Laughter’s Lessons
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15 And God said to Abraham, “As for Sarai your wife — do not call her name Sarai, for Sarah
" is her name. 16 | will bless her; indeed, | will give you a son through her; [ will bless her and she

' shall give rise to nations; kings of peoples will rise from her." -

[B /GENESIS PARASHAS VAYEIRA

A8 Aderll- Guradh

18/9-18 17. prxn — And laughed. Abraham's laughter was not skepti-

% They said to him, “Where is Sarah your wife?" And he said, "Behold! —
10 And he said, "I will surely return to you at this time next year, and behold Sarah your
wife will have a son.” Now Sarah was listening at the entrance of the tent which was behind

him.

1" Now Abraham and Sarah were old, well on in years; the manner of women had ceased to

be with Sarah — '

12 And Sarah laughed at herself, saying, “After | have withered shall | again have delicate

skin? And my husband is old!"
13 Then HASHEM said to Abraham, “Why is it that Sarah laughed, saying:

a child, though I have aged?’ ' — Is anything beyond HASHEM?! Al the appointed time | will

return to you at this time next year, and Sarah will have a son.”

15 Sarah denied it, saying, "I did not laugh," for she was frightened. But he said, “No, you

laughed indeed. "
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“Laughter is a central theme in Parashas Vayeira. First, when
Avraham hears that he'll be blessed with a child, he laughs (ibid.
17:17). When Sarah hears the news, she exhibits a similar reac-
tion: Vatitzchak Sarah (ibid. 18:12). She says, “Whoever hears this
will laugh at me” (ibid. 21:6). The very name Yitzchak personifies
laughter.

A Yishmael, too, is metzacheik, mocking (ibid. 21:9). And when

Lot instructs his family to leave Sedom prior to its destruction,
the pasuk tells us, “He was a laughingstock in the eyes of his
sons-in law” (ibid. 19:14).

s =
" The word tzechok can be split into two, tzei chok — “go out

of the laws.” To experience true laughter, we must be able to
transcend the laws of nature. For Jews, there’s no such thing as

being bound to the laws of nature; there is no defined mazel.

<al but jubilant; he laughed out of sheer joy at the news that
Sarah would bear a son. Onicelos renders *1m3, and he rejoiced.
In the case of Sarah, however |see 18:12], Onkelos rendered
the same verb pnym as naon), she laughed, a translation that is
supported by the context of that passage. Abraham had faith
and rejoiced, while Sarah was skeptical and laughed; hence,
God was angry with Sarah but not with Abraham (Rashi).

15. mw wnam — Sarah denied it. Homiletically, the Kotzker
Rebbe commented that Sarah did not lie; she truly thought
that she had laughed not in disbelief but in joy, as Abraham
did. The truth was, however, that subconsciously she
doubted the possibility of the miracle.

in the tent!"

‘Shall I in truth bear
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wisdom, recognized them as angels, "nyRW M) ... 13 TP . Pox WK 2w 1K w3 - Then
[one| of them informed him, “I will surely return to you ... and Sarah will have a son, ... and
Sarah heard,”™  on woy 1akbr 13 Ny x5 - but she did not know that these [“men”] were
angels of the Supreme One. 0y nwxa 1y3 - This is similar to what occurred in the incident
of Munoah’s wife (.Judges Chap. 13); she also saw an angel and thought it was a man.1%  xb 5wy
593 nmix anRY - 1t 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

Iie displensed with her for her reaction? Ramban explains:|
aybb nanpa prym - She laughed to herself, out of ridicule, *mY av% 1 prrwy omwa awn ma -
for the implication of prym here is similar to that of pqw1"® in the verse, He Who sils in heaven

vill laugh; Hasaen will ridicule them (Psalms %:4). 153 X agnw’ pinwi 13 — For the laughter
of joy is described as “laughter with the mouth,” “wn pinw k% 1~ — as in, Then our mouth
will be filled with laughter (ibid. 126:2).  nrmwa a8 kY 373 pnws Y3x — Bul the descriptive
phrase “laughter of the heart"'? is never said regarding laughter of joy. DYwrn X193 wiTem
oaxy nmx — Nevertheless, the Holy One, Blessed is He, complained about her to Abrahas,
MY ¥and N2 7 n%Y - asking why the matter seemed so impossible to her; =% mx
% 1wy 13 axt MmNy R pmsnw — for it would have been fitting for her to believe the
prediction, or to say, “Amen, may God do so!™ |

(
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Thus a Jewish home owns the capacity for real laughter, thanks
1o the knowledge that any situation can always change — and
improve.

