar: Abraham’s behav-
ior is analogous to that of a father who has to give
his sick child some unpleasant-tasting medicine or
administer to him some painful treatment. The fa-
ther’s compassion makes him reluctant to adminis-
ter the unpleasant cure, but this initial feeling is in
fact misplaced pity. The father must bravely “over-
come” his own attribute of mercy and act decisively
to help his child recover.

In this vein, the Zohar" interprets the word for
“the place” (hamakom) in this verse as referring to
Jacob, the third patriarch, of whom it is said, “He
took from the stones of the place.”'** Abraham epito-
mized loving-kindness; Isaac epitomized discipline
and piety; and Jacob epitomized mercy. In order to
bring himself to sacrifice his son, Abraham had to
distance himself from Jacob’s attribute of mercy and

instead assume Isaac’s attribute of discipline. Thus,
“he saw ‘the place’—i.e., the attribute of mercy—
from afar.”'

Rabbi Dovber of Mezeritch interpreted the exchange
between Abraham and Isaac, further on,"* in this
vein. In its plain sense, the verse reads, “Isaac said
to Abraham, his father, ‘My father!” and he replied,
‘Here I am, my son.”” In Rabbi Dovber’s interpreta-
tion, it reads as follows:

Isaac said to Abraham, his father: “But you are my fa-
ther, the attribute of kindness! What happened to
your kindness?”

Abraham replied, “Now, I am ‘my son’—in order to
fulfill God’s will, I have garbed myself in your at-
tribute, the attribute of severity.”!%

183. Likutei Sichot, vol. 15, p. 178. 184. Menachot 73b; Mishneh Torah, Beit HaBechirah 1:1. 185. Below, verse 14; Exodus 25:8; see
Mishneh Torah, loc cit. 186. See below, verse 13, and Rashi on 25:26. 187. Guide to the Perplexed 3:24. 188. Likutei Sichot, vol. 30, pp.
68-75. 189. 1:120. 190. Below, 28:11. 191. Or Torah 25 (9d). 192. V. 7. 193. Or Torah 26 (9d). 194. Tanchuma on this verse. 195. Igrot

Kodesh Admor HaRayatz, vol. 5, p. 439.
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Genesis 22:3-4 VAYEIRA

Abraham did not hesitate for an instant, although he was puzzled how this com-
mand fit into God’s larger plan for him and for the world."”” In his eagerness to
fulfill God’s command, he got up early in the morning and, out of his extreme
love for God, saddled his donkey himself, rather than having one of his servants
do so, even though no one actually rode upon the donkey; it was used only to carry
the wood and tools.'”® He took his two young men with him, Eliezer and Ishmael,
together with Isaac, his son, because a person of significant social stature should
always be accompanied by at least two attendants, so that if one of them needs to
be excused to relieve himself, the other is still there to attend to him. At this point,
Abraham only told Isaac that God had told him to offer a sacrifice to Him, without
mentioning that he was to be the sacrifice. Abraham chopped wood for the offer-
ing, and rose and set out for the place that God had told him.

From Hebron to Mount Moriah is less than a day’s journey, but it was only on the
third day of the journey that Abraham raised his eyes and saw a cloud hovering
over the mountain and understood that he was seeing the appointed place from
afar. Here again, God did not show Abraham the place immediately in order that
no one would be able later on to accuse him of having made a hasty decision.

& CHASIDIC INSIGHTS 3

quishing one form of life in order to attain a superior
one. Finally, someone who possesses a high degree of
personal integrity can easily convince himself that life
would not be worth living were he to compromise his
values.

Seen in this light, Abraham’s willingness to give up
his life for God at Ur of the Kasdites—his greatest test
prior to the binding of Isaac—could be construed as a
calculated (albeit holy) act. He chose to give up his life
rather than deny his beliefs, for he knew that his soul
would live on in the afterlife, and, furthermore, that
his death would show the world that the teachings of
monotheism are worth dying for, serving thereby to
disseminate them more widely than ever before.

