Lessons of Laughter

Parasha Vayeira

/ They said to him, ”Where is Sarah, your wife? "’ He
replied, “'In the tent.” And he [i.e., the guest] said, "I
will return to you this time next year, and behold Sarah
your wife will have a son.”” Sarah was listening at the
entrance of the tent which was behind him.

Now Avraham and Sarah were old, well on in years;
the manner of women had ceased to be with Sarah.

Sarah laughed to herself, saying, “'After | have
withered will I again be youthful? And my husband is
old!"

Hashem said to Avraham, “Why is it that Sarah
laughed, saying: ‘Shall I in truth bear a child after |

have aged? ' — Is anything beyond Hashem?! At the
appointed time l [ will return to you next year and Sarah
will have a son”’ (18:9-14). (
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[~ A person’s prayer brings a flow of abundance from Heaven to the whole
world. If he merits to see his request fulfilled, he knows that he has com-
pleted his task of praying for this matter.

Take for example a childless couple who constantly pray that Hashem
grant them children. While their prayer may not help them personally, what-

ever may be the calculations of Heaven, but their prayer will bring to the

world the Divine flow enabling other people to have children _In the future,
in the world of truth and eternity, these children will be considered theirs. )

£
Whereas when a different couple that had fifteen children will ascend

to the world of truth, they will find out that only ten of these children are
considered theirs, because the couple did not pray for the others. While
they themselves did not pray, the blessing reached them by means of the
prayer of the childless couple. Thus we may have a couple that left this
world childless, and in the wotld of truth will have dozens of children and
hundreds of grandchildren. f
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(V. 15. x> . She was afraid that she had offended the guest

bLlau;g_hing. npny *> X%, You need not deny it, but rather you are not to

forget that you did laugh. |
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. wisdom, recognized them as|angels. "nyPWw M) ... 13 T .. PIR WK W MK W - Then
" [one] of them informed him, “I will surely return to you ... and Sarah will have a son, ... and
Sarah heard,”" ™  pn 15y axY% 13 nym x5 - but she did not know that these [“men”] were
angels of the Supreme One. nmn nwxa My3 - This is similar to what occurred in the incident
of Manoah's wife (Judges Chap. 13); she also saw an angel and thought it was a man.''®®  x%
593 amix nKY - It is also possible that perhaps [Sarah] did not see them at all.!"!
[If, as Ramban has asserted, Sarah was unaware that these men spoke the word of God, why was
He displeased with her for her reaction? Rdmban explains:)
aw5h m3pa pnym ~ She laughed to herself, out of ridicule, ~mY ay% 71 pnwr oMW WY N3 -
for the implication of priym here is similar to that of pnw "2 in the verse, He Who sits in heaven
will laugh; Hasiew will ridicule them (Psalms 2:4). 93 X1 inw’ pimwn 13 — For the laughter
of joy is described as “laughter with the mouth,” "' p\mw X9 1% — as in, Then our mouth
will be filled with laughter (ibid. 126:2). w3 MK k5 353 pinws Sax — But the descriptive
phrase “laughter of the heart"!' is never said regarding laughter of joy. ©wxn Xv1 M3 wipm
o2k nmix — Nevertheless, the Holy One, Blessed is He, complained about her to Abraham,
w3 vy n377 M Y - asking why the matter seemiéd so impossible to her; 0% nxy
“ T TWYY 13 MR MKMW X pukny — for it would have been fitting for her to believe the
prediction, or to say,“Amen, may God do so!”'"* |
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forno explains that Sarah thought that the angel's words
were only a blessing, not a prophecy. Sarah laughed because
she thought that she and Avraham were too old to have children
and because she considered such rejuvenation akin to the revival of the
dead, something a prophet’s blessing cannot achieve.
If Sarah were merely mistaken in thinking that the angel’s words were
a berachah and not prophetic, why did Hashem critigize her by saying,
“Is anything beyond Hashem?” In fact, she had not questioned
Hashem’s ability.
Chazal (Shemos Rabbah 1:1) teach that Sarah was greater in
prophecy than Avraham. Being such a great prophetess, she had the

