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Why Did Hashem Appear to Avraham?

The parsha begins &ann *17%2 77 19X 8771 - Hashem appeared to him
at Eilonei Mamre (Vayeira 18:1). But the Torah does not tell us why
Hashem appeared. There is no command, no words and no message.
The next thing that happens is that Avraham sees three visitors and
runs to greet them.

That is unusual. Elsewhere in the Torah, when Hashem appears to
one of His servants, there is a purpose: a command, a promise, a
blessing, a warning or some other message. The revelation leads to
something. Here the Torah simply says ' v%% 83", What was the
purpose of Hashem’s appearance if He apparently said nothing to
Avraham?

1. Hashem Came to Visit the Sick

Rashi, following the Gemara in Sotah 14a and Bava Metzia 86b,
gives Chazal's answer: 721177 nX 1227 - to visit the sick. Avraham was
on the third day after his bris milah, and Hashem came to visit him.
The Gemara in Sotah derives the mitzvah of bikkur cholim from this
very pasuk: Ipa anR ax 81 °19RA 77 1POR X 22027 20910 P2 17apn
o°9n - Hashem visited the sick, as it says, “Hashem appeared to him
at Eilonei Mamre”; so too, you should visit the sick.

Rabbeinu Bachya sees this connection in the wording itself. The
Torah does not say o712% 2R 77 X771 - Hashem appeared to Avraham.
It says @& &7 - He appeared to him. v2x refers us back to the end
of Lech Lecha, where Avraham had just circumcised himself and his
household. The opening of Vayeira is therefore a continuation of the
previous parsha. Avraham performed the milah, and Hashem came to
visit him.

This point becomes especially important in understanding the
approaches that follow. ‘77 %% X7y may not be beginning an entirely
new story. It may be telling us what happened because of what
Avraham had just done.

2. The Milah Raised Avraham to a New Level

The Malbim points out something different in the unusual
circumstances of the revelation. Avraham was not secluded and
preparing himself for nevuah. He was sitting 1xn nno - at the
entrance of the tent, among other people. It was o177 an> - in the heat
of the day, and he was still weak from the milah. Yet Hashem
appeared to him there. The Malbim understands these details as
showing the level Avraham had reached. The milah had raised him to
a point where he could experience the Shechinah even without the
conditions normally associated with nevuah. He did not have to
withdraw from the world and prepare himself in solitude. Hashem
appeared to him while he was sitting at the entrance of his home.
Contrast this with Bilam, who describes himself as o>y »1731 991 -
fallen, with uncovered eyes (Balak 24:4). Hashem appeared to Bilam
only at night and while he was fallen on his face. Avraham, after
entering the bris, merited "7 1o% 8”1 while sitting at the entrance of
his tent in broad daylight.

3. The Revelation Itself Was the Reward and Honor

Rabbeinu Chananel also connects the revelation to the milah, but
adds that Hashem’s appearance was not only bikkur cholim. It was
also a reward for the mitzvah Avraham had performed.

The Ramban develops this idea much further and gives an answer
that goes directly to our original question. Hashem did not need to
appear in order to tell Avraham something. The appearance itself was
the purpose.

Avraham had just performed the mitzvah of milah with mesirus
nefesh. Hashem appeared to him 15 71239 791> - to elevate and
honor him. Ramban describes the revelation as 125 n>wyi17 mxn2a S
- a reward for a mitzvah that had already been performed. Hashem’s
appearance showed that Avraham’s act had been accepted.

Ramban compares this to the dedication of the Mishkan, where 1x¥"
Qv 93 R 77 7120 R 2y DR 19727 - they went out and blessed the
people, and the glory of Hashem appeared to the entire people
(Shemini 9:23). The Shechinah did not appear there to give another
command. Its appearance showed that Hashem had accepted what
they had done.

The Midrash Rabbah (48:4) cited by Ramban makes the same
point. 15y 77231 177 MWL mana 71w 8T oK 77 ..3 07 IwYD TR 12
RIA7 219K 77 1R K 7901 790 DA 2V 0w 1Y W 0nnaR 19020 - If
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one who built an altar for My name merits that | reveal Myself to him
and bless him, Avraham, who circumcised himself for My sake, all
the more so.

Nechama Leibowitz explains that this gives a deeper meaning to
Chazal’s 7727 n& 9p2%. A visit does not always need some practical
purpose. Sometimes the visit itself says what needs to be said: | am
here with you.

According to Ramban, then, the fact that Hashem says nothing is not
a difficulty. It is the answer. Hashem came not because He had
something more to ask of Avraham, but because He wanted to honor
him for what he had already done.

4. A New Bris

Sforno connects the appearance even more directly to the meaning of
milah. Avraham had not simply performed another mitzvah. Milah
was the sign of the bris between Avraham and Hashem. Avraham
and his household had now entered that bris, and Hashem appeared
to him as part of completing that relationship.

The Torah describes other covenants in similar terms: a1n 0°2x1 anx
T°P9R 71 0122 712t 03°pYR ‘i °19% 039 - You are standing today
before Hashem your God to enter the covenant of Hashem your God
(Nitzavim 29:9-11). Entering a bris means standing before Hashem.
That may be what is happening here as well. Avraham performed the
physical act of milah at the end of Lech Lecha. Vayeira begins with
the other side of the bris: 71 1% X", Avraham entered the covenant,
and Hashem drew closer to him.

This also adds another dimension to Rashi’s bikkur cholim. Hashem
did not merely visit someone who was sick. He visited Avraham
immediately after Avraham had entered the bris with Him. The visit
itself expressed that new closeness.

5. From Receiving the Shechinah to Receiving Guests

This understanding of "7 1°%% X" gives special meaning to what
happens next. Avraham is experiencing kabbalas pnei haShechinah.
Hashem has appeared to him, according to Ramban, simply to honor
him and show that his actions had found favor before Hashem. Then
Avraham raises his eyes and sees three strangers.

Chazal in Shabbos 127a derive from what follows: o°n7% no1o7 32172
71Own *10 napn N - welcoming guests is greater than receiving the
Shechinah.

That statement is remarkable. Avraham is in the midst of an
extraordinary experience of closeness to Hashem. Yet when he sees
people who may need food, water and a place to rest, he does not
remain absorbed in that experience. He runs toward them.

The Torah emphasizes this with repeated words of haste: anxap% yam
- he ran toward them. 77w & 179787 07728 977 - Avraham hurried to
the tent to Sarah. n%o nnp o°xo wow »mn - hurry, prepare three
measures of fine flour.

Qn1aR 77 P27 XY - Avraham ran to the cattle. 1R nwys 2nmn - he
hurried to prepare it.

The Torah could have told us simply that Avraham served his guests.
Instead, it repeatedly tells us that he ran and hurried. The Torah
presents his hachnasas orchim as something done with extraordinary
energy and urgency. He did not merely interrupt his encounter with
the Shechinah because the guests needed him; he threw himself into
caring for them.

This also gives the sequence of the pesukim a special meaning.
Hashem’s appearance had brought Avraham to a new level of
closeness, but that closeness did not turn him inward. The moment he

saw three people who needed him, his response was anx1p? y" - he
ran toward them. Perhaps that is part of what Chazal mean when
they say that hachnasas orchim is greater than kabbalas pnei
haShechinah. The highest spiritual experience is not meant to remove
a person from the needs of other people. In Avraham, closeness to
Hashem expressed itself in how quickly he turned toward another
person.

6. A Different Approach: Moreh Nevuchim

Rambam in Moreh Nevuchim 11:42 understands '7 v9& 8™
differently. It is not a separate appearance of Hashem before the
angels arrive. Rather, it introduces the prophetic vision that the Torah
then describes: Avraham looks up and sees the three angels. On this
reading, the question of why Hashem appeared without saying
anything does not arise in the same way. "7 7% X7 introduces the
vision, and the Torah then tells us what Avraham saw.

Conclusion

The main approaches above connect the opening of Vayeira to the
milah at the end of Lech Lecha. Hashem came to visit Avraham in
his illness. His appearance was a reward and an honor. The milah had
raised Avraham to a new level and had established a new bris
between him and Hashem.

Ramban gives particular meaning to the silence of "7 1798 X .
Hashem did not need to say anything. The revelation itself was the
honor. And at that moment of extraordinary closeness, Avraham saw
three strangers and ran toward them. His closeness to Hashem did not
draw him away from other people. It made him run toward them.

Adapted from

Minchas Asher, Vayeira

Bikur Cholim: The Mitzvah of the Visit Itself

The parsha begins 8an °1982 77 PoX 877 - Hashem appeared to him
in the plains of Mamre (Vayeira 18:1). Rashi explains 79111 nx 9p2%
MIPWA HRWI RIT 12 WITPA R2Y 797 097 SWOHW 01 R1IT T2 XAT 020 DR
- Hashem came to visit Avraham when he was ill; it was the third day
after his milah, and Hashem came to ask how he was doing.