True self-sacrifice, then, is more than simply giving up
one’s physical life. It is being prepared to give up ev-
erything that lends meaning and consequence to life —
being willing for it to be as if one had never existed, to
be erased from history’s memory altogether.

In this light, the binding of Isaac was the ultimate in
self-sacrifice. Taking Isaac’s life would not have pub-
licized Abraham’s devotion to God, since nobody but
Isaac was present.” On the contrary: Isaac’s death
would have spelled the abrupt end of Abraham’s en-
tire religious program, since he would be taking the
life of the person whom he had groomed to carry on
his legacy and promote his beliefs.

The binding therefore expressed true self-sacrifice on
Abraham’s part, motivated by neither physical nor
spiritual gain, demonstrating that he was indeed a true
servant of God. Furthermore, it proved retroactively
that his overcoming the other challenges was also
“real” —not motivated by ulterior motives but rather

by his absolute devotion to God’s will.'®

The one you love, Isaac. Although Abraham loved
Isaac because he was his son and because of his righ-
teous behavior, he also loved him because of his in-
nate personality. God has instilled within each of us a
natural yearning for perfection; this is what attracts us
to people whose qualities complement and complete
our own—our opposites. Abraham, who was naturally
predisposed toward kindness and love, loved Isaac,
who was naturally predisposed toward severity and
awe.'!

(This concept of “attraction of opposites” is also evi-
denced in the musical preferences of the descendants
of Ishmael and Esau. Since the Ishmaelites inherited
Abraham’s characteristics of kindness and joy, they
therefore prefer melancholy music. In contrast, the
Romans and Westerners, having inherited the traits of
discipline and severity from Isaac, show a preference
for joyful music.)'s

I love them both: Abraham loved his sons equally, not
only because they were his children, but also because
each possessed a unique quality: Isaac possessed ex-
traordinary piety and exhibited exemplary behavior,
whereas Ishmael possessed the power of repentance,
which is capable of transforming sin into virtue.'®

The Land of Moriah is the future site of the Temple:
The Temple was to serve both as a place to worship
God™ (and offer sacrifices) and as the principal place
where God would reveal Himself."® The binding of
Isaac anticipated these two functions: Abraham’s su-
preme sacrifice in offering up his son prefigured the
Temple’s function as a place for Divine worship and
offering up sacrifices; God’s sanctification of Isaac as a

177. Rashi on Exodus 6:1; Likutei Sichot, vol. 35, p. 77, note 16. 178. Likutei Sichot, vol. 1, p. 71; vol. 31, p. 21. See on Exodus 4:20.
179. See Ibn Ezra on verse 1, above. 180. Likutei Sichot, vol. 20, pp. 73-78. 181. Torah Or 17c. 182. Or HaTorah, Devarim, vol. 4, p. 1835.
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[11] “Abraham! Abraham!”: The first “Abraham”
refers to Abraham, the person; the second refers
to the supernal entity called “Abraham,” i.e., the

& INNER DIMENSIONS =6

Godly source of kindness and love. Abraham the
person, by evincing kindness and love, drew down
the Divine energy of the “supernal Abraham.”'%
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Genesis 22:5-12 VAYEIRA

Abraham said to his young men, “You stay here with the donkey, while I and
Isaac, the young man, go a short distance over there.” To himself, Abraham said,
“When I get there, I will see how God intends for me to fulfill my mission without
an heir or successor.” He continued to Eliezer and Ishmael, “We will prostrate
ourselves in prayer and then return to you.” In using the plural, he unwittingly
prophesied that he and Isaac would both return.

Abraham took the wood for the burnt-offering and placed it on his son, Isaac.
He took the fire and knife in his hand, and the two of them walked together,
with equal enthusiasm to perform God’s commandment, even though Abraham
knew he was on his way to sacrifice Isaac but Isaac as yet had no inkling of this.

Isaac said to Abraham, his father, “My father!” and he replied, “Here I am, my
son.” And Isaac said, “The fire and the wood are here, but where is the lamb for
the offering?”