capacity to know that the words she was now hearing were indeed
prophetic. Why then did she fail to do so? Because her faith was lacking.
For her to have children was as “impossible” as it would be to resurrect

the dead. To Hashem, however, reviving the dead is no harder than
anything else, and one who completely believes in Hashem'’s ability lives
with this conviction. Hashem criticized Sarah, saying, “Is there anything

beyond Hashem?” because if Sarah had completely believed in the

possibility

~words as prophetic, not simply as a berachah.

)F Many ofog‘riuimista‘k_es stem from imperfect emunah. Indeed. if we
fully believed that nothing is beyond Hashem, our 6utlook and decisions
would certainly change. - o

gf_her rejuvenation, she would have perceived her guest’s
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would bear him a son (see al})love}.‘. !

is. ban now explains why this was so: ) )
l:SqBR::; InwX mwi;s' Abnnn b KT AY A% K5 DK D TW MKW XY - l? is app!'upr‘l;qbe for
us to add that Abraham did not reveal to [Sarah] what had been told to him earlier, e::;r-
theless, your wife Sarah will bear you a son” (above, 17:?9). .'n.w;n mHx owa n\‘rwhw ptnﬁnn oo:
sy or3 - And why did he not tell her? Perhaps he waited until God would send" ?r" eyg N
li;iings Himself on a later day,''® 113y Y% yo b3 bR 13 937 DAOK VIR WY KO D ‘1: 2l
-gxnan — for he knew that [this would happen), “for the Lord HASgsl:/ELOHIM fin?e: m; ;7[ z;ny
thing unless He has revealed His secret to His servants, the prophets™ (Am.os 3.7, see San cf lr;x.n
89b).  AMI3 WK 37 DY NP INTNI L M MYRI MM 3T K - Altfrgntllvely:'Be(.:nuse of his
great enthusiasm for fulfilling God's dments he was pr pied with his circumcision
and the circumcision of the many people in his household: Saxy nnp 1 3w w3 1; K -
and immediately afterwards, in his weakness, he sat himself at the entrance of. the tent,
. 137 7% ™AW 07w 13 DaxoRm - and the angels came before he could tell [Sarah] anything. |

n now addresses another difficulty: Abraham had already been informed that Sarah
17:15-21). It is clear here, however, that Sarah was unaware of
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| that the laughter of Sarah Imeinu was identical to the laughter of
Avraham Avinu at the end of the previous parshah. “1719 5y 072K %97
ToN MW DYYN NI W OXY TP MW X 1397 1273 MR PRXM - And
Avraham fell on his face and laughed, and he said, ‘Shall a one hundred
year old man sire, and will Sarah who is ninety years give birth?” (Be-
reishis 17:17). Just as Avraham Avinu's laughter was a pure rejoicing
in the word of Hashem, Sarah’s laughter was no different.
Nevertheless, Hashem, Who searches the heart ot'e;/ér)' man, saw
something hidden within. Sarah Imeinu’s laughter contained some

very slight impurity, a tinge of the other kind of tzchok, theilaughler of

ridicule. The slightest trace of ridicule has the ability to take stmething

of import and reduce it to nothing. This is the type of laughter that

leads to leitzanus. The trace was so minute that Sarah Imeinu herself
was unaware of it; she was only aware of the sense of gratitude and
happiness, the tzchok shel mitzvah, that is filled only with kedushah.

