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Honing Hospitality
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'Hashem appeared to him in the plains of Mamre while he was

standing over him. He perceived,
bowed toward the ground. 3 And h
away from Your servant.”
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tent in the heat of the day.
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while in session ? (4) And why was Abraham so despondent at
/ not receiving guests, just at this particular time, after the circum--
, cision ? Surely he did not spend every moment of his time in |
khospitality; there were other activities that occupied him? Yet
his disappointment was so intense, that God sent His angels in
order to salve it. And furthermore, when his ‘ guests > did arrive,
Abraham, according to Rash Rashl was_communing_with God : yet
he broke off and asked Him to wait while he ran and welcomed
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‘:‘( The Mitzvah of hospitality may be very great; but how
could Abraham tum away from God (who was after all much the
most_important ‘ guest’ that he could have had!)—and with such
 confidence that in giving precedence to the wandering Arabs he
was _doing the right thing ?
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sitting at the entrance of the
2 He lifted his eyes and saw: And behold! three men were
so he ran toward them from the entrance of the tent, and
e said, “My Lord, if I find favor in Your eyes, please pass not

[~ . e o
3. wx — My Lord. According to most interpretations, the
word 1 in this passage is sacred, referring to God. In tak-
ing leave from God, Abraham implored Him to pass not
away from Your servant, but wait while he attended to his

guests. Abraham’s action shows that “hospitality to wayfar-
ers is greater than receiving the Divine Presence” (Shevuos
35b; Shabbos 127a). Abraham’s departure from God was not
disrespectful, however, because he knew that by hurrying to

\ serve God'’s creatures, he was serving God Himself (Tan- {
chuma Yashan). The lavish service he rendered them illus- -~
trates the alacrity with which he served God.
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Abraham’s concern for this particular Mitzvah of hospitality
was directly connected with his circumcision. The significance of
this physical act, for himself and for all his descendants, was

; radical; from that time onwards, his race was a race apart, with
| special duties, responsibilities and status, Before, he had known )
God in_his heart and had striven with all his human strength to |
(‘share_this knowledge with other men. Those who had beenk
“drawn towards him by the magnetism of his personality and.}
conviction, and who had come through him to a closeness to God,
had shared, to all intents and purposes, his experience in all its
facets. After the circumcision had been carried out, however, this
experience. was. no_longer hidden_in_the heart: it was_engraved
in the flesh. And Abraham realised that it made of him a man
< different from all others. This mark distinguished him physically: _
“V spiritually it represented a mew status, an essential change in his
relations to_his_fellow-men. So_far from filling him with_pride,
however, it caused him the greatest anxiety: the Chiddushe!
/,ﬁ_q_@im‘ explains that he feared that the gulf now dividing him
from the rest of humanity might prove unbridgeable, that he, who
had_so_much_to communicate, would no_longer be able to
communicate; that his whole mission in life, which depended so
_vitally on_retaining human contact, might be frustrated by his
new status. He feared isolation in his greatness: but the fear was
®not a selfish one, but the result of his longing to share with all
men the joy of serving God.
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Abraham’s despondency at not receiving guests arose,
therefore, from his fear of losing contact with humanity. He sat,
isolated in his greatness, and he was distressed. To comfort him,
God sent_him guests; proved to_ h1m that he had not lost his old
closeness to humanity, in_spite . of hls new closeness to God. By

/ telling Abraham that judges should remain seated even though )
“His presence would be among them, God was intimating the |,

( irreplaceable importance of the _practical MxtzyaB:m this case,
of delivering a just ver

—lovcr-ndxng even the awe and respect
of being in the presence of God. By this analogy, God demon-
strated that Abraham was right to be so concerned with the
practical human Mitzvah of hospitality and of influencing people
to turn to God. In case of a conflict between such a positive
Mitzvah and pre-occupation with_the presence of God Himself—
“the judges shall sit’; they should rather partially forget His

< presence, put aside their awe and, in composure, concentrate all

their energies on the Mitzvah before them at the moment.

d From this instance, we can ghmpse the immense _importance
of the Mitzvah, which overshad in a sense, even the contem-
plation of and mystic communion with God. This, at any rate, is

whai ABraham learnt from God’s_ promise: for he himself broke
off the intense pleasure of communing with God, at the approach
of the dust-weary Arabs; and he did it with firmness and
conviction, knowing the supremacy of the Mltzvah over any

personal pleasure, however spiritual.

vt The awe that a man feels as he stands before God might well
be suﬁicxent to depri h‘l_mwgf speect hin
for expression, he prays : qnban_ T3 By nnsn vnaw m ‘O Lord
open my lips, that my mouth may speak Your praise.’ “The
necessity to speak forces him to Tepress L his natural reverence, to
lay aside partially his extreme consciousness “of God’s_presence.

