
From Avram to Moshe, There Was None… 
Avram is well known in our tradition to be a person of great Chessed – acts of loving-

kindness and generosity. We even read the final verse in the book of Michah as describing Avram– 
Chessed L’Avram. The most famous and only explicit story of classic Chessed is Avram’s amazing 
hospitality on a hot day, soon after his Milah, extending offers of food, drink, and rest to three 
strangers. It seems that we build our impression of Avram’s character from this one episode. 
Things are, however, not as simple as they seem – at least, not according to Rambam.  

Rambam, in his great Guide to the Perplexed, presents his theories about prophecy. Based on 
Bamidbar 12, he argues that no prophet can experience Nevu’ah while awake – with the exception 
of Moshe Rabbeinu. He further argues that seeing an angel is a form of communication from the 
Divine and is considered prophecy. As such, Rambam maintains, as a matter of creed, that no one 
but Moshe can “meet” with a Malach except in a dream, while asleep. He therefore maintains 
(Guide II, Chapter 42) that Yaakov’s “wrestling match” with the angel, Yehoshua’s encounter “in 
Yericho”, and other such instances were visions (and didn’t “really” happen). The most surprising 
story that Rambam interprets as a vision is the visit of the three Malachim to Avram’s tent. Even 
though it is consistent with Rambam’s general approach, it leaves us with a curious dilemma. If 
our basis for describing Avram as exceedingly hospitable is this story, but the story never “really 
happened,” then how do we know about Avram’s Chessed, and specifically his Hachnasat Orchim at 
all?  

One way of solving this inconsistency is through Lot, Avram’s kinsman; in spite of his 
poor choice of residence, Lot nonetheless acted bravely to host and protect the two visitors - and 
we may presume that Lot learned the value of hospitality from his uncle. This answer leaves us 
unsatisfied for two reasons. First of all, to have the ignominious Lot serve as the archetype of 
hospitality is, for all his being Avram’s nephew, still and all unseemly. In addition, if we maintain 
that Avram’s hospitality was “just a vision,” would it not follow that Lot’s was as well? (Rambam 
seems to say as such in Guide II, Chapter 6). 

There is a far more satisfying way to answer this problem and to defend Avram as the 
master of hospitality and Chessed even in Rambam’s view.  

The Gemara (BT Chullin 13b) – Yeshayah, who described his vision of God as a throne 
room, and Yechezkel, who described his vision as a chariot with various animal and human 
images, saw the same thing! In other words, a prophet will be given his prophecy in terms that are 
familiar to him, using imagery and symbols from his world. Chazal tell us (BT Berachot 55b) that a 
person even dreams about that closest to his heart (or anxieties! – see the stories involving R. 
Yehoshua and Shmuel at 56a ibid.). 