A person full of ridicule has no Yiras Shamayim, fear of Heaven.
This is the meaning of, “WW ¥2 17 11 - A prideful sinner, scorner is
his name” (Mishlei 21:24). Sarah Imeinu knew that she was full of
Yiras Shamayim, and that there was no place for ridicule in her per-
sonality. Even a trace of leitzanus should have left its mark. Sarah’s

tent reﬂcclcq VhAerrrinner world of faith, and was filled with all the

signs of Divine immanence: The cloud of glory hovered over her tent

her candle was permanently lit, and there was blessing in her bread.
These three elements appeared also in the heichal, the chamber of
the Beis HaMikdash. The menorah and the showbread were in place
of Sarah’s candle and bread, and the golden incense altar produced a
cloud of glory. Thus, Sarah Imeinu felt-that her Yiras Shamayim had
not suffered, which it surely would have had there been the sligvg—lx\t-est
flicker of ridicule mixed into her holy laughter. Therefore S:;ral1 said,
. "lo tzachachti - 1did not laugh, ki yareah - because she was filled with
Yim—_ yim.” In other words, ki yareah can be inter;;e{e;i to mean
that Sarah felt that her fear of God was whole, firm, and undiminished.
Therefore, lo tzachachti, she was confident that she had not expressed
even the faintest whisper of leitanus or ridicule. ‘
R+ To this Avraham Avinu replied, “I do not understand either. But

S~

that does not alter the fact that Hashem has spoken, and that there
ave been some slight trace of leitzanus in your joyus
laughter, though neither you nor I could sense it” Sarah was silent. She
accepted the rebuke and put much time and thought into the nature
of laughter. This caused her to become very sensitive to the nuances

of laughter, to the point that she could recognize even a very slight
aughter, t0 A v — SERp et

must surely h

deviation from the pure and unsullied simchah shel mitzvah expressed

previously by Avraham Avinu.
—PB Later, the Torah tells us, «mghr qWR NMIENT AT 13 DR T RIM
or3m OMARY - And Sarah saw the son of Hagar the Egyptian that she
-l;ore to Avralmﬂ,lﬂgh_irwﬂe_ishis 21:9). Yishmael’s petty laughter
at the age of fourteen did not escape her notice. She sensed something
faintly malicious in that laugh, something that betrayed his latent
tende‘x_xcv towards murder and avodah zarah. Yishmael’s laugh was

primarily one of kovod. honor and respect, a product of the outward
' hat Yishmael had absorbed from Avraham
only Sarah was

refinement and decency t
Avinu. Yet his refinement was imperfect, a fact of which
< aware due to the great sensitiyity that she had developed through her
: meinu to say to Avraham, “W73
7 (verse 10).

previous experie‘ﬁE’I’his Jed Sarah I
212 MR ARTA ARKA - Drive out this handmaid and her son...
Avraham could not discern any flaw in Yishmael, therefore the pos-
suk states, “12 MTIX ¥ 0TI "1'Y2 TRD 27 9771 - And the matter
regarding his son was very grievous in the eyes ofAvraham," (verse‘u).
Hashem then appeared to Avraham and told hiria that Sarah Imeinu
was right. “T?1p3 YRw T TR VKN WK Y3 - Whatever she says to

you, listen to her voice,” (verse 12).
ou, listen to her VOICE, &
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is how God “creates wind.” Words can also destroy and shatter,
even though they are just air. ,
{Even in this world, the power of speech is far greater than 1t
and. of course, that if we say some-
may lose his job. That is certainly
ive side to speech

would appear to us. We underst
thing bad about another person he
destructive enough. But there is also a destruct
that defies rational explanation. I wall give just one example here.
R’ Shlomo Wolbe once gave an ¢éxceptionally powertul talk to a
; ts in Jerusalem. Afterwards, one of the stu-
> he said, his eyes wide

group of his studen
dents came forward. “Thank vou, rebbe,
ation. “This was such a powertul talk. It
is s0 clear that it is the truth that no one¢ could possibly refute i.”

“Do you really think no one can refute it” said R” Wolbe. “I can
refute 1t And it won’t take much, either. Listen: Ha, ha, ha. One
word of mockery can counteract onc hundred tochachos, rebukes.”