Why the Third Day?

The Gur Aryeh asks why Hashem waited until the third day after the
milah. Avraham was certainly in pain before then. He explains that
only on the third day was Avraham considered a 91 %2 721 - a
person whose whole body is affected. This would suggest a major
chiddush: perhaps the formal mitzvah of bikur cholim applies only
when a person is a 11 92 7917, and not when he is suffering only
from one particular part of the body.

But this is difficult. Such a limitation is not stated by the poskim, and
it is not obvious why there should be no mitzvah to visit someone
who is suffering from a serious problem simply because it affects
only one part of the body. The Yerushalmi does say about the third
day after milah 2712°% How 7297 0°aR1D NP2 KOR MR R AR NP2
071°%Y 0°aRD - the Torah does not say “when he was in pain,” but
“when they were in pain,” teaching that all their limbs were hurting.
That supports the idea that by the third day Avraham's whole body
was affected, but whether bikur cholim is limited to such a case
remains a chiddush.

The Gemara in Sotah 14a learns from Avraham the mitzvah of bikur
cholim. On the pasuk 1970 02°p% "7 »nx - You shall follow Hashem
your God, the Gemara asks how it is possible for a person to follow
Hashem. It answers that we are commanded to follow His middos: n



o7 P2 DR AR KA1 21982 77 1PHR KT N7 2290 P2 RIT N2 WTRR
- just as Hashem visited the sick, as it says, “Hashem appeared to
him in the plains of Mamre,” so too you should visit the sick.

We find other sources as well. The Gemara in Bava Metzia 30b says
' P2 77 1990 070N M2 T 1T DR 00 N2 A o nvnm - “You
shall make known to them” refers to their livelihood, “the way”
refers to gemilus chasadim, and “they shall walk” refers to bikur
cholim. Nedarim 39b also speaks of a 771077 72 221 P2 1 - a
basis in the Torah for bikur cholim.

There is a dispute, however, whether the specific mitzvah of bikur
cholim is itself 77077 ». The Behag and Ramban understand bikur
cholim to be a Torah obligation. The Rambam (Hilchos Avel 14:1),
on the other hand, writes 2°ax ani2 0¥ P2% o127 YW Wy Mvn -
visiting the sick and comforting mourners are positive mitzvos
instituted by Chazal. He then adds that am1272 Y28 nxn 25w *5 5y ax
M2 w17 nanRy Y922 17 00 - although these particular mitzvos are
077°7272, they are included in 725 7v77 72780

According to the Rambam, there is no contradiction between these
sources. The basic obligation is the Torah mitzvah of 715 7¥7% nanx
and gemilus chasadim. Chazal then gave that general obligation
particular forms, including bikur cholim and nichum aveilim. The
specific mitzvah of bikur cholim is therefore a:°127%, while its basic
foundation is 70 .

What is the purpose of bikur cholim?

The Ramban, as quoted by the Beis Yosef (Yoreh Deah 335),
describes several parts of the mitzvah. He writes that bikur cholim is
ay mA NN RYNN 1A% 0235787 03578 12 W 19197 1837 1720 7D

POV Wpa1 2N YT W 270 T 1A - so that the visitor will see
that the choleh is properly cared for, attend to what he needs, give
him comfort through the presence of his friends, and daven for him.
The Tur similarly writes 0on7 v%¥ wWp2° 75 TN P22 X7 32173 My
927 DWY 7V OR 1PV POVH TR TIND QN NN T 129K REAN

12 3%°¥n2 12 H7Nwn - it is a great mitzvah to visit, because by seeing
the choleh the visitor will daven for mercy for him, as though he has
helped give him life, and he will also see whether the choleh needs
anything and try to provide it.

We therefore find several parts to bikur cholim. One is to take care of
the choleh's needs. Another is to give him comfort. A third is to
daven for him.

The Beis Yosef even writes a»p X2 2°nn7 19y wp 2 891 7207 IR P07
11 mx¥n - one who visits the choleh but does not daven for him has not
fulfilled this mitzvah.

But this requires explanation. If tefillah is an absolute requirement,
what about someone who visits and davens but does nothing to help
with the practical needs of the choleh? The Ramban himself first says
that the visitor should see what the choleh needs and help him.
Would we say that he also has not fulfilled the mitzvah?

It seems that the Ramban and Tur are describing the full nature of
bikur cholim, not saying that every one of these elements is essential
to the basic mitzvah. The visitor should help the choleh, give him
comfort and daven for him. That is the proper fulfillment of bikur
cholim. But there is also a mitzvah in the visit itself.

There is support for this in the Chafetz Chaim, who writes that if one
does not fulfill these different parts of the mitzvah 175 mxnn o»p &5 -
he has not fulfilled the mitzvah properly. He does not say that no
mitzvah was fulfilled at all. The visit itself is a kiyum mitzvah, even

though the mitzvah is not complete unless the visitor also tries to
accomplish its different purposes.

Visiting someone who does not want to see you

This question also comes up in an unusual case. The Beis Yosef
quotes the Maharil that even a person who is an enemy of the choleh
should visit him. The Darkei Moshe disagrees. If the choleh will be
upset to see him, the visit may cause pain instead of giving comfort.
One might have thought that their disagreement depends on the main
purpose of bikur cholim. If the main point is to daven for the choleh,
even someone he dislikes can visit and daven for him. But if the
purpose is to strengthen the choleh and give him comfort, the visit
may do the opposite.

But the issue is more basic. Bikur cholim has several purposes, and
the visit itself is also a mitzvah. Still, if it is known that the choleh
will be upset by seeing a particular person, there is no mitzvah to
cause him distress during his illness. The mitzvah is for the benefit of
the choleh, not the visitor.

Even a »7x must visit a jup

The Gemara in Nedarim 39b says that bikur cholim applies 9173 ¥2°5x
0P 23R - even a great person must visit someone of lesser stature.
The question is what the chiddush is. Why should the stature of the
visitor make any difference?

The Chafetz Chaim explains that we might have compared bikur
cholim to hashavas aveidah, where there is a rule of 17123 5% X1 3p1
- an older or distinguished person for whom the act is beneath his
dignity. Perhaps a 2173 would similarly be exempt from visiting a 1op.
The Gemara therefore teaches that there is no such exemption from
bikur cholim.

The Shitah Mekubetzes and the Perishah explain that this can be
learned from our parsha, because Hashem Himself came to visit
Avraham. If the mitzvah is modeled on Hashem's own conduct, a
person cannot say that visiting another Jew is beneath his dignity.
There is another point as well. When an act is clearly a mitzvah,
there is no lack of kavod in performing it. The mitzvah itself is his
kavod. And if the purpose of bikur cholim were only to take care of
what the choleh needs, the %172 could often send someone else. But
part of the mitzvah is that he himself comes. The fact that a person
makes the effort to come can itself give the choleh chizuk.

What if the choleh is sleeping?

This may also explain a striking statement of the Rosh. He writes w»
AWRD 9 R JWY IRIAY XD 02T MY 027 K2 12°OKI 700 P20 27RY
M7 DR 17 AW IMRA? °1195 X203 7907 12 17° - a person should visit
the sick even if he does not speak to him, such as when he finds him
sleeping, because when the choleh is later told that so-and-so came
to see him, it gives him comfort.

At first glance, what did the visitor accomplish? He did not speak to
the choleh. He may not have found out what he needed. He did not
give him chizuk at the time because the choleh was sleeping.
Nevertheless, when the choleh later hears \nmx1% X2 °11%9 - s0-and-so
came to see me, that itself gives him mn nma.

We see from here that there is a separate value in the visit itself. A
sick person can feel cut off from everyone around him. Everyone else
continues with his regular schedule, while the choleh is confined to
his home or hospital room. When he hears that someone made the
effort to come see him, he knows that he has not been forgotten.
There is, however, another view. The Maggid Meisharim writes &57
X?12°1 &92 791 P 2 wak - bikur cholim cannot be performed



without speaking. According to that view, merely coming while the
choleh sleeps would not be enough. The Rosh, however, clearly
holds that the knowledge that someone came to see him can itself
give the choleh mn nma.

Can bikur cholim be fulfilled by telephone?

This brings us to a practical question discussed by Rav Moshe
Feinstein (Igros Moshe, Yoreh Deah 1:223): can one fulfill bikur
cholim by telephone?

Several parts of the mitzvah can certainly be accomplished by
telephone. One can give the choleh chizuk. One can find out what he
needs. Most importantly, after hearing his condition one can daven
for him.