In the wicked city of Sedom, people mocked freely. What is
the fundamental difference between the tzechok of emunah

and the tzechok of Sedom? Holy laughter is meant to declare
Hashem’s greatness, indicating that we believe in His power
to change our lives, whereas the cynical laughter of Sedom is
intended to make Hashem less significant.
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165. TRY MW WM - SARAH DENIED IT, SAYING ...

[Ramban asks two questions concerning Sarah:]
N1y meays gen K — 1am perplexed about the righteous prophetess Sarah:
soagk own wax wxs — How could she deny that
regarding her loughter?

1o

[Ramban answers his second question first:]

( ﬁmns i 1K DWKD DRI TPKE DERNT 12 0wa nxam - 1L seems to me that these angels,
' . pha ==n inpans MM — and he, in his |

who resembled ordinary men, came to Abraham,

wnan Px
which God had told the prophet Abraham
o raxn MaTe mavann kY iy 03 - Furthermore, why did she not
believe the words of the angels of God, when they told Abraham that she would bear him a son?
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that the laughter of Sarah Imeinu was identical (o (he laughter of = ) ; <132 AU N WIS
Avraham Avinu at the end of the previous parshah. “39 5y g7y 597 ; 5] (&GN > ‘[
TN MY OVEN N2 A DR TR MY I8 1297 1293 10K PrEM - And
Avraharn 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 of every man, saw
something hidden within. Sarah'Imein_u_‘s_lqugbtg;__gpg}ging(i‘s_o_m_e
very slight impur_i_ty,fagliﬁngé_q!’_l_l_uithc_r kind of tzchok, the laughter of
ridicule. The slightest trace of ridicule has the ability,to lake something
of import and reduce it to nothing. This is the type of laughter that (
(
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D29277 PANAY NN VT 10N 1195y 9N9N 1 YT N9P N DINING

DWARWIN OMIATY NN ORTY Mt NTAY YT D90 O»aWn nynww
QIPYDIYZ PINY DMMYHN NI 220 M2T NON DN WONIY DWIND

MAND SY 0NNV ONNHXR MAT STHNY ,0MaTh NI N

nnaa ;12T 20 MWY2 mMn ¥ 93 PRY DNY M2 N YN DIWTEN
ﬁm AR, 10 1mYm ny) T YmIND AN KD PP 1YY AnNY Y
D) 19 &Y DNV 19V 593 23M MOV %127 DND PN N9 1990 0Ya7n 13T
trb 72 W92 290 120N 29D 791 ,DIMYND 1N KD APINN ¥ NAVND
NIOY PNHN 30Y TY NN 7Y SIN AT T2 92 NN nrnnw [va mng
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leads Lo leitzanus, The trace was so minute that Sarah Imeinu herself

was unaware ol il; she was only aware of the sense of gratitude and DWR NODYZ NN 77 KON 1931 N9 19Ya DY 9w DNOnD o1ea
happiness, the tzchok shel mitzvah, that is filled only with kedushah, NNIND DWWNY TY NI PRD SO 5T M PPYa onnaN Tiaow
A person full of ridicule has no Yiras Shamayim, fear of Heaven, MAN NON NG 12 DNYARY 21T 03N DY AN INDY INNY DY wona
This is the meaning of, “WW y> P 71 - A prideful sinner, scorner is MTN! DY NAWND NYEN 1Y DMIVN 12T IND DN [wmy? |, PIM thna it
his name” (Mishlei 21:24). Sarah Imeinu knew that she was full of THB M 1PN DIANY ,DAIYT 99 73PN DYV 79Dy WY DMI3TY N Mt
/ Yiras Shamayin, and that there was no'lace for ridicule in her per) 03T N0 N9 NOW YT NIBN

sonality. Even a trace of leitzanus should have left its mark. Saralts

il ol NN 12 TONY MIWENAY ,ATPD MOBN DOR MY Sy nwann Anym A
ent reflected her inner world of faith, and was filled wilh all the