%Nothmg, not even feelings of the. greatest purity and sincerity, can
replace the actual performance of the Mitzvoth.

Our Sages tell us*®
Xan obyn vn Yo i Y3 AW DOwYM AMWNa Nk ayw apY
And immediately following on this, they add:

i abwn »on Yon X3 obwa ma -y v nnx ayw o

Even the concentrated spmtual dehght of the world to come
cannot compare with - the creative, purely human_activity of _the
Mitzvah, as it is given to human beings in this world.

. E— . S
hospitality is part of the mitzvah of cleaving to Hashem? Surely actually talking

to Hashem in prayer is a greater act than receiving guests.
It is related that an angel appeared to the Vilna Gaon offering to teach him
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Torah, but the Gaon refused because he wanted to attain Torah by toiling in
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. it and not through Divine revelations. As long as a person is in this world,

375 NPAWA M9 NYAP NN PIDM YN DNNAN TWRD 10 DN 105 3PN — N

he should endeavor to attain his portion through toil, thereby earning great \ Q0 793 1Y N WY N9 XY MPIWA 3T NN 93 N ,ONMN DN

reward.
r-))Accordingly, hospitality is greater than receiving the Shechinah because the

latter is the equivalent of a Divine revelation attained effortlessly, as opposed
to the mitzvah of hachnasas orchim, which does entail effort and is therefore a
greater mitzvah.

o This also explains why there was no disrespect towards Heaven when Avra-
ham told Hashem to wait kivyachol so he could engage in hospitality. Since it is
the will of Hashem that we fulfill our task in this world by toiling and investing
efforts in the performance of mitzvos, when we do so, we are honoring Him.
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_ manifests His Presence through all the chassadim that He performs.
"7 In this way, Avraham Avinu, “Called out in the Name of Hashem” (Be-

reishis 12:8), causing t the Name of Hashem to become known in the N
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ful, humble, and performers of kindness” (Yevamos 79a). According o]

to the Gemara, a person who demonstrates these middos proves his

_;'\J The quality of chessed is fundamental to the role of the Jewish

attachment to the Jewish people. ai JT01 X°7 K737 0°900 P3w 1w 72w Kn Hanw [ navwn Sy T9Eaw Bws
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/ sick. It is listed in the Baraisa that we recite each morning after birkas
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taking in the bride, and accompanying the dead.” We discover then, /AR NI PRED 137 2NX1 AUIN NG *380 M nm vwaa v mnes

MR PO, MNER AV AWNR aNPT (77 170) 12wN Mabna 0YanN3 IR
MIX°2 MBRA PR I8N 07 DI NRT WP ) (27 R WTPYYY) DYwnd 1Ioa
79 IR MYAR PRT AIER 725 07°AY (R KD 0I0) YUM TIRR na01 ,mapniy
TR 0D TY MEBT MOT NINYNR IR WD WIPWOW XOR] 12WN K93 ROAI R

that the Ribbono Shel Olam’s appearance to Avraham Avinu took
place specifically through an act of chessed.
2 This is no coincidence. It is intimately related to Avraham Avinu’s

subsequent act of chessed to the three travelers. Just as HaKadosh W' AN N258 T7AY PRY SN0 POV 18K L[MAMWN WWA Y40 anst) )
INIGoSL E

B ] 3 ARY] 87 NN PRY L PIN 00D TH 11 PR MR YWNSY NIRRS KW Dnysh

o . . 0 MY ” 7

{ ‘Baruch Hu revealed His Presence to Avraham Avinu through chessed, | 3 TR NPYID NN PR IR AN P07 272 XA 2P0 2¥m 03T Y33

; x : 713 °97 NI NOYINE TN 08y RN ’
0 too, Avraham Avinu would bring awareness of the Ribbono Shel \/ . i 92 RSty Tl MEmA D YAk ey
=\ MR MR°¥D DY TID PP ROR L7303 N NMIM 1IRTN T3 pY nIRnpnna TR