Nevertheless, the main mitzvah of bikur cholim cannot be fulfilled
by telephone. Even 119%v nmw »7° Yy ymn prn> 7w oX - if it is possible
to strengthen the choleh through a telephone call, Chazal still said
that a person should 7977 DX 92 - visit the sick. The mitzvah has a
particular form, and that form is an actual visit.

The word 11 itself does not necessarily mean “visit” in the modern
sense. It can mean to examine or check, as in j27p 7p°2. But once
Chazal established that one goes to the choleh, that became the form
of the mitzvah.

Therefore, even if the different purposes of bikur cholim can
sometimes be accomplished by telephone, 0> 7P Mxn Py 712 PR
- this is not the main mitzvah of bikur cholim. Of course, when a
person cannot visit, he should certainly call. It is an act of chesed to
strengthen the choleh, find out what he needs and daven for him. But
it does not fully replace the visit itself.

This also fits very well with the Rosh. If there is value in coming
even when the choleh is sleeping and the visitor never speaks to him,
then the mitzvah cannot depend only on the conversation. There is a
separate value in the fact that the visitor came.

When there is a danger of infection

There is, however, an important limitation. The Rema discusses
visiting a person with a contagious illness. A person is not required
to place himself in serious danger in order to fulfill bikur cholim.

A distinction must be made between an ordinary concern and a real
danger. Where there is only a remote possibility that the visitor may
become ill, that does not necessarily exempt him from the mitzvah.
But 2 wwn opna - where there is a real concern of danger, he is
exempt. A person is not required to risk his health, and he should not
simply rely on the merit of the mitzvah to protect him.

When an actual visit cannot safely be made, the other forms of
chesed remain. He can call the choleh, arrange what he needs and
daven for him.

The lesson of Hashem's visit

The mitzvah of bikur cholim begins in our parsha not with a
command to bring food or provide medical help, but with 7 1°5% 8"
X7mn "19x32 - Hashem appeared to Avraham in the plains of Mamre.
Chazal tell us that Hashem Himself came 77171 nX 1725 - to visit the
sick.

The Ramban and Tur teach us what the visit should accomplish. A
visitor should look at the needs of the choleh, try to help him, give
him comfort and daven for him. He should not simply come in,
exchange a few words and leave without thinking about what the
choleh actually needs.

But there is another lesson as well. Even when there is little that the
visitor can do, the visit itself matters. The Rosh tells us that even if

the choleh is sleeping, he will later have mn nma from knowing that
someone came to see him.

Sometimes we can help a choleh in a practical way. Sometimes we
can give him chizuk. We should always daven for him. But
sometimes the main thing we can give him is simply the knowledge
that we cared enough to come.

Adapted from

77 .71°15 by Rebbetzin Chiena Kossowsky

The Akeidah: Emunah with a Clear Mind

Rebbetzin Chiena Kossowsky (1913 - 1995) served as a Rebbetzin
and leader of women's organizations for many years in Poland and
South Africa. She also taught Chumash and Tefillah in Bais Yaakovs
in Poland and the Lower East Side and Toras Emes in Los Angeles.
The sefer 777 77> was published posthumously from some of her notes
and is also available at https://hebrewbooks.org/42890

The test before the Akeidah. The strength of the Akeidah was not in
the Akeidah itself, but in the preparation for it. The Torah emphasizes
NIANR WK T7°1° DX 712 - your son, your only son, whom you love.
Before Avraham could place Yitzchak upon the mizbeach, he first
had to overcome all the natural feelings of a father toward his
beloved son. In that sense, by the time Avraham raised the knife, the
deepest part of the nisayon had already taken place within him.
Avraham had passed nine earlier nisyonos, and Chazal describe how
on the road to the Akeidah the Satan confronted him repeatedly,
presenting one argument after another in an effort to stop him.
Avraham had to overcome his natural mercy, his questions, and
every obstacle that might cause him to turn back.

There was another difficulty as well. Avraham had spent his life
opposing those who sacrificed their children to Molech, and now he
was setting out to offer his own son. My husband, Rav Michel
Kossowsky zt”], once observed that one of the hardest things a
person can be asked to do is the very thing he has opposed
throughout his life. Avraham could not understand how this
command fit with what he knew and had taught. But the question did
not weaken his obedience. He knew that this was Hashem’s
command.

The Satan, the ram, and my father’s question. There is a
particularly striking background to what happened when Avraham
saw the ram. The Gemara in Sanhedrin 89b describes how the Satan
repeatedly tried to stop Avraham on the road to the Akeidah. When
his earlier arguments failed, he claimed to have heard the truth from
behind the heavenly curtain: a2w% prgs PRI 725 nwn - the sheep is
for the olah, and Yitzchak is not for the olah. Avraham refused to
listen, answering that such is the punishment of a liar, nax X 1208w
17 Pymw X - even when he tells the truth he is not believed.

That makes what happened afterward especially puzzling. The
malach stopped Avraham, and the Torah then tells us nx am9ax Rw"
1°17P2 7202 IRI MR 2°R 717 &7 vy - Avraham lifted his eyes and
saw, and behold, a ram was caught in the thicket by its horns. But
how did Avraham know that the ram was genuine? The Satan had
specifically told him that a sheep, rather than Yitzchak, was intended
as the korban. Perhaps this ram was simply his final and most
convincing attempt.

My father, Rav Eliyahu Benzion Garber HYD, asked me this
question when | was young, and | answered him as follows. The ram
was 1172 7202 mR1 - caught in the thicket by its horns. Avraham had
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to make an effort to free it. The very fact that it was entangled and
difficult to reach was evidence that it was genuine. Had the ram been
a device of the Satan, the Satan would have made the alternative easy
and placed it directly before Avraham. Instead, Avraham had to
struggle to reach it.

This answer reflects something fundamental about Avraham Avinu.
He did not accept an apparent sign merely because it gave him the
result he desperately wanted. Even after the malach had told him not
to harm Yitzchak, he still had to determine what Hashem wanted
from him next.

Emunah was not blindness. Avraham’s emunah was firm and
thoughtful, not blind faith without understanding. His greatness was
not that he ceased to think. It was through his clear mind that he had
come to recognize Hashem. Even before the Torah was given,
Avraham understood much of what Hashem wanted from man and
lived accordingly.

But clear thought does not mean that a person expects to understand
everything. There comes a point at which human understanding
reaches its limit. Once Hashem commanded Avraham, he fulfilled
the command because it was Hashem’s command, whether or not he
could explain it. Avraham thought and sought to understand as far as
a human being could. When his understanding could go no further,
his emunah did not weaken. He understood that the limitation was in
human understanding, not in the command of Hashem.

That was the greatness of the Akeidah. Avraham’s love for Yitzchak
and his natural compassion remained real, as did the questions raised
by the command. Yet none displaced the command itself. He
continued with complete mesirus nefesh, until the Torah tells us [5w
132 DX LAYL NPIRHT DR [P 1T DR 202K - Avraham stretched out his
hand and took the knife to slaughter his son. As far as Avraham was
concerned, nothing more remained to be done.

Only then did the malach call out 17 wyn Ry w173 OR 77° 72wn HR

17 T DR 722 DR NOWR R DK 279K K02 YT Any 03 7awn - Do
not stretch out your hand against the lad and do nothing to him, for
now | know that you fear Hashem, since you have not withheld your
son, your only son, from Me. The nisayon was complete.

After the malach called. One might imagine that after three days of
unimaginable strain, after binding Yitzchak upon the mizbeach and
raising the knife, Avraham would simply embrace his son and hurry
home. But even then, Avraham remained composed. Rashi describes
him asking 1837 nxa 1% 15 ox - If so, did | come here for nothing?
Hashem explains that He had commanded Avraham to bring
Yitzchak up, not to slaughter him. Avraham had fulfilled what had
been commanded.

Yet he still did not simply leave. anX 9°X 7371 877 PI¥ DR 07728 KW -
Avraham lifted his eyes and saw, and behold, another ram. He
understood that although Yitzchak was not to be sacrificed, there was
still a korban to be brought.

The Torah then says 2°X77 nR 1p* o728 777 - Avraham went and took
the ram. Avraham certainly knew how to run. Earlier in the parsha,
when guests appeared, o712x y2 1227 %81 - Avraham ran to the cattle.
When another person is hungry or in need, there are times when one
must run. But here the Torah says om1ax 777 - Avraham went.

Even now, Avraham proceeded deliberately, not in confusion. He
had been prepared to offer Yitzchak because that was how he
understood Hashem’s command; when the malach told him not to
touch Yitzchak, he stopped; and when he saw the ram, he understood

that this was now the korban before him. His purpose throughout was
the same: to do precisely what Hashem wanted.

He therefore approached the ram not merely with relief, but 7nxa
7PV 112 DR 113 WRI 7210 MR Mvon - with the same devotion and
the same seriousness with which he had brought his son to the
Akeidah.