Abraham replied, “God will see to a lamb for a burnt-offering, and if He does
not, then you, my son, will be the offering.” Even though Isaac now understood
that he was to be sacrificed, he, too, did not question God, and thus the two of
them walked on together, father and son with equal enthusiasm.

When they came to the place that God had told him, Abraham built the altar
there and arranged the wood. He then bound Isaac, his son, tying his hands and
feet behind him, and placed him on the altar, on top of the wood.

Abraham stretched out his hand and took the knife to slaughter his son. At
that moment, the heavens opened, the ministering angels saw this heartrending
scene, and cried. Their tears fell into Isaac’s eyes, and this later impaired his vi-

sion.!?°

An angel of Gop then called to him from heaven and said affectionately,
“Abraham! Abraham!” and he replied, “Here I am.”

The angel said, “Do not raise your hand against the young man to slaughter
him!” When he heard this, Abraham thought he finally understood God’s contra-
dictory statements: first, God had promised him that Isaac was to be the one to
continue his lineage; then He told him to kill Isaac. When the angel instructed him
not to slaughter Isaac, Abraham thought that God never really intended him to kill
Isaac, but merely to draw some blood from him. So Abraham said to the angel,
“Very well; I shall only wound him and draw a small amount of blood.” But to
this, the angel replied, “No, do nothing to him!” Hearing this, Abraham thought
he had failed the test and been deemed unworthy of sacrificing Isaac. So, God said
to him through the angel,"” “I never intended you to sacrifice Isaac nor draw any
blood from him; it was merely a test. For now that you have passed this test and I
know that you fear God —since you did not withhold your son, your only one,
from Me—1I have a fitting response for Satan and for all those who wonder why I
display so much love to you.”

196. Rashi on 27:1, below; Likutei Sichot, vol. 15, p. 212, note 9. 197. Likutei Sichot, vol. 35, pp. 76-79. 198. Or Torah 30 (10d).
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Self-sacrifice refines us in proportion to the extent of
the sacrifice involved. The greater the sacrifice, the
more dedication to God we must evoke in order to mo-
tivate the sacrifice; in other words, we can only sacri-
fice something for God if God means more to us than
whatever it is that we are sacrificing. The deeper the
layer of our being that is exposed in this process, the
more refined we become.

The devotion we must evoke in order to give up our
physical lives for God refines us so profoundly and
completely that it transforms the very physical mat-
ter of our body, rendering it fit to embody spirituality.
The material nature of the body, which is normally too
coarse to reveal the Divinity that sustains it, becomes
spiritually transparent.

It is precisely this sublime level that Isaac reached

when he willingly surrendered his life to God. Accord-
ing to the Midrash,*® Isaac was not only willing to die

208. Pirkei d’Rabbi Eliezer 31; Zohar 1:60a. 209. See on v. 2, above
5562, p. 13; BeSha’ah Shehikdimu 5672 §62.
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for God; he actually did die: while bound on the altar,
his soul temporarily left him and ascended to heaven.
It was in this respect that Isaac’s self-sacrifice even sur-
passed that of his father: whereas Abraham showed
himself ready to give up his life (at Ur of the Kasdites)
and even his entire being (at the binding of Isaac),*”
Isaac actually did give up his life.

The episode of the binding of Isaac is recited daily as a
prelude to morning prayers, since our ultimate objec-
tive in praying is to dedicate our entire being to God.
If we pray with proper intention and devotion, this ob-
jective will be fulfilled: the lives we lead after we finish
praying will be imbued with self-sacrifice; furthermore,
our involvement in the physical world will be solely
for the goal of enhancing our relationship with God
and fulfilling our Divine mission in life. Even the most
physical aspects of our lives—our “ashes” —will remain
“on the altar,” part and parcel of our Divine lives.?”