‘It is true. A speaker can build up an argument so solid and
in his audience will

with reverence and admir

airtight that he cannot conceive how anyone
fail to be convinced by the overwhelming logic. And then some- ¥
one gets up and makes a joke, and the argument loses its entire 7

’ The precise translation for tochachah is “rebuke through

effect. p

the demonstration of the truth.” A person may present one
hundred logical proofs for the truth, but one word ()f_nlo-dfcry
makes a mockery of it all. How can such a thing be? It 1s just
power God infused in speech. It

one example of the awesome

cannot be explained rationally. /

rrn .
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[t is important to understand the great danger of ridicule. Leitzanus
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is the path to every immoral act. Normally, a person is ashamed to

do something wrong. There are things that no self-respecting person

would ever do, since he would be too embarrassed. But Chazal say
(Pirkei Avos 3: 13 Shemos Rabbah 30'21) “IR 79N wR m'??'l e

If everything is a joke, the gravity of smﬁfad;s away, n natural barners
disappear and people do as they please.

HaKadosh Baruch Hu created an entire universe from nothing-

ness, yesh meayin. A letz, a scoffer, uses ridicule to make nothing
from something. No idea, no person, is too sacred to tr;ﬁ;ple upon.
This is why a letz cannot be a Yarei Shamayim. To have fear of Heaven
means to recognize the importance of Hal\adésh Baruch Hu and the

meaningfulness of His creation. The scoffer sees none of this.

Fun, ridicule, and joking are at the center of the society in whlch
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we live. We must be aware of this, so that we never lose sight of the

need to cleanse ourselves of this abominable trait. Just as we speak of
going out of the exile, of freeing ourselves from the authority of those
who would destroy us, we must also free ourselves from our bond-
age to secular ideas and behavior. This is how we remove the golus,

\{

the exile, from ourselves. Until we do this, no matter where we find

DIrRY 01373 SHR PRRTY KT A3MRA Iy 1A

ourselves, even in Eretz Yisroel, we carry the golus with us.
—_ .
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~But there is one exception, one Name that actually uses a phys-
ical metaphor to-describe God. We refer to Him as Tzu?, the

Rock. Why do we do this> Why do we use a Name that reflects

such a confining, physical, material, inanimate object as a rock?

In the highest moments of our prayers, when we come to
the connection between Krias Shema and the Shemoneh Esrei,
we say, “Tzur Yisrael, kumah. Rock of Krael, arise!” Why do we
call on the metaphor of God as a rock at this critical juncture of
the prayers?

When we reach the Modim praver in the Shemoneh Esrei, we

" acknowledge that we are totally dependent on Him, that He holds
our lives in His hands, that He is the custodian of our souls, that
He performs miracles for us every day, that He performs good and

wondrous deeds for us at all times, morning, noon and night. And
we begin by saving, “Our Rod\ _the Rock of our lives!™ Again, we
use this mctaphm of a rock./

=

S+

o < }

/ Nothing gives a person a sense of security like standing behind
a large rock, and what is a mountain if not an immense rock?
When a person gazes upon a mountain, he thmks about security

and stability. He feels he is on sure ground. That is how the

human mind works. Thcrcforc when we want to focus on the

concept of God as the ultimate source of security, \xc rcfcr to Him

as our Rock. He is the ¢ Rock Who protected us from danger
throughout our hxst()l y. HL 1s the Rock ‘that satc‘s.,uuds our lives
and souls every single day, morning, noon “and night. |

['was once walking in Switzerland with R> Moshe Soloveitchik.

We were talking about the mountains, and the conversation

turned to King David’s question and answer. “I lift ft my eyes to the-
mountains, from where will my help arrive? My hclp is from God,

the MlkLl of heaven and carth.” The sequence of the verses had
alw ays puzzled me. The speaker of these lines is obviously King
David himself. But what about the next lines? “He will not allow

vour feet to taltu, your Guardian will not slumbu Behold, He

will not slumber nor sleep. the Guardian | of Israel.” Who is the
speaker of these lines?