13 nn - In Place of His Son. The Torah then says 172971 283 DX ™
112 nnn 7%y - He took the ram and offered it as an olah in place of
his son. Rashi asks what is added by the words 112 nnn - in place of
his son. We already know that Avraham offered the ram. Why
emphasize that it was in place of Yitzchak?

Rashi explains 1 Xanw 117 57 0R1 29907 770 300 Awyw 97y 9o 5y
"121 Wy 128D - With every act that he performed with the ram,
Avraham prayed: May it be Your will that this be regarded as though
it were being performed with my son.

Avraham did not allow the ram to become merely an easier
substitute. Hashem had commanded him not to sacrifice Yitzchak,
and therefore he would not sacrifice him. But the inner sacrifice that
had brought him to Har HaMoriah remained intact. 112 nnn meant
more than one korban physically taking the place of another.
Avraham placed into the ram the readiness and mesirus nefesh with
which he had brought Yitzchak.

The lesson of the Akeidah. This is perhaps the central lesson of the
entire Akeidah. Avraham’s emunah did not require him to surrender
his mind. It required him to know the limits of his mind. He could
think deeply, ask questions, and seek to understand. But once he
knew what Hashem required, his inability to understand did not
become a reason not to obey.

And this is what Avraham Avinu taught his children: nx x°21°

MARY DR O°2%7P7 IR 12°RD WA 10120 - to bring our korbanos
and to feel as though we are offering ourselves. A korban is not
measured only by what is placed upon the mizbeach. Its true measure
is how much of ourselves we place into it.

Adapted from

Ruach Eliyahu by Rav Elya Svei (1924-2009)

Blinded, Yet Still Searching for the Door

Still Searching for the Door. The Torah describes what took place
outside Lot’s house after the malachim arrived in Sodom. The people
of Sodom surrounded the house and demanded that Lot hand over his
guests. When they tried to break down the door, the malachim pulled
Lot inside, Xx1? 1877 9173 79 Jupn 03102 1577 N°27 7N WK DWINT DR
nnon - they struck the men at the entrance of the house with
blindness, from small to great, and they wearied themselves trying to
find the entrance (Vayeira 19:11).

The last words are astonishing. Every one of them had suddenly
become blind. Ordinarily, if a person suddenly loses his sight,
whatever he had been thinking about a moment earlier disappears.
He is frightened. He wants to understand what happened. Yet here,
even after they were struck blind, nnan &xn? W57 - they continued
struggling to find the entrance. They still wanted to get inside.

The Sforno points this out. 7n57 XYM W D>NI02 O°2M 1AW *D ¥ AR
n977 Maw® >75 - although they had been struck with blindness, they
continued struggling to find the entrance in order to break down the
door. He connects this with the statement of Chazal 17°5x ovywA
72MWN2 0NN arR 017 YW o2 0>y - even when the wicked stand
at the entrance to Gehinnom, they do not repent (Eruvin 19a).



But there is something more here. Even if they did not understand the
blindness as a punishment from Shamayim, the blindness itself
should have stopped them. Yet it did not. A taavah can become so
powerful that even when a person’s entire world changes before his
eyes, the desire remains exactly where it was.

Bilam’s Donkey Speaks. We find the same thing with Bilam.
Imagine that an animal suddenly began speaking to a person and
rebuking him. Surely he would stop. He would understand that
something extraordinary was happening and that Hashem was trying
to tell him something.

Yet Bilam did not stop. ki °5 nK '71 o™ - Hashem opened the
mouth of the donkey (Balak 22:28). The Sforno explains that Hashem
caused the donkey to speak mawna 235 oy9a 97wnw 73 - so that
Bilam would awaken and do teshuvah. Hashem was showing Bilam
that the power of speech itself comes from Him. If Hashem could
give speech to a donkey, He could also take speech away from
Bilam.

Chazal tell us that 13nxi °2 - the mouth of the donkey was one of the
extraordinary creations prepared at the beginning of Creation (Avos
5:6). Something prepared from the six days of Creation was now
placed directly in Bilam’s path to stop him. Yet his desire for the
wealth and honor offered by Balak was so strong that he continued.
There are forces within a person that can prevent him from seeing
even what Hashem places directly before him.

Lot Goes Back to Sodom. We see the same thing with Lot. Lot
looked at the Jordan plain and saw pwn 1773 °3 - that it was entirely
well watered. 77797 122 %5 R v17 17 72 - Lot chose for himself the
entire Jordan plain, and o70 7¥ 278" - he pitched his tents as far as
Sodom (Lech Lecha 13:10-12). The richness of the land drew him
away from Avraham Avinu and toward Sodom.

Not long afterward, Lot was captured in the war of the kings. The
Torah says 0702 2w X3 139°) 072K X 12 12137 DX 0172 DR NP - they
took Lot and his possessions, the nephew of Avram, and departed,
and he was living in Sodom (Lech Lecha 14:12). Rashi asks why the
Torah adds 21702 1n2°w» NRY 12 073 "1 .0702 2w° XM - What caused this
to happen to him? His dwelling in Sodom.

Lot had now been shown very clearly what his choice had cost him.
He had left Avraham and gone to Sodom, and that brought him into
danger. Avraham then came and rescued him. What should Lot have
done next? Surely he should have gone back with Avraham. The
attraction of npwn 792w 177°1 125 - the Jordan plain that was entirely
well watered should no longer have looked quite the same. Yet Lot
went back to Sodom.

That is remarkable. Lot had lived with Avraham Avinu. He had seen
where his choice had led him, and he had seen who saved him. Yet
the same force that had drawn him to Sodom in the first place was
still strong enough to bring him back.

The King of Sodom’s Self-Deception. Perhaps the sharpest example
is the king of Sodom. During the war of the kings, the king of Sodom
fled and fell into one of the pits in the Valley of Siddim. o>7w: prn
MW Y997 7713 070 7 101 AN NIX2 NIRA - the Valley of Siddim was
full of pits of clay, and the kings of Sodom and Amorah fled and fell
there (Lech Lecha 14:10).

Rashi, citing the Midrash, explains that the king of Sodom
miraculously escaped. Until then, some people had doubted that
Avraham had really been saved from the furnace of Ur Kasdim.

When they saw the king of Sodom emerge from the clay, they now
believed that Avraham too had been miraculously saved.

The Ramban asks an obvious question. Why should a miracle
performed for the wicked king of Sodom make anyone believe in the
miracle performed for Avraham? The Ramban suggests that the king
of Sodom emerged when Avraham approached. Everyone could see
that his rescue had occurred in Avraham’s zechus. Everyone,
apparently, except the king of Sodom.

The Midrash says that when he came out to meet Avraham, %°nnn
12112 7% wowaY - he began wagging his tail before him. He told
Avraham °nx°11 921 °N77° %X AR NHYON WK JW2dL N7 R 732 - You
went down into the fiery furnace and were saved, | too went down
into the clay and was saved (Bereishis Rabbah 43:5).

Instead of recognizing that he had been saved in Avraham’s zechus,
he compared himself to Avraham. Avraham had his miracle, and he
had his.

The Ohr HaChaim explains the remarkable expression 12112 wawon -
wagging his tail. The king of Sodom had already been defeated. His
kingdom had been shattered, he had fled into a pit, and Avraham had
accomplished what he could not. X7 1°7v WRA 2021w MXY IR IR
12112 Wowon - even after he sees that his head has been taken away,
his tail still wags. The head was gone, but the tail could still move.
A person can lose everything that should support his sense of
importance and still find some way to preserve it.

When the Torah Is Talking About Us

It is easy to learn these stories and understand what was wrong with
the people of Sodom, Bilam, Lot or the king of Sodom. The harder
question is what the Torah is teaching us about ourselves.

Each of us has forces within us that can distort what we see. A
taavah, a desire for honor, or an attachment to something we have
already chosen can become so strong that even when events show us
that we are wrong, we find a way to explain them away and continue
as before.

This is one of the lessons the Torah repeatedly teaches us in Sefer
Bereishis. The Torah does not merely tell us what happened to
people thousands of years ago. It shows us the forces hidden within
the human nefesh, how easily a person can become attached to a
course of action and how difficult it can be to recognize what is
really driving him.

The challenge is therefore not only to see where the people of
Sodom, Bilam, Lot and the king of Sodom went wrong. It is to stop
from time to time and ask whether something similar, even in a far
smaller form, may be happening within ourselves. Are we seeing
what is actually before us, or only what we want to see?

Otherwise, a person can be certain that he sees clearly while, like the
people of Sodom, he is still searching for the door while blind.

from: TorahWeb <torahweb@torahweb.org>

Rav Hershel Schachter - Bikur Cholim & True Love

Many years ago, | attended Shabbos sheva brochos on Shabbos
Parshas Vayera. The chosson and the kallah were talking to each
other all the time even when rabbonim were speaking. At the
beginning of the parsha (Bereshis 18:1), the Torah tells us that
Hashem came to Avraham Avinu to be mevaker choleh after he had
his bris milah (Rashi ibid.), but we are not told that He carried on any
conversation with him at all. When one is together with a dear friend,
even if no words are spoken at all, the presence of the friend gives



one chizuk and puts him in a cheerful mood.