POZIND WHNR L DINIO MHN 95 N5D M) NOWS NOSN NnD nony

signs of Divine immanence: The cloud of glory hovered over her tent, MNIAT IR VMV )3 TIN Y MY 1Y DNOINY YN NN DN

her candle was permanently lit, and there was blessing in her bread. 2 DMIYY 993 JAN NMIYY DN MWAN Nt 3TV PHNNY NN NN DWINA

These three elements appeared also in the heichal, the chamber of MPT DN D3 93 .192T DR NI MDY, TP T2 1INV §Y373P0 N2

the Beis HaMikdash. The menorah and the showbread were in place 290 NIN ,NTIT 12132 NINY 10 1T PN 002 N7 P NI MY mapy

of Saral'’s candle and bread, and the golden incense aliar produced a 7PN N NN NTINY 111 .00 1Y 1Y NN NYAPN PNY DVTHY

cloud of glory. Thus, Sarah Imeinu felt that her Yiras Shamayim had AP op DONN) PRYY XON WK 97T 12T ¥ NDa nn
@ not sulfered, which it surely would have had there been the slightest B

flicker of ridicule mixed into her holy laughter. Thercfore Sarah said, _ :

"lo tzachachti - 1 did not laugh, ki yareiah - because she was filled with mme XM e 15 °

Yiras Shamayin1.” In other words, ki yarewh can be inlerpreted Lo mean (WI) fg SIS

that Sarah felt that her fear of God was whole, firm, and undiminished. - R

“Therefore, lo tzachachti, she was confident that she had not expressed
even the faintest whisper of leitanus or ridiculc.
\8 To this Avraham Avinu replied, “I do not understand either. Bul

(INDRI 93T TW 770N R ‘79373 APRRD WK 7w 1IN0 0Ie W
[°87 2w 7M1 APR A0°A 7m0 OR*A /A AT ovp> Arnmen 85 anva nyann
NYRWWI TPDR 7 WY 13 [RY INY AR 7T T0YMY 1M TRTE 19K ,IMRA

= e = ans MM TNOM M9 2NN ANBR LAnean orph nanpn anenw Svn nnvan
'that does not aller the fact that Hashem has spoken, and that there D"YK1 MPWAR NX'33 M"9w MIBRA PORR IR ,TTIPY APKA ANBKA 110N [P0
must surely have been some slight trace of leitzanus in your joyus ——

3 » o : - " - anannY
laughter, though neither you nor 1 could sense it” Sarah was silent, She QTpR DWW PR K1 AM97 piY 7RIZW 01 733 17 79NR a1 YD by anannw
accepled the rebuke and put much time and thought into the nature N2 1POR M0 37An MINRAY TMPY MIMR PERBY VYK URDM INY

i “ nanR” » > AR mban
of laughter. 'This caused her to become very sensitive to the nuances : SRV 01 532 17 NINR” RIK WY DIPH PR AN

of laughter, to the point that she could recognize even a very slight
deviation from the pure and unsullied simchah shel mitzvah expressed e -