Olam to the world through chessed.~ -~ " 7 AW IR Iy Y031 Aok anvay PRI MPAThim Maapnn Pay . vw
{"There are different levels of chassadim that HaKadosh Baruc Hu DOWHT AT bV DX NREMI AN APIT Bw ¥R TR A ©opn 19 ,maTphn

performs. The Chovos HaLevavos mentions three levels of kindness (WY WY AWANR P MR /R WWI N7YWI 0UAR NEP 1Y TIX W) 2130 RN
in the section entitled Shaar HaBechinah. The first level includes basic ¢
kindnesses granted equally to all. One example of these broad-based

~
tiidnciees isthe deveiop ment of a fetus and its gradual maturation, \w of F HaKadosh Baruch Hu, allowing them to perceive the special rela-
and the way in which He ensures infants receive the care they need. tlonshlp they had with Him. The highest level of chessed was revealed
These are miracles that Hashem performs daily in the lives of billions \]to Avraham Avinu when HaKadosh Baruch Hu came to comfort him. -,
of human belngs, R S Th_e»c_(_)'ncern and intimacy Hashem showed Avraham Avinu on the ‘
Furthermore, HaKadosh Baruch Hu has performed specific chas- “most palnful day after his circumcision demonstrated that Hashem /
sadim for the Jewish people that reflect His unique relationship to can be seen by an individual through the personal experience of 'His
them. The miracles of yetzias Mitzrayim and the Clouds of Glory that klndness E OWWWa revela— _
protected Klal Yisroel throughout their wanderings in the Desert are (o of Hashem Himself, a new level of prophetic insight.
two examples of this. Avraham Avinu responded to the prophetic vision of kindness by
KThe third, most intimate level of kindness, is the attention Ha-_ incorporating it 1nto the kindness he would bestow on others. In this |

Kadosh Baruch Hu gives to an individual. Hashem provides for each context, Avraham Avinu’s taking leave of HaKadosh Baruch Hu was

person’s needs in a very precise way. Thus, every individual receives (nothmg other than lns carrying out of the nevuah of bikur cholim

untold kindness from his Creator, personally tailored to his exact ¥ which revealed to h1m the depth OfHaI\adSQE"B”QIFGCB S che 4
requirements. ]

~each 1nd1v1dual Avraham Avinu was essentially sa T
Avraham Avinu reflected each of these levels of kindness in his I the message, I will now relay it to the world. IYIavx};llIglgt’lnd::g(:)en:tg:si \‘I
i/

own life. There was the general chessed that ht did by bringing the milah, Avraham Avinu was now worthy of receiving the e Divine Pres-

world at large to an appreciation of Hashem's existence through t the | ence onan unprecedented level of intensity. This further incr ased hls
wonders of nature. Avraham also instructed his household in the ways power to transnut the revelation of Hashem to the world.” S




)'I\hgexplains the attention to personal detail that Avraham Avinu_
lavished on his three guests. “InN MM B339 1871 0 LY Xy npY
0327 17y010n% no PR YV ~ Take, please, a little water and wash your
feet, and rest under the tree and I shall get aloaf of bread and you may
satiate yourselves” (Bereishis 18:4—5). Avraham rushed to serve them.
“TIIW PX FONRA OMIIR 90 — And Aviaham rushed to the tent, to Sarah”

(verse 6), and instructed her to quickly make loaves. Then, “1p271 %)
W TV APN ORI - Avraham ran to the cattle and took a good
and tender calf” (versé 7). From beginning to end, Avraham Avinu
took measures to assure that his guests would be comfortable and not
have to wait lenger than necessary. The honor, care and attention were
all part of the new level of Divine revelation that Avraham Avinu was
now capable of reproducing through his chessed.
‘_‘z?llhdeed, if one studies this parshah intently, he will discover the
recipe for performing hachnasas orchim to its fullest extent. Hospi-
tality is not simply providing a meal and a bed to a tired and hungry
traveler. It is much more than that. The host is capable of restoring the
soul as well as the body of his guests. He can rekindle the hope and
self-respect of a lonely traveler, and provide him with the emotional
fortitude to face any difficulties he may encounter.
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— All the commentators grapple with the common problem of the To-
rah’s use of anthropomorphism. For example, we learn that God “came
down to see the city and the tower that men had built” (Bereishis 11:5).
Obviously this verse cannot mean that God actually descended from
Heaven, since God is not limited by the constraints of time and space.
Being ubiquitous and all-powerful, God has no need to “come down” in
order to perceive mankind’s deeds.