The Gemarah (Nedarim 39b) tells us that reason for the mitzvah of
bikur cholim is to heal the patient. Rabbi Akiva had thousands of
students, and he noticed that one of the students was absent for a few
days in a row. He went to his dormitory room, gave him a clean pair
of pajamas, cleaned the floor, opened the window to get fresh air,
and gave him medication (ibid. 40a). The Rema (Shulchan Aruch,
Yoreh Deah 335:4), the comment of the Ramban on that Gemarah is
quoted which says that if one visits a choleh and does not offer a
tefillah that he should get better, he has not completely fulfilled his
mitzvah of bikur cholim. One is obligated to do the maximum he can
do in order help the patient recover. Today if someone is sick in the
hospital, the medications, the cleaning of the floor, the change of
clothing, etc. are all being taken care of by the doctors and nurses.
We know that if a patient is in good spirits, he will recover sooner
than if he is depressed. The only thing left for us to do for the
mitzvah of bikur cholim is to cheer up the patient and to offer a
tefillah. When Hashem comes to visit the patient, that itself cheers up
the choleh even if no words are spoken at all.

If the chosson and kallah are really in love with each other, just by
sitting next to each other, even if no words are spoken, they are
cheering each other up. The Gemarah seems to imply that on the
sholosh regalim there is a mitzvah of simcha because we are all
obligated to visit the Shechinah in the Beis Hamikdash, i.e. to be oleh
leregel. The Gemarah (Moed Katan 14b) states that a kohein gadol
all year long has the mitzvah of simcha which the rest of the Jewish
nation only has on sholosh regalim because the kohein gadol has the
responsibility to be in the Beis Hamikdash all day long to supervise
the hakrovas ha'korbonos. Just being in the presence of Hashem,
even when no words are spoken, puts one in a state of simcha. In
Tanach (e.g. Ruth 2:4) we find that when one would greet a friend,
one would say “Hashem imochem”. Today we say shalom aleichem
because Shalom is a nickname for Hashem (Shabbos 10b). When the
Shechina is with someone, its presence will put him in a happy mood
even if no words are spoken.

When it was my turn to deliver a drasha at that sheva brochos, I had a
yetzer harah to say this dvar Torah, but | realized that it would not
help because the young lovey-dovey couple would be chatting with
each other through my drasha as well!

Adapted and summarized from

uswRM PTT 977Y 7 777 by Rav Yaakov Medan
https://www.etzion.org.il/he/tanakh/torah/sefer-bereishit/parashat-
vayera/vayera-way-god-and-way-righteousness

The Way of Hashem: Chesed, Mishpat and the Test of Avraham
At first glance, the beginning of Vayeira seems to contain a number
of separate stories. Hashem appears to Avraham at Elonei Mamrei.
Three visitors arrive, and Avraham leaves the Shechinah, as it were,
to take care of them. They tell him that Sarah will have a son. The
Torah then turns to Sedom, where Avraham argues with Hashem
over the destruction of the city. Later in the parsha comes the
Akeidah, where Avraham, who argued so strongly over Sedom, does
not argue at all. He answers only »11:77 - Here | am. But these are not
separate stories. They are all part of one lesson. The Torah is
teaching Avraham what it means to walk in "7 917 - the way of
Hashem. That way includes chesed, but it also includes mishpat. It
includes asking questions and trying to understand, but it also

includes knowing that there are times when a person cannot
understand and must still trust Hashem.

Avraham’s Tent

The parsha begins: o171 an> 787 7ND 2w> RITY RD 19K "7 PHR R -
Hashem appeared to him at Elonei Mamrei while he was sitting at the
entrance of the tent in the heat of the day (Vayeira 18:1). Rashi
explains that Hashem came to visit Avraham after his bris. Hashem
made the day unusually hot so that travelers would not be outside and
Avraham would not have to trouble himself with guests. But
Avraham was upset that no one was coming. When he saw three
men, anXIP ¥1" XM - he saw and ran toward them (Vayeira 18:2).
Chazal learn from here: 7170w *15 n%2p3n AR DO 73 -
Welcoming guests is greater than receiving the Shechinah (Shabbos
127a). This is a remarkable idea. Hashem has come to Avraham, and
Avraham leaves to take care of strangers. Why is that not a lack of
respect for the Shechinah? The answer is that this itself is what
Hashem wants from him. Serving Hashem does not mean only
standing before Hashem. It also means learning how Hashem wants
us to treat other people. Hashem visits Avraham when he is weak,
and Avraham immediately gets up to take care of others. Hashem
shows chesed to Avraham, and Avraham turns around and shows
chesed to someone else.

This happens immediately after the bris. The bris separates Avraham
and his children from the nations. But that does not mean that
Avraham closes himself off from other people. Just the opposite. At
the very moment that Avraham is marked as different, his tent is
open to everyone. There may also be a reason why the Torah tells
Avraham again here that Yitzchak will be born. Avraham had
already been told this before the bris. But now Yitzchak is announced
again while Avraham is busy with hachnasas orchim. Yitzchak will
not only be the son of the covenant. He will be the beginning of a
nation that must learn to live in the way Avraham is now
demonstrating.

From Avraham to Sedom

From Avraham’s tent, the narrative follows angels to Lot in Sedom.
The contrast is immediate. Avraham sees strangers and runs to meet
them. In Sedom, the arrival of strangers creates danger. Lot is living
in Sedom, but when the angels arrive, he still reacts in a way that
reminds us of Avraham: 7¥7x 29X W™ anxkIP? op~1 v ’ - Lot
saw them, rose to greet them, and bowed with his face to the ground
(Vayeira 19:1). He urges them to come into his house and gives them
food. Whatever else was wrong with Lot’s decision to live in Sedom,
he had learned something from Avraham. He knew that a stranger
had to be welcomed.

The Midrash shows how far Sedom had gone in the opposite
direction. It tells of a young woman who secretly brought food to a
poor man. When the people of Sedom discovered what she had done,
they killed her in a cruel way. Her cry rose before Hashem. This tells
us what was wrong with Sedom. It was not simply that there were
bad individuals living there. The whole society had turned cruelty
into a rule. In Avraham’s house, feeding a stranger was a mitzvah. In
Sedom, feeding a stranger could be treated as a crime. That is why
the move from Avraham’s tent to Sedom is so important. The Torah
has first shown us what the way of chesed looks like, and now it
shows us a society built on the opposite idea.

Why Tell Avraham About Sedom?


https://www.etzion.org.il/he/tanakh/torah/sefer-bereishit/parashat-vayera/vayera-way-god-and-way-righteousness
https://www.etzion.org.il/he/tanakh/torah/sefer-bereishit/parashat-vayera/vayera-way-god-and-way-righteousness

Before destroying Sedom, Hashem says: °1x “wx 07287 *IX 70317
nwy - Shall | conceal from Avraham what | am doing (Vayeira
18:17). Why does Avraham have to know? Hashem gives the reason:
TRTY MW ‘77707 1R PINR N2 DRI 11 DR MR WK JYR? 1PNYT 0
vowm - For | have known him, so that he will command his children
and his household after him, and they will keep the way of Hashem,
to do tzedakah and mishpat (Vayeira 18:19). Usually we read this as
praise of Avraham. Hashem chose Avraham because Avraham will
teach his children tzedakah and mishpat. But in this story the pasuk is
also explaining why Avraham must be told about Sedom. Avraham is
going to teach his children vawm np7% MWy 71 717. But what do
those words mean when there is a real case in front of him? Sedom
deserves punishment. But what if there are righteous people living
there? Should they die together with the wicked? Can their
righteousness save the rest of the city? These are not theoretical
questions. If Avraham is going to teach future generations about
Hashem’s justice, he himself has to think about what justice requires.
The Midrash goes even further. It pictures Hashem, as it were,
standing while Avraham sits like a judge. Of course Avraham is not
literally judging Hashem. The Midrash is teaching us that Hashem is
bringing Avraham into the discussion. Avraham has to ask the
questions because he is going to teach others what mishpat means.
Will the Judge of the Whole Earth Not Do Justice?