It follows that if the vision that Hashem used to inform Avram about the impending 
miraculous birth of a son was through the vehicle of hospitality, then that must have been an 
experience that Avram was familiar with! One could even argue that God gave Avram this 
prophecy through the vision of Hachnasat Orchim to show that it was the great merit of his 
demonstrative kindness to strangers that would earn him this promise of the future – Yitzchak! 
Even if we accept Rambam’s theory about prophecy and angels (and see Ramban’s spirited 
challenge at Bereshit 18:1), we have not diminished by one iota the great reputation of our father, 
Avram, as Machnis Orchim par excellence
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The Gemara in Brachot (34b) tells an intriguing story about prayer: 
 “A student led the prayers in Rabbi Eliezer’s Beit Midrash, and his prayers lasted a long time. Some students complained ‘Master, how slow this fellow is!’ Rabbi 
Eliezer answered: ‘He is no slower than Moshe Rabeinu, who pleaded for the Jewish people [after the sin of the golden calf] for forty days and forty nights.’ On another day, a 
different student led prayers, reciting them exceptionally quickly. The students complained: ‘How hasty this fellow is!’ Rabbi Eliezer replied: ‘He is no hastier than Moshe 
Rabeinu, who pleaded for his sister’s life [when she had Tzaraat] in a few words.’” 
 What is the difference between the two prayers of Moshe Rabeinu, and what can we learn from them? Rav Kook suggests that Moshe Rabeinu’s two different 
styles of appeal teach us that there are two functions of Tefilah. These two functions manifest themselves within Moshe’s two pleads. The first function of Tefilah is to 
analyze one’s own character traits and increase awareness of our strengths and shortcomings. This type of prayer requires determination and persistence as looking at oneself 
honestly and with a fresh outlook serves as a challenge. It was for this function of prayer that Moshe Rabeinu prayed lengthily for Bnei Yisrael after the sin of the golden calf. 
The second function of prayer is to articulate the thoughts and emotions that exist in the inner depths of the soul. This type of prayer need not be lengthy; even a few words can 
express many emotions if they have already been refined in the heart. In the case of Miriam’s Tzaraat, she had already admitted her sin of speaking Lashon Harah. Once the sin 
has been acknowledged, the rest is simple; all Moshe needed to do was articulate her thoughts and emotions with a few words of prayer to Hashem. In our daily Tefilot, we 
must make sure to include both of these elements. We must analyze ourselves inwardly, and then speak our emotions to Hashem. 
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This week’s Parsha shows us a scene of Avram sitting 
in front of his tent after recently performing his own Brit 
Milah. Hashem appears to Avram to perform Bikur Cholim, 
visiting the sick. Subsequently, three men appear in front of 
Avram to come and visit him. We see that Avram tells 
Hashem to wait while he tends to his guests. Avram runs to 
welcome these guests and offers them food, drinks and a 
place to stay. As soon as they accept the offer, Avram runs 
and tells Sarah to cook bread while he prepares the meat. 
Avram understands that this is simply what Hashem wants 
him to do. Avram gave up time spent with Hashem to cater 
to the needs of his guests. Rashi explains that these three 
men were a form of God. Avram says, “My Lord, please do 
not go away from your servant” (Bereshit 18:3). When trying 
to understand whom Avram is addressing as his Lord, Rashi 
brings in an explanation that gives a whole new twist. Rather 
than asking his newfound guests to stay with him, according 
to Rashi, Avram is seen as conversing with God, and he 
looks up, sees the three men, and asks Hashem to wait for 
him while he takes care of these three strangers. According 
to Halacha, the needs of humans come before the needs of 
God, so he turns to God and says, “My Lord, please do not 
go away,” and then he turns to these men and caters to their 
needs.  

The lesson learned here is to teach us how principled 
God is. There are certain times in a Jew’s life where one can 
actually tell Hashem Himself to wait. When one has guests 
come to their house, one should instantly give them food to 
eat and offer them a place to stay. Hosts should welcome 
their guests with a happy face. A good host should place 
food in front of the guests, so they are not embarrassed to 
ask, as did Avram. Avram had the deepest understanding of 
Chessed, kindness, so we should try to mimic him when it 
comes to taking care of others’ needs. 

Hachnasat Orchim Supersedes Praising G-d
Joshua Partovi ‘17

Lessons from Avram Elon Anderson ‘19
 Parshat Vayeira discusses many different interesting topics, one of which is hospitality. Since Avram enjoyed hosting people in his house, he 
decided to welcome three passing travelers to see where they came from and fulfill the Mitzvah of Hachnasat Orchim. The Midrash, examining a 
prior encounter between Avram and Shem, Noach’s son, says that Avram asked Shem, “What was the merit of keeping you alive on the ark?” 
Shem responded by saying, “We survived by charity!” Avram reasons that this is not possible, and Shem answers that they fed and kept the 
animals alive as charity. Avram concluded from this encounter that even more than caring for animals, one must care for and sustain human 
beings. Therefore, Avram went home and constructed a four-door tent that was open to any man that would like to eat with Avram. After any 
meal, as the time arrived for the guest to leave, Avram would ask him to thank God for the food. The guest would retort, “no,” so Avram would 
ask for a large sum of money. The guest would refuse to pay money and would instead ask for the opportunity to bless G-d. Avram used this 
ingenious method to convert many people to Judaism.  
  In last week’s Parsha, which chronologically happened three days before Parshat Vayeira, Avram was circumcised. On this third day at the 
start of Vayeira, Avram suffers both physical and mental pains. Avram’s mental pain as a result of his circumcision was that no guest arrived at his 
tent for two days. Since Hashem made the heat so unbearable for any human being to traverse the desert, three angles were enlisted to travel and 
visit Avram. Even though Hashem personally visited Avram, He went a step further and sent Avram what he really desired, three angels 
disguised as humans. 
 Another aspect discussed in this Parsha is Tefillah. Hashem did not want to destroy Sedom without informing Avram about His plan. One 
reason was so that Avram would have the chance to pray for Lot, his nephew. A second reason was that Hashem knew the destruction of the five 
major cities would sadden Avram. When Avram hears about Hashem’s plan, he asks Hashem to save Sedom’s inhabitants because of the 50 
righteous people living in the five large cities. Since 50 righteous people did not live there, Avram asked for the city to be saved for 45 righteous 
men, then 40, 30, 20, and finally ten. Avram gave up at that point. From here, we learn that we need to Daven with a Minyan because Avram could 
not save the cities without at least ten Tzaddikim. This Parsha provides several deep and meaningful Mitzvot such as Hachnasat Orchim, Bikur 
Cholim, and Tefillah that we should learn from and try to incorporate into our lives just like Avram Avinu.  