(=i PMeNns "Ba

i(é5

previously by Avraham Avinn.
%ﬁ Later, the Torah tells us, “17%* WX N*1¥00 137 12 NX MW XM
LU::?: E’::;;;”?;:i:ff;"Szgfrleliﬁ:2@_)-‘_1%212;’5 pﬁjzr;;tti T MYON AN AR 3"RT 12070 1027 w0 RD 97y 00 by ’:N:n
a;{}-;e age of fourteen did not escape her notice. She sensed something DPNEW 7Y
faintly malicious in that laugh, something that betrayed his latent IMRIEN IR N9 RIN N, WITNT NIVNHN N9 XY 120 DTRAVI ,TWIRY
tendency towards murder and avodah zarah. Yishmael’s laugh was IR 1970 npn SR mon»nnb mon K%Y Y1 onoa Yar .nnnan
primarily one of kovod, honor and respect, a product of the outward VIT MR UDND D3 .PUPD DR DMYN DMWOIN PIINIRT 1PMImD
refinement and decency that Yishmael had absorbed from Avraham D7WIR RYR DIR D97100W IRT DR 1R Y31 533 191TT Aa nvab
Avinu. Yet his refinement was imperfect, a fact of which only Sarah was 230 NAN YA 07900 nwal Y93 1on IR D) ,Yavn MY PInn nonanyy)
( aware due to the great sensitivity that she had developed through her) 271 701D RIM . DTY AOMR NOR WK PI0N 53 M 1931 i Koo 512"
previous experience. This led Sarah Imeinu to say to Avraham, “wa :

2122 90w SR PRER NRIPY Non — vad o3

33 NRY NXRIN [T - Drive out this handmaid and her son...” (verse 10).
Avraham could not discern any flaw in Yishmael, therefore the pos-
suk states, “12 MTIX 7Y 071K Y2 T8 1270 ¥ - And the matter
regarding his son was very grievous in the eyes of Avraham,” (verse 11).
Hashem then appeared to Avraham and told him that Sarah Imeinu
was right. “N71p3 YW 1 POR MWKN WK 92 - Whatever she says to
vou, listen to her voice,” (verse 12).
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§2. myw prym — And Sarch laughed. She thought that the angel's words were only akin
to the blessing of a prophet, similar to the episode of Elisha (II Kings 4:16), not a prophecy
sent by God, the Blessed One. She thought that since they were (both) old, even if a
prophet should bless them, it was unattainable. Such a rejuvenation, given their old age,
would be like the revival of the dead, which could only be accomplished through the
command of God Himself, or through prayer which would find special favor with Him.
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7—6 Such is the case with tqﬁtlﬁh_. When a Jew stands in
prayer, his location actually changes and he is standing before
HaKadosh Baruch Hu. This is not just a matter of what the
heart feels. It’s the reality.

It comes out that there are two kinds of attachment with
Hashem brought about by prayer. The first is that a person
speaks directly to Hashem. As we cited from the Rambam, this
situation brings actual deveikus.

® The second kind of attachment is primarily when a person
prays the Shemoneh Esrei, which'is the main time of devei-
kus, for the Shulchan Aruch rules that it is like standing before
the King. This is an awesome chesed and a gift from Hashem:
whether a person feels it or not, the reality is that the power of
the Torah actually grabs him and stands him before Hashem.
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Let’s say someone is praying the Shemoneh Esrei and his
mind is wandering. He doesn't have any feeling in his tefillah.
His friend, a big tzaddik, is still in pesukei d’zimrah. The latter
is going through tremendous kavanos. He imagines himself as

" standing before Hashem in great deveikus and closeness, as
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explained by the Rambam.

In a certain way, the latter with deveikus of heart has a spe-
cial closeness to Hashem. However, there is also the reality of
closeness in location. In fhis way, the former, who is praying
the Shemoneh Esrei, has a closeness greater and more intense
than that of the latter.

To feel this kind of closeness as a reality takes emunah. It

bring rain on the earth, and man was not there to
work the soil.* '
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7~ Rashi explains that when the world was nearing its com-
pletion on the sixth day, just before man was created, all the
grasses of the field still had not sprouted. Indeed, on the third

is like in the above allegory, where the person with the scarf

.over his eyes has to believe that they actually put him in this
place and in that place. So it is with tefillah. One’s senses do
_not perceive the change in lacation. Furthermore, we have a
lot of questions and confusion regarding the whole concept of

Tstanding before the King” One objection among many is that

“he whole world is full of His glory™ — G-d is everywhere.