Avraham begins: yw oy p>7¢ moon qxi1 - Will You indeed sweep
away the righteous together with the wicked (Vayeira 18:23). Then
he says: vawn TwWY> RS yIRA 92 vowa 72 AYon - Far be it from You,
shall the Judge of all the earth not do justice (Vayeira 18:25). This is
a very strong statement. Avraham is speaking to Hashem Himself
and asking how this can be justice. What exactly is he asking? There
seem to be two questions. First, even if Sedom deserves to be
destroyed, what about righteous individuals who live there? Why
should a tzaddik die because the city around him is wicked? But
Avraham asks for more than that. He asks whether the righteous
might save the entire city. 2°v17 71n2 op>78 ownn w1 "X - Perhaps
there are fifty righteous people in the city (Vayeira 18:24). If there
are enough righteous people, perhaps the whole city should be spared
because of them.

Hashem accepts that argument. If there are fifty righteous people, the
city will be spared. Avraham continues: forty-five, forty, thirty,
twenty, ten. Hashem agrees each time. If there are ten righteous
people, Sedom will not be destroyed. But Avraham stops at ten. This
shows that there are really two different questions. Ten righteous
people can save the city itself. Fewer than ten cannot. But that does
not mean that the individual righteous person may simply be killed
together with everyone else. This is where Lot becomes part of the
answer to Avraham. Lot cannot save Sedom. There are not enough
righteous people to change the judgment of the whole city. But Lot
himself must be taken out. The city deserves destruction, yet the
individual who does not deserve that punishment is not simply
included in the fate of the city.

That is an important part of the lesson Avraham is learning. A
community can deserve judgment as a community, but Hashem still
judges the individual. The guilt of the many does not erase the
difference between one person and another. This is the meeting of
tzedakah and mishpat. Mishpat means that evil cannot simply be
ignored. Sedom had built a society on cruelty and injustice, and that
society could not continue. But tzedakah means that justice must also

look at the individual. The innocent person cannot disappear inside
the judgment of the whole. That is why the Torah uses both words:
vowM PTE MWy - to do tzedakah and mishpat. They are not
opposites. Both are part of 77 777.

But Can Avraham Always Question?

Still, there is a danger here. Avraham argues with Hashem. He asks
questions. He wants to understand how Hashem’s judgment is just.
That is proper here because Hashem Himself has brought Avraham
into the discussion. Avraham is supposed to learn from it. But a
person can take this too far. He can begin by asking because he wants
to understand, and end by deciding that he will accept only what he
himself can understand. If so, who is really the judge? Vayeira
therefore does not end with Sedom. Later in the same parsha comes
the Akeidah.

Sedom and the Akeidah

At Sedom, Avraham argues. At the Akeidah, he does not. The Torah
Says: MR OINAR POX WAR OTIIR DX 7701 PR A9KT 021277 NR O
11 - After these things G-d tested Avraham and called to him,
Avraham, and he said, Here | am (Vayeira 22:1). The command
makes no sense to Avraham. Yitzchak is the son through whom all of
Hashem’s promises are supposed to be fulfilled. Hashem had told
him v-1 9% %99 pn¥»a »3 - Through Yitzchak your offspring will be
called (Vayeira 21:12). Now Hashem tells him to bring Yitzchak as
an olah. Avraham could have asked an even stronger question than
he asked at Sedom. How can both things be true? How can Yitzchak
be the future if he is now to be offered on the altar? But Avraham
says only °111.

This does not mean that the lesson of Sedom was wrong. Avraham is
not being taught never to ask. He was supposed to ask about Sedom.
Hashem brought him into that discussion because he had to learn
what tzedakah and mishpat mean. The Akeidah teaches the other half
of the lesson. A person must try to understand Hashem’s ways,
especially when he has to live by them and teach them. But he must
also know that he will not understand everything. At some point,
faith means trusting Hashem even when the answer is hidden.
Avraham therefore has to be able to do both. At Sedom he says wswn
vown WY X7 yIR 73 - Shall the Judge of all the earth not do justice.
At the Akeidah he says 1177. The two responses are not
contradictions. Together they make Avraham who he is.

To Know the Way of Hashem

We can now return to the words »ny7 °3 - For | have known him.
Why is Avraham the one who will teach ' 777? Because Avraham is
learning what that way means. He sees Hashem visit the sick and
learns chesed. He practices hachnasas orchim. He is then brought
into the judgment of Sedom and learns what tzedakah and mishpat
require. Finally, at the Akeidah, he learns that trying to understand
Hashem’s ways does not mean that man becomes the final judge of
those ways.

A similar idea appears later with Moshe. Moshe asks Hashem: 177
TYIRY 7277 DX X1 - Make Your way known to me, so that | may know
You (Ki Sisa 33:13). The words are striking. Moshe wants to know
Hashem, and therefore he asks to know His 717 - His way. To know
Hashem means, as much as a human being can, to understand the
way He acts and the way He wants us to act. That is also what
Avraham is learning in Vayeira. Yirmiyahu later says: nxraaox >
79K 9D PR APTEY VOWR TOM WY ‘77 23R 0D MR YT 2w Doannn Yonn
°nyon - Let one who glories glory in this, understanding and knowing



Me, that | am Hashem Who does chesed, mishpat and tzedakah in the
land, for in these I delight (Yirmiyahu 9:23).

Knowing Hashem is connected to chesed, mishpat and tzedakah. It is
not enough to speak about faith in Hashem while ignoring how
Hashem wants man to live. That is the line running through Vayeira.
It begins with Avraham sitting at the entrance of his tent and running
to take care of strangers. It continues with Sedom, where he must
learn how tzedakah and mishpat work together. And it reaches the
Akeidah, where he learns that even after trying to understand the way
of Hashem, there are times when the servant of Hashem must simply
answer "117.

Adapted from

The commandment of Torah study - for women as well

By Rav Eliezer Melamed Oct 27, 2026,

Q: Is it true that women are exempt from the commandment to study
Torah, and that the Torah belongs to men rather than women?

A: No. Women are obligated to study Torah, and the Torah belongs to
women just as it belongs to men. Men do have a broader obligation, but
at the foundation of the relationship with Torah, women even precede
men.

The Similarities and Differences Between Men and Women

There are two parts to the mitzvah of Torah study. The first is to know
the Torah’s guidance for one’s life. The second is to delve deeply into
the Torah and encompass it in its entirety, including areas not directly
relevant to one’s own life.

In the first area, men and women are equally obligated (Sefer Hasidim
313; Semak, introduction; Agur, Prayer 2; Rema, Yoreh De’ah 246:6;
Levush 6; Rishon LeZion 1). The Torah was therefore given at Sinai to
all Israel. Hashem told Moshe: “Thus shall you say to the house of
Jacob, and declare to the children of Israel,” and the entire nation
answered together, “Everything that the Lord has spoken, we will do”
(Shemos 19:3-8). Chazal explain: ““The house of Jacob’ — these are the
women; ‘the children of Israel” — these are the men” (Mekhilta, ad loc.).
In this respect, the women were addressed first.

The second obligation is to encompass the entire Torah and continue
examining and analyzing it. This obligation applies specifically to men,
as Chazal derive from “And you shall teach them to your children” —
“and not your daughters” (Kiddushin 29b). Nevertheless, a woman who
voluntarily studies beyond what is necessary for the guidance of her life
fulfills a mitzvah and receives reward (Sotah 21a).

The Blessings over the Torah and Hakhel

Because women are obligated to learn the Torah necessary to guide their
lives, they recite the blessings over Torah study each day just as men do
(Shulchan Aruch, Orach Chayim 47:14; Bach 4; Magen Avraham 14;
Shulchan Aruch HaRav 10; introduction to Responsa Beit Halevi).
Chazal relate that King Chizkiyahu intensified Torah study throughout
Israel until “they did not find a boy or a girl, a man or a woman, who
was not knowledgeable in the laws of ritual impurity and purity”
(Sanhedrin 94b).

Likewise, women participated in Hakhel together with men: “Assemble
the people — the men, the women, the children... so that they may hear
and learn, and fear the Lord your God, and observe and perform all the
words of this Torah” (Devarim 31:10-12).

The Extent of the Obligation Depends on the Generation

In earlier generations, when daily life required far more time and
physical labor and literacy was uncommon, women generally learned the
Torah necessary for their lives from their parents and from rabbinic
sermons on Shabbos and Yom Tov. Girls were therefore not ordinarily

taught to read to the same extent as boys, although exceptional women
became Torah scholars and prophetesses.

In recent generations, literacy and general education have become
widespread. Women study, work in every profession, participate in
public life and encounter competing ideas concerning faith, society,
family and human nature. General Torah knowledge and a basic
familiarity with practical halachah are therefore no longer sufficient.
Women today must study substantially more Torah than women
generally studied in earlier generations.

The Chofetz Chaim and the Rabbis of Eastern Europe

The Chofetz Chaim wrote that once traditional Jewish life had
weakened, girls often lived away from their parents and studied secular
subjects in school, “it is certainly a great commandment to teach them
the Five Books of Moses, as well as the Prophets and the Writings, and
the ethical teachings of the Sages,” so that their faith would remain
firmly rooted (Likutei Halachot, Sotah 21a, note).