The speaker of these lines, R Moshe told me, is the entire
world. Once a person reaches the realization that his “help is from
God, the Mal\cr of heaven and earth,” the entire world calls out to

hl]Tl ‘He will not let vour feet lead vou to ruin.’ * The mountains

set_his thought processes in motion, but once he recognizes that

his security comes only from God, he sees signs of it everywhere.
YWhe
During times such as these, when the w orld ~wobbles w1rh
insecurity, we must turn for reassurance to our Rock, the source
of true security. We know what we have to do. We have to raise
the leyel of our prayers and Torah study. We have to strengthen’

our faith and trust in Him. We have to treat each other with

kindness and consideration. If we do all these things, we have no °

need to become nervous and depressed. We can rely on our

-7 Rock, Maoz Tzur yisheinu, to protect us from danger, as He has -

always d(‘)nc.“
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i In Sha’arei Teshuvah (3:§31-32), Rabbeinu Yonah states:

It is written (Devarim 7:17-18), “If you will say in your
heart, ‘These nations are more numerous than ours.
How will I be able to drive them out?” — Do not fear
them ... It is also written (ibid. 20:1), “'If you will go |

/ Rabbeinu Yonah's intent is that the above verses are not directed
solely toward those engaged in war; rather, they apply to every
person all the days of his life.

In his commentary to Mishlei (3:26), Rabbeinu Yonah further

states:

The meaning of bitachon (trust in Hashem) is that one
knows in his heart that all is through the hand of
Heaven and that it is in His power to deviate from the
ways of nature ... Even when someone is so deathly ill
that according to the natural way of things there is
no chance that he will live, one should believe and
trust that Hashem can save him. He [ie, Hashem]
can change the fortunes of man and no one can stop
Him. Though travail is near — salvation can be near as
well.

This is proper emunah. Were one to possess such faith, he would
merit the fulfillment of, “And a tzaddik lives by his faith,”
(Chavakuk 2:4) both in this world and in the next. Every person
experiences trying situations through the course of his lifetime. When
someone lacking in proper emunah encounters such a situation,
he becomes broken and sinks into despair. However, one who
lives by his faith will not be overwhelmed or daunted by such
happenings.

David HaMelech said, ny___'?_:&\_p w3, “Trust in Him at every
moment” (Tehillim 62:9). At any moment, a situation that is most
grave can suddenly be turned around for the > good. Such belief is

" required of us; it was Sarah’s apparent lack of faith that prompted
Hashetn's epiicisny of her
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( An examination of human laughter will show that what
causes us to laugh is a sharp and improbable juxtaposition of
opposites. When a process moves in one direction and then
suddenly and unexpectedly changes to its opposite, laughter is
generated. In fact, the more extreme the contrast, the more
extreme the tension before the reversal and the more sudden
the snap into reversal, the more intense the laughter. Strangely,
t.his is true even when the events or processes observed are not’
intrinsically funny at all: laughter at the plight of the victim of a

S~

| occurs, laughter is the result. When Avraham and Sarah give
birth to the first child born into the line of the Jewish people, we
are taught this secret. Avraham was extremely old. Sarah was
far beyond child-bearing age. The gemara says that she was
intrinsically infertile — she had no womb. When these two pec;ple,
totally devoid of any possibility of having a child, were told that
they would in fact have a ch&i, they laughed. And a child was
born. And his Divinely-given name was Yitzchak — “He shall
laugh”. And is that not the entire story of the Jewish people? We -3¢
begin where the impossible ends. ‘\
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{ This condition and position in the world 1s pointed out to us from the
very beginning — the first Jewish “'son of Abraham’ was called pny,

and so will be continued to be called until the hopes founded on God's
promise and on His Management of the world will become a reality,
and then o 1w ¥ 1, then the laugh will be on our mouth —, does
not the word pn¥* itself mean: he will Taugh — and this Taughter” will
be no Ny but it will be the gentie smile of happiness — pw. il
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