. 210. Likutei Sichot, vol. 25, pp. 135-136; Ma’amarei Admor HaZaken
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Genesis 22:13-17 VAYEIRA

Abraham was not content to have simply passed the test; he also wanted God
to seal the blessings he earned with the force of an oath. He knew that this called
for a sacrifice, just as had been the case with Noah after the flood."”” Abraham
raised his eyes, looking for an animal to sacrifice,” and he caught sight of a ram
running toward him. This very ram had been designated to be offered in Isaac’s
stead ever since the six days of Creation, but Satan, frustrated by the fact that
Abraham had passed this test, caused the ram to become entangled by its horns
in a thicket. Undaunted, Abraham went and took the ram, and offered it up as a
burnt-offering in his son’s stead. In order to ensure that this offering would influ-
ence God to seal the blessings he had earned by passing the test, Abraham asked
God that the status of a sacrifice not be transferred from Isaac to the ram, but rather
that the offering of the ram confer the status of a sacrifice on Isaac: the ram was not
to be Isaac’s replacement but his proxy.**' Before every act that he performed on the
ram—slaughtering it, flaying its skin, burning it—Abraham prayed: “May it be
God’s will that this act be considered as if it was done to my son.” This conferred
upon Isaac the quasi-legal status of an ascent-offering;*” the implications of this
status were to become clear later on in his life.*®

God set aside the horn of this ram to blow when He gave the Torah at Mount Si-
nai.”

Abraham named that site HaShem Yireh [“Gop will see”], praying, “May God
select this place as the site of the Temple, where His presence on earth will dwell
and where He will manifest Himself to His people.” Since God indeed had desig-
nated this mountain for this purpose, it is said to this day, “On Gop’s Mountain,
Mount Moriah, He can be seen.” He further prayed, “May Gop always see and
remember the binding of Isaac and consider its merit sufficient to atone for the
Jewish people’s sins and to save them from punishment, so that it be said in all
generations, ‘to this day;, it is as if Isaac’s ashes can be seen on the altar that Abra-
ham built on Gop’s mountain,” serving as atonement for the Jewish people.”**

After the sacrifice, the angel of Gop called to Abraham from heaven a second
time,

and said, “Gop declares, ‘I have acceded to your request to seal the success-
ful conclusion of this test with an oath. By Myself I swear: Because you did this
thing, and did not withhold your son, your only one,

I will bless you and bless your son, and greatly increase your offspring: they
will be so numerous that you will not be able to count them, just as it is impossible
to count the stars of the sky and the grains of sand on the seashore,”"' and your
descendants shall take possession of their enemies’ cities.

& CHASIDIC INSIGHTS 3

It is as if Isaac’s ashes can be seen on the altar that ments—air, fire, and water—have been consumed.?””
Abraham built on Gop’s mountain: The Torah usu-  Thus, the ashes are removed from the altar because they
ally requires the ashes of a sacrifice to be removed from  are too coarse to be elevated by the altar’s holy fire. In
the altar.?® The ashes constitute the element of earth  contrast, Isaac’s body was so refined that, metaphori-
remaining after the sacrifice’s other constituent ele-  cally, even his ashes were fitting to remain on the altar.

199. Above, 8:21. 200. Likutei Sichot, vol. 30, p. 76, note 10. 201. Likutei Sichot, vol. 30, p. 79. 202. Likutei Sichot, vol. 30, p. 79, note 29,
p- 80, note 35. 203. See below, 25:21 and 26:2. 204. Rashi on Exodus 19:13. 205. Rashi here and on Leviticus 26:42. 206. Leviticus
6:3-4. 207. See Igeret HaKodesh 15. See above, 18:27.
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¥ CHASIDIC INSIGHTS ¢3

Godliness with every limb of our bodies, down to our
very bones. As King David said,"* “All my bones pro-
claim, ‘God, who is like You!”?"*

After these words: The juxtaposition of the narra-
tive of the binding of Isaac with that of the birth of his
future wife, Rebecca, demonstrates that self-sacrifice is
an integral part of a healthy marriage. When we marry,
we are forced to focus on the immediate tasks of sup-
porting our families, and dealing with the material
world and its attendant mundane matters. No longer
are we free to focus as intensely on our own spiritual
development. Although marrying and raising a fam-
ily are indeed a part of fulfilling our Divine mission to
make the world into God’s home, we are forced to sac-
rifice some of the intensity of our own pursuit of spiri-
tual growth. Marriage is thus a form of self-sacrifice.?®