In a letter supporting a girls’ school, he wrote even more strongly that
“all the concerns and doubts regarding the prohibition against teaching
Torah to one’s daughter are of no concern whatsoever in our times.”
With the support of leading Torah authorities, institutions providing
serious Torah education for girls were established, most prominently the
Beit Yaakov movement founded by Sarah Schenirer in 1918.

Rabbi Zaken Aharon ruled that funds donated for Torah study could be
redirected to a Beit Yaakov school because its studies constituted a great
mitzvah (Responsa Zaken Aharon 2:66). Rabbi Tzirelson ruled similarly
(Responsa Lev Yehudah, Yoreh De’ah 56).

Rabbi Sorotzkin went further regarding the study of Torah Shebe’al Peh
in Beit Yaakov, describing such study in contemporary circumstances
not merely as permissible but as an “absolute obligation” (Moznayim
LaMishpat 42). Similar positions were expressed by Rabbi Waldenberg
(Tzitz Eliezer 9:3), Rabbi Malka (Mikveh HaMayim 3, Yoreh De’ah 21),
Rabbi Chaim David HalLevi (Aseh Lekha Rav 2:52), and Rabbi Eliyahu
(Ma’amar Mordechai 1, Yoreh De’ah 11).

Rabbis of the Modern World

As women’s participation in education, professional life and society
expanded, rabbinic authorities increasingly called for broader Torah
education.

The Lubavitcher Rebbe taught that because women are exposed to
outside influences, they must receive a serious Torah education that
includes Torah Shebe’al Peh, the reasons behind halachos and even the
give-and-take of Torah discussion, so that their intellectual abilities
develop within the world of Torah (At Alit, pp. 45-46).

Rabbi Soloveitchik likewise taught that in an age when women
participate fully in academia and public life, they must understand Torah
from its sources in Tanach and the Talmud. Without serious study of
Torah together with the commentaries of the Rishonim, he warned,
authentic Judaism could not be preserved (Peninei HaRav, p. 167).

Some authorities of the previous generation disagreed and maintained
that women should be taught primarily practical halachah (Divrei Yatziv,
Yoreh De’ah 139-140; Shevet Halevi 6:150). Some also opposed
teaching Mishnah (Igrot Moshe, Yoreh De’ah 3:87; comments of Rabbi
Yosef Shalom Elyashiv on Sotah 21b).

These authorities lived in communities that deliberately distanced
themselves from modern culture and therefore believed that more limited
Torah instruction remained adequate. Even that education, however, was
far more extensive than what had generally been provided to girls two
centuries earlier.

Women who participate fully in modern society, by contrast, encounter
intellectual and spiritual challenges that require substantially broader
Torah knowledge.



The Obligation of Women to Study in Our Times

To know how to live according to Torah today and to understand its
guidance concerning faith, ethics, family, the individual and society,
women must broaden and deepen their study of Torah and halachah and
understand the inner logic of Torah as developed in the Talmud and its
commentators.

This includes a general understanding even of mitzvos that have no
direct practical relevance, so that the Torah’s overall vision can be
understood. It also includes the foundations of emunah and the history of
the revelation of faith through Israel, as explained in Tanach, Chazal, the
Rishonim and the later authorities.

The greater a woman’s intellectual abilities and the greater the
challenges she encounters, the more deeply she must study Torah.

In the Peninei Halakha series, | have attempted to present Torah at a
breadth and depth suitable for both men and women. Regarding mitzvos
specific to men, such as tefillin and tzitzis, women need only learn their
general principles.

In practice, because the study of halachah, emunah and ethics required
for women has expanded so greatly, the practical difference between the
obligations of men and women has narrowed considerably. Indeed, many
men today do not succeed in mastering even all the material that women
themselves are obligated to learn.

With Hashem'’s help, the next column will discuss the voluntary mitzvah
of women continuing to delve more deeply into Torah and Talmud, the
difficulties that arose concerning this subject in the past and today, and
possible solutions.
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The Avos Before Sinai: Bnei Noach or Yisrael?

The Basic Question

The question. The Mishnah in Kiddushin 82a states NX 11°a8 072K TWYY 110N
7N Row 7y 7910 7nn 23 - we find that Avraham Avinu fulfilled the entire
Torah before it was given. The Gemara in Yoma 28b says the same and adds
772°wan "2y 12°0X1 - even eruv tavshilin. Chazal also describe Yaakov
observing Shabbos, Yosef preparing for Shabbos in Mitzrayim, and Yaakov
and Yosef studying eglah arufah. But first we must clarify a more basic
question. When the Avos observed the Torah before Matan Torah, what was
their halachic status? Did they remain Bnei Noach who voluntarily accepted
additional Torah obligations, so that they could add stringencies but could
not use Torah law to escape a law already binding upon them? Or did
Avraham and his descendants leave the category of Bnei Noach and acquire
the status of Yisrael, even where Torah law was more lenient? Many
passages in Chazal turn on this question.

The Proof from Shabbos

Shabbos as a test case. Rav Shmuel Yafeh Ashkenazi (16 century) the
author of a commentary Yefeh Toar on the Midrash Rabbah, appears to
hold that Avraham and his descendants left the category of Bnei Noach
entirely, even %7777 - where the status of Yisrael produced a leniency. Chazal
learn from 27977 °19 DX 3771 - he encamped before the city, that Yaakov
observed Shabbos before it was given. Yosef likewise said 1271 72w maw -
slaughter and prepare, understood as preparation on Friday for Shabbos. Yet
AN’ 21 NAww 11 32 - a Ben Noach who observes a day of complete rest is
liable, based on 1naw> X7 72°71 01" - day and night they shall not cease. If
Yaakov and Yosef were still Bnei Noach, how could they keep Shabbos?
Their Shabbos observance therefore indicates that they had left that status.
Why Torah study is different. The fact that Yaakov and Yosef studied eglah
arufah proves less. The prohibition against a non-Jew studying Torah is
learned from mwaw Awn 132 M¥ 70 - Moshe commanded us the Torah as an

inheritance. Before the Torah was given through Moshe, that particular
status of Torah as the inheritance of Yisrael had not yet arisen. Shabbos is
different because the prohibition of a Ben Noach resting already existed.
The Re'em: Bnei Noach Where the Law Was Stricter

The opposite approach. Rav Eliyahu Mizrachi, the Re'em (c. 1450-1526),
appears to hold otherwise. When Moshe was traveling to Mitzrayim and had
not yet performed the milah of his son, Rashi explains that performing the
milah and then immediately traveling would have endangered the child. The
Re'em asks what permitted Moshe to postpone the mitzvah because of
danger. The Torah had not yet been given, and therefore a2 >m - you shall
live through them, had not yet been stated. It follows from his reasoning that
pre-Sinai Torah observance could add obligations but could not remove an
obligation that already applied to a Ben Noach.

The central distinction. Thus everyone agrees that the Avos observed the
Torah before it was given. The dispute is what that observance meant.
According to the Re'em, 7°nma ROX 11 212 111 0°Hy 2pnb 13 212 5991 Re 8D
770 17 ooy - they did not leave the category of Bnei Noach to receive its
leniencies, but accepted the Torah to add its stringencies. Their Torah
observance could make them stricter, but it did not erase a stricter law that
already bound them. According to the Maharash Yafeh, however, the status
itself changed, and once they were Yisrael the laws of Yisrael governed even
where those laws were more lenient.

The Dispute Among the Rishonim

Chachmei Tzarfat and Ramban. The same dispute appears among the
Rishonim. The Torah describes the megadef as the son of an Egyptian man
and a Jewish woman, and the Toras Kohanim says that he converted. The
Chachmei Tzarfat (the French Baalei Tosafos) explain that because he was
born before Matan Torah, his status followed his Egyptian father and he later
required geirus. The Ramban rejects this: X 17 0122 07928 Xaw nyn °
12wnn X7 211 - from the time Avraham entered the covenant they were
Yisrael and were no longer reckoned among the nations. The Chachmei
Tzarfat therefore fit the first approach; the Ramban fits the second. [The
Ramban on Bereishis 26:5 also writes that Avraham learned the entire Torah
through Ruach HaKodesh and observed it awiw 7xn 1°Rw *nd - as one who
was not commanded but nevertheless performed it, and that this observance
applied in Eretz Yisrael. Thus, having the status of Yisrael before Sinai did
not necessarily mean that all 613 mitzvos had already been formally
commanded.]