[If so, why only in the Shemoneh Esrei does a person “stand
before the King"?)

Here the mitzvah of emunah comes into play. We need to

_believe that albthe words of the Prophets are true. The fact that

our minds cannot conceptualize sqmething on a simple level
takes away none of its reality. Chazal say:

“That which Hashem spoke"® — this refers to
Halachah.”

Halachah is a great prophecy, emanating from Hashem,
which reveals the true reality about all sorts of things, in a way
we could never say on our own if it were not explicitly stated as

part of the Torah, Thus, when the Shulchan Aruch rules in the

erson prays the Shemoneh Esrel,

Jaws of tefillah that when a p
he is like standing before the King — it must be sol
1¢ is like standing 9E0 > e
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Among the arrangements set by Divine Wisdom
is this: In order for created beings to receive shefa
from Hashem,? they must arouse themselves to-
ward Him, draw close to Him and beseech Him.
According to their arousal towards Him, so will
the shefa emanate to them. If they do not arouse
themselves, it will not emanate to them.?

To understand this, we need to know that tefillah in prin-
ciple follows two paths in order to attain Heaven's answer. The
first is how tefillah is commonly understood: when a person
needs a certain matter, by tefillah he can elicit Hashem's favor
and attain what he seeks, even though his deeds and merits do

not entitle him to it.
¥ However, there is an added dimension to tefillah, which

is often mentioned in the writings of early Torah authorities:
tefillah is the gate and door to the treasures of Heaven. Even if

day Hashem had said, “Let the earth bring forth vegetation,’s
but the grasses did not sprout forth then. They stayed below
the surface of the ground until the sixth day. Why? Because
Hashem ‘did not yet bring rain” And why didn’t He bring rain?
Because “man was not there to work the soil” In other words,
there was no one in the world to recognize the goodness of
rain. When man came, and realized that rain is a necessity for
the world, he prayed for it. Rain then fell, and the trees and
grasses sprouted. (Rashi’s explanation is from Chudlin 60b,
where the Gemara concludes: “This teaches that HalCadosh
Baruch Hu desires the prayers of tzaddikim.")

This is a universal principle: nothing comes without tefil-
lah. It was embedded in the nature of the world at the time of
Creation that everything should stand at the threshold, noth—-
ing should emerge, until man comes and brings it out through
his prayer. Whether spiritual matters or material ones, every-
thing needs to come through the gate of tefillah — even if it
is all ready and waiting for us. Tefillah is thus crucial for every
blessing and goodness.

So it was when Yitichak was blessed with children:
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a person is entitled by virtue of his deeds or by Hashem's great
chesed to receive a certain blessing or salvation, it will come to
him only through tefillah. [gis is true even if Eoodnesé is ready
and waiting for him. Tefillah is the gate through which every-
thing comes, and nothing can actualize without it.

This principle is learned from Parashas Bereishis, where it
is written:

And all the herbage of the field was nol yet on the
earth, and all the grasses of the field had not yet
sprouted up, because Hashem, G-d, did not yet
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. A Natjon Founded on Miracles

HE KEY O UNDERSTANDING the nature of any entity is to look at its be-
inniﬁg — from where did it come, how was it formed, etc. Looking at the
wrig_in of the Jewish People it becomes clear that the essence of Klal Yisrael
. supernatural. We don’t exist because it makes sense, because the laws of
;atﬁre dictate that we should be here; to the contrary. Qur very existence
nakes a mockery of nature; we defy all of its laws.

Yitzchak was born to a couple who could no langer give birth. His
Jirth was so absurd from a natural perspective that everyone who heard
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f it simply laughed, including Avraham and Sarah.

~ And our existence continues to be a miracle. Can a nation survive for
wer two thousand years dispersed in exile, hated, persecuted and massa-
-red? We outlived all of the great empires that tried to crush us and con-

inue to flourish toc-iay for the same reason that a ninety-year-old woman
e ’

gave birth.*
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