We must therefore conclude that every physical action the Torah
attributes to God is intended metaphorically. Anthropomorphism
serves only one purpose: to provide humanity with a set of rudimentary
mental images through which to understand God’s deeds. These grossly
1nadequate terms are mere symbols that the Torah uses to convey God’s
message to man.

Let us now apply this tenet to the wording “God appeared to

«Avraham N Agaln, it cannot be intended literally — on the phy51cal‘
\plane Avraham was 10 “nearer” to God now than he had been before, (
since God is not subject to the limits of time or space. Rather, this |

\phrase conveys that Avraham, after he fulfilled the mitzvah of bris f
milah, suddenly experienced a more intense bond with God than ever

thgt “offering hospltahty to guests takes precedence over welcoming

v the Divine Presence” (Shevuos 35b). The words “takes precedence” im-

ply that the Sages interpret Avraham’s act of welcomlrigfhe three guests

/v as a separate act that has no connection whatsoever to God’s visitation.

Avraham is perceived as “abandoning the Divine Presence” in order to
welcome his guests.

Although Rashi’s approach is more in tune with the Sages’ outlook,

it, too, requires clarification. Since God is not limited by time or space,

s how are we to understand the concept of Avraham “abandoning” the

Divine Presence? God is everywherel
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zq Again, we must conclude that this is a metaphorical expression —

‘Avraham “abandoned” the intense bond he was experiencing with God

for the sake of welcoming his guests. He sacrificed his own spiritual

'{) growth in order to perform this mitzvah. Avraham’s choice here serves |

(asthe Béms“i“s*(')lfménfﬁhaEﬁi:é‘_ﬁ_tfalrétqtude that every Jew is obliged to adopt.

‘The rgltzvayuofy_ospltalfty}sme;ely one example of how this attitude
must be applied, for we are to incorporate it in every aspect of our daily

y }:jShould I interrupt my Torah study in order to help this person?

Y

lives.
Consider the following hypothetical situation: You are engrossed

in Torah study and experiencing an extremely elevated state of mind,
when someone taps you on the shoulder and asks you to do him a favor,

you

wonder. What takes precedence — the developrﬁent of my soul or help-

ing a fellow Jew?

+t The Sages rule that if you're the only person capable of performing

a given mitzvah, you are obliged to sacrifice your personal involvement
in spiritual growth in order to perform that action. However, if some-
one else can take care of the matter as well as you can, you are not obli-
gated to interrupt your spiritual experience (Mo‘ed Katan 9b).

26 A

‘Avraham iritroduced the conzer;c of spiritual sacrifice into the
world. He conscientiously abandoned a spiritually uplifting experience

%,__in order to help others. He made the choice between doing what is right

~and doing what feels good. The prospect of basking in God’s presence

was without doubt infinitely more promising than that of washing the
feet of three Arabs and preparing them a meal. Nevertheless, Avraham
overcame the temptation to do what felt good, willing himself to do
what was right,

One cannot help but wonder why God would demand such a thing
of man. The entire purpose of man’s existence is to fulfill his potential
for spiritual growth, thereby attaining a higher perception of God.
Why, then, would God instruct man to sacrifice his spiritual growth for
the sake of helping his fellow man?

S}(ﬁThe only plausible explanation for this is that man’s relationship
with his fellows is an integral component of his relationship with God. -
By helping others, we ultimately attain a higher level of spirituality
than we could have had we ignored their needs and confined ourselves
to the “ivory tower” of exclusive Torah study. We are unable to perceive
this type of growth in our current state, but when the veil of corporeal-

ity will be finally removed, we will see that the reward for acts of spiri-
tual sacrifice exceeds by far every other kind of spiritual recompense.
Thus, even according to Rashi, who is of the opinion that God’s ap-
pearance is unrelated to the arrival of the three guests, Avraham did not
atall abandon God’s presence in order to welcome the three Arabs — ac-

commodating the guests was in fact a crucial aspect of his relationship _

with God.
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