Esav as a proof. There is a powerful proof from Esav. The Gemara entertains
IR M PR X - perhaps an apostate Yisrael is different. If
Avraham's descendants remained ordinary Bnei Noach until Sinai, how
could Esav be called a 9mm % w» - an apostate Yisrael? The very expression
assumes that the category of Yisrael already existed before Matan Torah.
Avraham's chazakah. Avraham's acquisition of Eretz Yisrael points the same
way. Hashem told him 7121991 713985 yaR2 72707 o - arise and walk through
the land in its length and breadth, and Chazal understand his walking as an
act of chazakah. Yet a non-Jew does not acquire property through chazakah
in the same manner. If Avraham were still only a Ben Noach, what was
accomplished by his walking? This again indicates that Avraham already
possessed din Yisrael.

Yaakov and the two sisters. This also gives one answer to the famous
question of how Yaakov could marry Rachel and Leah if the Avos kept the
Torah. If Avraham's descendants had left the category of Bnei Noach, Rachel
and Leah could enter through geirus, and 721w Jup> 7*3n1w 3 - a convert
who converts is regarded as newly born. Their former family relationship
would no longer create the ordinary prohibition of two sisters. The Ramban
gives another answer: the Avos observed the Torah in Eretz Yisrael, whereas
Yaakov married Rachel and Leah in chutz laaretz. That distinction is
important, but it cannot resolve every problem, since Yitzchak himself was
forbidden to leave Eretz Yisrael. The underlying question of status therefore
remains necessary.

Reuven, Moshe, and the Status of Yisrael
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Reuven and Bilhah. The same issue appears in the episode of Reuven and
Bilhah. Bilhah was Yaakov's pilegesh. Under the Torah law of Yisrael, a
pilegesh without kiddushin does not have the same marital status as a wife
acquired through kiddushin. Among Bnei Noach, however, the marital
relationship itself creates the bond. If Yaakov's family still had din Bnei
Noach, Bilhah was Yaakov's wife and Reuven's act involved nwR) vX nwx
ax - another man's wife and his father's wife. If they had already acquired din
Yisrael, that particular prohibition would not apply in the same way. [Rashi,
however, following Chazal, explains that Reuven did not literally have
relations with Bilhah; he moved Yaakov's bed and the Torah treated him as
though he had done s0.]

Why Moshe resolves Reuven's case. This explains the Midrash in which
Yaakov says that he will neither distance Reuven nor fully bring him close,
but will leave the matter until Moshe. Moshe would also confront the same
underlying question. When he saw the Egyptian striking a Hebrew, the
Gemara says that a non-Jew who strikes a Yisrael is liable. If the Hebrews
were still merely Bnei Noach, the Egyptian had struck another Ben Noach
and that reasoning would disappear. Moshe's act therefore rested upon the
premise that Avraham's descendants already had din Yisrael. Likewise,
Moshe was able to say n»> 9X1 12187 > - Let Reuven live and not die.

Yosef and His Brothers

Eiver min hachai. Yosef accused his brothers of eating eiver min hachai.
They were not eating meat cut from a living animal in the ordinary sense, but
meat from an animal after shechitah while it was still mefarkeses, moving
before death. For Yisrael this was permitted, whereas under din Bnei Noach
there was room to prohibit it. The brothers held that they had left the status
of Bnei Noach and followed the law of Yisrael. Yosef held that they could
not invoke a Torah leniency against a stricter law still binding upon them as
Bnei Noach. Their dispute was therefore about their own halachic identity.
Kiddush Hashem

A challenge to the Re'em’s proof. The second drasha returns to the Re'em's
proof from Moshe's son's milah. If a Ben Noach is not commanded in
kiddush Hashem, why should 0772 >m be necessary to permit him to avoid
danger? And in Moshe's case, it was the child who would be endangered.
Why should Moshe endanger another person to perform his mitzvah? Thus
the Re'em's general position may remain, but this particular proof requires
further study.

Ur Kasdim. The question becomes sharper with Avraham and Nimrod's
furnace. The Midrash describes Avraham standing firm against Nimrod and
allowing himself to be cast into the furnace rather than abandon Hashem. But
if a Ben Noach is not commanded in kiddush Hashem, who permitted
Avraham to risk his life? If he still had only the status of a Ben Noach,
perhaps he was not required, and according to some opinions not even
permitted, to die rather than submit.

The rescue becomes the proof. This difficulty itself can become a proof that
Avraham had already left the category of Bnei Noach. Hashem says “wx 11 %1
7w RN RN - | am Hashem Who brought you out of Ur Kasdim. If
Avraham's act had been halachically improper, why would Hashem perform
a miracle to save him from its consequences? His rescue from Ur Kasdim
therefore indicates that he already possessed the status for which kiddush
Hashem could require self-sacrifice. What began as a question on Avraham
becomes evidence of his status.

Ein Mazal L'Yisrael and Yosef

Avraham and the stars. Avraham looked at the stars and saw that he would
not have a son. Hashem answered 77w miawgxn ¥ - leave your astrology
behind, because 287 712 X - Yisrael is not governed by mazal in the same
manner. But why was Avraham frightened by what he saw? Surely Hashem
could overturn the natural order.

The answer is that Avraham himself was uncertain about his status. If he
remained a Ben Noach, he remained subject to the ordinary order of mazal,
and what he saw in the stars was indeed frightening. Hashem's answer was
that Avraham was no longer counted among the nations: 782 7 PR. The

promise of children therefore revealed not only what would happen to
Avraham, but who Avraham had become.

Yosef goes outside. This explains a striking Midrash. When Yosef fled from
Potiphar's wife, the Torah says mx17 X¥» 017 - he fled and went outside.
Chazal connect these words with Avraham, 7317 10X X1 - He brought him
outside. Why should Yosef's flight from Potiphar's wife be linked
specifically to Avraham being brought outside to look at the stars? Potiphar's
wife could bring about Yosef's death. If Yosef were a Ben Noach not
required to die rather than commit giluy arayos, why risk his life? Avraham's
71X 10K XYM supplied the answer: Hashem had already taught Avraham &
DX 1. Yosef therefore knew that Avraham's descendants had the status
of Yisrael, for whom giluy arayos is 112v° %R 317> - one must give his life
rather than transgress. Yosef's 731177 X% thus follows from Avraham's X3
TR NN,

Reward and Punishment

Were the mitzvos binding? Even if the Avos kept the Torah, were they
punished from Heaven for failing to observe mitzvos beyond the seven
already commanded to Bnei Noach? The Re'em appears to say there could
be Heavenly punishment even though there was not yet punishment through
a human beis din. The Maharash Yafeh disagrees: if they had not been
commanded, there should be no punishment for failing to perform them.
The two questions should be one. This should depend upon the earlier
dispute. If the Avos truly left din Bnei Noach even where Torah law was
more lenient, it is difficult to say that Torah law was optional whenever it
imposed a stringency. But if they remained Bnei Noach and merely added
Torah observance, they were 72131 ¥ 1K - one who performs without
having been commanded: 7w>1977 5y WIv1 1R W7 9V 0w 22pn - he
receives reward for seeking to perform the mitzvah but is not punished for
refraining from it.

R NIRRT T

Avraham's fear. This explains 787 7712777 T79w 7 13 *2IX 0728 XN 9% - Do
not fear, Avram, | am your shield; your reward is exceedingly great. Chazal
say that Avraham feared the miracles already performed for him had
consumed his reward. But why should his reward have been so great in the
first place?

A o7 2172, The Gemara teaches 1% WKW a1 AN WY 71I%AT N7
7w - greater is one who is commanded and performs than one who
performs without being commanded. Tosafos explain that the person who is
commanded worries that he may fail. The 7w ¥ 1°X always has the
option of walking away; the commanded person does not. That pressure and
fear give the mitzvah greater weight.

Avraham therefore feared that perhaps he remained a Ben Noach,
performing the Torah only as an 7w ¥ 1°X. His reward would then be
more limited, and perhaps the miracles Hashem had already performed had
consumed it. Hashem answered 7&n» 17277 715w - your reward is exceedingly
great. You are not merely volunteering; you are a nw1y mxn - one who is
commanded and performs. This also explains X% nIvY WK 720 27177 -
how abundant is the good You have stored for those who fear You. Why
Tr% - for those who fear? Because the commanded person fears
transgression precisely because the mitzvah is no longer voluntary.
Conclusion

What changed? nin»1 X>w 7v 7915 77107 92 102K 077728 0p - Avraham Avinu
observed the entire Torah before it was given raises a deeper question than
how Avraham knew the future mitzvos. Did the Avos remain Bnei Noach
who voluntarily accepted the Torah, or had Avraham and his descendants
already acquired the status of Yisrael before Sinai? Once that question is
asked, Yaakov and Yosef keeping Shabbos, Ur Kasdim, 2% 91 X, Yosef
and Potiphar's wife, Esav, Reuven and Bilhah, Yosef and his brothers, and
even Avraham's fear over his reward all become different expressions of the
same issue. Matan Torah had not yet taken place, but perhaps Klal Yisrael
had already begun.
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