The juxtaposition of these two events alludes to yet an-
other fact: We are taught that before the binding, Isaac
was unable to have children. After the binding, God
granted him a soul capable of bearing children.?®

Because the capacity to bear children is inexorably in-
tertwined with the concept of self-sacrifice, we see that
children have an innate capacity to unequivocally ac-
cept the notion of self-sacrifice. Some educators have
recommended against teaching young children the
story of the binding of Isaac, claiming that it would
unnecessarily frighten them. Their fear is unfounded,
however, since Jewish children instinctively under-
stand self-sacrifice to an even greater degree than do
adults.?”

Reumah: The name Reumah can be read as two
words, meaning “look [at] what” (reu mah).

213. Psalms 35:10. 214. Sefer HaMa'amarim 5708, pp. 253-254. 215. Likutei Sichot, vol. 25, p. 137; Hitva'aduyot 5749, vol. 1, pp.
348-349. 216. Hitva'aduyot 5749, vol. 1, p. 382, note 68, citing Or HaTorah, Bereishit, vol. 2, p. 432a. 217. Hitva’aduyot 5749, vol. 1,

p- 349.
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Genesis 22:18-24 VAYEIRA

All the nations of the world shall be blessed through your descendants—
because you heeded My voice.” ”

Abraham returned to his young men, and together they set out and went to
Beersheba. Abraham remained for a short time in Beersheba.

Abraham said to himself: “If I had slaughtered Isaac, he would have
died childless. It is time for me to marry him off. I will search for a wife for him
from among the daughters of my confederates,?”? Aner, Eshkol, and Mamre.” It
was after these words of Abraham’s that Abraham was told by God: “There is no
need to search for a wife for Isaac from among the daughters of your confederates,
for just as you will have twelve great-grandchildren who will be the progenitors
of the chosen people, eight from their father’s wives and four from his wives’ ser-
vants, Milkah, too, has borne eight sons to your brother, Nachor:

Utz, his firstborn; Buz, his brother; Kemuel, the father of Aram;
Kesed; Chazo; Pildash; Yidlaf; and Bethuel.

And Bethuel has a daughter, Rebecca. She is worthy and fit to be Isaac’s wife.
Milkah bore these eight sons to Nachor, Abraham’s brother.

And his concubine, whose name was Reumah, also bore children: Tevach,
Gacham, Tachash, and Ma’achah (see Figure 24).” When Abraham heard from
God that Rebecca had been born, he cancelled his search for a wife for Isaac.

legend
= Marriage
Concubinage

Wife #1 T Terach T Wife #2

Nachor 7 Milkah Abraham s Sarah

Isaac

Reumah Haran Hagar

Ishmael

Utz Buz Kemuel Kesed Chazo Pildash Yidlaf Bethuel

Aram

Tevach Gacham Tachash Ma'achah Lot Sarah Milkah

Rebecca

Figure 24: Abraham’s Family

The Haftarah for parashat Vayeira may be found on p. 340.

>a°

& CHASIDIC INSIGHTS 3

Because you heeded My voice: The word used here
for “because” (eikev) also means “heel,” alluding to the
fact that Abraham was so completely devoted to God
that even his heel heeded God’s voice. Through suc-
cessfully passing God’s tests and selflessly teaching the
world about God, Abraham refined his entire being to
the extent that even the lowliest part of his body, his
heel, submitted to God. Indeed, his heel was more at-

211. Likutei Sichot, vol. 19, p. 20, note 49. 212. Above, 13:18.
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tuned to God’s word than was the mind of the great-
est of philosophers, for the mind can only conceptualize
God; Abraham felt God with his entire being.

Nowadays, we can achieve a similar degree of self-re-
finement by following in Abraham’s footsteps and self-
lessly disseminating Divine consciousness throughout
the world. This process begins with ourselves; intense
study of the teachings of Chasidism trains us to sense



XM

SEVENTH READING

When not used to mean “which one” or “which kind,”
the word “what” often means “of what significance
is...,” or “how little are...,” as in the phrases, “What
are we?,”?"® and “What does Gop, your God, ask of
you?”?? It thus indicates humility or self-abnegation.?
In this context, Reumah would mean, “take notice of
my self-nullification,” referring to people who brag
about their humility!