	   Every	  day	  when	  we	  take	  out	  the	  Torah	  from	  the	  
Aron,	   or	   ark,	   we	   say	   “Vayehi	   Binsoah	   Ha’aron,”	   the	  
psukim	   that	   were	   said	   when	   the	   Aron	   Hakodesh	  
traveled	   during	   the	   forty	   years	   in	   the	   desert.	   It	   is	  
customary	   to	   stand	   once	   the	   Aron	   Hakodesh	   is	   open,	  
and	   remain	   standing	   until	   the	   Sefer	   Torah	   is	   placed	  
down	  on	  the	  Bima.	  This	  Halacha	  of	  standing	  is	  not	  only	  
observed	  when	  the	  Torah	  is	  moving,	  but	  also	  when	  the	  
ark	  is	  open	  and	  the	  Torah	  is	  exposed.	  It	  is	  considered	  an	  
honor	   to	   open	   the	   Aron	   for	   the	   removal	   of	   the	  Torah	  
and	  to	  close	  it	  when	  the	  Sefer	  Torah	   is	  returned.	  There	  
are	  certain	  days	  during	  the	  year,	  such	  as	  Yom	  Tov,	   that	  
we	   say	   the	   Thirteen	   Attributes	   of	   Mercy	   of	   Hashem	  
right	   after	   saying	   Vayehi	   Binsoah.	   The	   custom	   is	   to	  
repeat	   the	   attributes	   three	   times.	   After	   this,	   we	   say	   a	  
paragraph	   in	   Aramaic	   called	   Brich	   Shemay,	   whose	  
source	   is	   from	   the	   Zohar.	   The	   Chazzan	   takes	   out	  
theTorah	  and	  walks	  to	  his	  right	  when	  bringing	  it	  to	  the	  
Bima.	  If	  there	  are	  multiple	  Sifrei	  Torah	  in	  the	  Aron,	  and	  
the	   Chazzan	  made	   a	  mistake	   and	   took	   out	   the	   wrong	  
Sefer	   Torah,	   he	   should	   not	   return	   it	   to	   the	   Aron	  
Hakodesh	  to	  take	  out	  a	  different	  one	  as	  that	  would	  be	  a	  
disgrace	   to	   this	   Sefer	   Torah.	   Rather,	   the	   Sefer	   Torah	  
should	   be	   placed	   on	   the	   Bima	   and	   rolled	   to	   the	  
appropriate	   place.	   We	   usually	   try	   to	   avoids	   such	  
situations,	  because	  of	  Tircha	  DeTzibura,	  an	  unnecessary	  
delay	  in	  the	  TeBillah	  for	  the	  Tzibur.	  If	  the	  Kriat	  Hatorah	  
is	   on	   Shabbat,	   one	   is	   not	   allowed	   to	   roll	   it	   in	  
preparation	   of	   a	   different	   Kriah	   on	   Monday,	   because	  
that	   would	   constitute	   as	   Hachana,	   preparation	   on	  
Shabbat	  for	  a	  weekday,	  which	  is	  prohibited.

Halachic Illuminations

From Rabbi Nachum Sauer

Compiled By Ari Willner ‘19