There was once a person who had many good qualities but
was unfortunately also arrogant. His friends suggested
that if he were to simply acquire the attribute of humility,

he would then be perfect! The man agreed and started act-
ing humbly. At one point, when a fellow was pestering him,
the “humble” man finally lost his patience: “Fool!” he cried,
“you are nothing compared to me! Do you know who I am? I
not only have many good qualities, I also now possess humil-
ity as well!”*!

The “reumah syndrome” can take on a more subtle form
as well: we can in fact be selfless, while on some subtle
level still maintaining an awareness of our selflessness.
Our ultimate goal therefore should be to become truly
and entirely unaware of our selfhood.??

218. Exodus 16:7, 8. 219. Deuteronomy 1:12. 220. Or HaTorah, Nach, p. 671. 221. Keter Shem Tov 31. 222. Sefer HaMa’amarim 5720,

pp. 33-34.
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Haftarah for Vayeira
2 Kings 4:1-37

Parashat Vayeira recounts the second phase of Abraham’s career in the dissemination of Divine consciousness, in
which he was aided by God'’s supernatural help, the greatest expression of which was the birth of his son Isaac
in his and Sarah’s old age. In the parashah, we witness the prophet Elisha dispensing miraculous Divine aid to
the widow of Obadiah and to the Shunemite woman, who, like Sarah, is blessed with a child through Divine

intervention.

During the reign of the wicked King
Achav over the northern kingdom, Israel,
his righteous administrator Obadiah
supported the prophets financially. When
necessary, Obadiah borrowed money for
this purpose from the king’s son, Yehoram,
and paid him back with interest.® After
Achav died, a certain woman, the wife of
Obadiah, who was one of the disciples of
the prophets, cried out to Elisha, saying,
“Your servant, my husband, is dead, and
you know that your servant feared Gop.
And now a creditor—Yehoram son of
Achav—has come to take my two children
to be his bondmen.”

Elisha said to her, “What can I do for
you? Tell me, what do you have in the
house?” She replied, “Your maidservant
has nothing in the house, except for a jug
of oil containing only enough oil to anoint
one person.”

He said, “Go and borrow vessels from
outside, from all your neighbors. Do not
suffice with just a few empty vessels.

Then, go inside and close the door
behind yourself and your children, for it
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is not respectful to God to flaunt a miracle, and pour oil from your jug into all those
vessels, and set aside each full one. Do it this way rather than moving the jug from vessel
to vessel, for God will make the jug like a spring, and a spring does not move about.”

So she left him, and closed the door behind herself and her children. They kept

bringing her vessels and she kept pouring.

When the vessels were full, she said to her son, “Bring me another vessel,” but he
answered her, “There is no other vessel.” And the oil stopped.

She came and told the man of God, asking him whether to sell now or wait until the
price rises. He said, “Go, sell the oil and pay your creditor now, for there is enough to pay
off your debts even at the present price, and you and your sons will live on the remainder

for the rest of your lives.”

6. See the haftarah for Vayishlach, below.
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HAFTARAH FOR VAYEIRA

One day Elisha visited Shunem, where
there lived a prominent woman, the sister
of Avishag of Shunem.” She urged him to
partake of a meal, and later, whenever he
passed by while visiting the city, he would
stop there for a meal.

She said to her husband: “I now perceive
that his man who is continually passing
our way is a holy man of God. I never see
a fly on his table, nor an emission of vital
seed on the sheets he has slept on. 10 Let us
now make a little walled attic, and set up
for him there a bed, a table, a chair, and a
lamp, so that whenever he comes to us he
will stay there.”

One day he came there; he retired to
the attic and lay down there.

He then said to his servant Geichazi,
“Call that Shunamite woman.” He called
her and she stood before him.

He said to Geichazi, “Tell her: ‘Look,
you have gone to all this trouble for us.
What can we do for you? Do you want a
word spoken on your behalf to the king,
or to the general of the army?” ”

She answered, “I live among my own
people. No one harms me; I have no need
for intercession with the king or the general
of the army.” She left.

He said to Geichazi, “What then can be
done for her?” Geichazi answered, “The
fact is, she has no son, and her husband
is old.”

Elisha said, “Call her,” so Geichazi
called her, and she stood in the doorway.
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He said, “Just as you are alive now, so at this season next year you will be embracing

ason.”

She replied, “No, my master, man of God! Do not prove yourself unreliable to your
maidservant by blessing me with a son who will die during my lifetime. Pray that he live.”

Elisha did not respond to this.

The woman conceived and gave birth to a son at the same season the following year,

as Elisha had told her.

The child grew up, and one day he went out to his father among the reapers.
He said to his father, “My head, my head! I am sick in my head!” The father said to his

servant, “Carry him to his mother.”

7.1 Kings 1:3.
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HAFTARAH FOR VAYEIRA

He carried him and brought him to his
mother; he sat on her knees until noon,
and he died. 21 She went up to the attic,
laid him on the bed of the man of God,
closed the door, and left.

She called her husband, and said,
“Please send me one of the servants and
one of the donkeys so I can hurry to the
man of God and return.”

He said, “Why are you going to him
today? It is neither the Rosh Chodesh nor
the Sabbath, when we are accustomed to
go hear the sages teach the Torah.”

She replied, “All is well.”

Then she saddled the donkey and said
to her servant, “Urge it ahead! Do not
slow down for me unless I tell you to!”

She set out, and came to the man of
God at Mount Carmel. When the man
of God saw her from afar he said to
Geichazi his servant: “Look, there is that
Shunamite woman. 26 Now, please run to
meet her, and ask her, ‘Are you well? Is
your husband well? Is the child well?” ”

Geichazi asked her all this,
answered, “All is well.”

and she

When she came to the man of God,
at the mountain, she caught hold of his
feet. Geichazi stepped forward to push
her away, but the man of God said, “Let
her alone, for she is in bitter distress, yet
Gop has hidden it from me and has not
told me.”

Then she said, “Did I ask my master
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for a son?! Did I not say, ‘Do not prove yourself unreliable to your maidservant? Do not
mislead me?” ”

Elisha understood what had happened. He said to Geichazi, “Gird yourself, take my
staff in your hand, and go; if you meet any man do not greet him, and if any man greets
you do not reply, for if you do, they will ask you where you are going, and you will be
tempted to say, ‘to resurrect a dead person,” and this is immodest. When you arrive, place
my staff on the boy’s face.”

Elisha wanted to send the women with Geichazi, but the boy’s mother said, “As Gop
lives, and as you yourself live, I will not leave you!”

So Elisha arose and followed her to Shunem.
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HAFTARAH FOR VAYEIRA

Geichazi had gone on ahead of them,
but he did not follow Elisha’s instructions.
To everyone who greeted him and asked
where he was going, he said, “My master
has sent me to resurrect a dead person.”
When he had arrived, he had placed the
staff on the boy’s face, but there was
neither sound nor response. He returned
to meet Elisha and told him, “The boy has
not awakened.”

Elisha came into the house, and there
was the boy, dead, laid out on his bed.

So he went inside, closed the door
behind the two of them, and prayed to
God. 34 Then he mounted the bed and lay
upon the child, placing his mouth upon
the child’s mouth, his eyes upon his eyes,
and his palms upon his palms, and spread
himself out over him. And the body of the
child became warm. 55 He stepped down,
walked once up and down the room, then
mounted and again spread himself out
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over him. The boy sneezed seven times, and the boy then opened his eyes.

Elisha called Geichazi and said, “Call that Shunamite woman.” So he called her, and
when she came to him he said, “Pick up your son.”

She came and fell at his feet and prostrated herself on the ground. She then picked

up her son and left.

>
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Dedicated in honor of our children
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May you continue to grow in the ways
of our holy Torah
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