Netvort: Parshas Vayeira, 5770 Judge for Yourself
By Rabbi Joshua (judiciously known as The Hoffer) Hoffman
In the beginning of this week's parsha, we are told that God appeared to Avraham in Mamre, “while he was sitting at the entrance to his tent in the heat of the day" (Bereishis, 18:1). The Hebrew word for sitting, 'yosheiv,' which is in the present tense, is written without the letter 'vav,' so that it can be read as 'yashav,' in the past tense, as well. In this way, as Rashi points out, it indicates that he wished to stand up but was prevented from doing so by God.  Rashi cites a midrash which says that God was thereby teaching Avraham that in the future He will stand among the assembly of judges in a Jewish court when they sit to hear a case. Rabbi Ganzfried, author of the Kitzur Shulchan Aruch, asks in his work on Chumash Aperion, why God chose to teach Avraham this lesson now, when he was recuperating from his bris milah?  What is the connection between bris milah and a judge trying a case? 

The Aperion answers by citing the words of Rav Yitzchak Arama in his Akeidas Yitzchak, that bris milah serves as a means of uniting the Jewish people in bonds of love and brotherhood, since bris milah identifies them as part of their people.  In a similar way, when a judge tries a case, he tries to come to a decision that will restore peace among the litigants, thus increasing their mutual love and respect. This explanation of Rabbi Ganzfried is reminiscent of the words of the Maharal in his commentary to Rashi, Gur Aryeh, on parshas Mishpatim.  Although he does not speak about bris milah there, his comments are applicable here as well as we shall see.      

The Maharal explains the idea behind the Sanhedrin being situated in the 'lishkas hagazis' or ‘chamber of hewn stone,' next to the altar in the Temple. He says that the altar is where we bring a korban, and a korban, coming from the word kareiv, to bring near, serves to bring us closer to God. Proper administration of justice, as well, brings people closer together. Thus, the altar brings about peace between man and God, and the Sanhedrin brings about peace between man and his fellow man.  To carry the analogy further it is interesting to note that the Zohar mentions and Rabbeinu Bachya elaborates upon the notion that bris milah is like a korban, since blood is spilled in the process, and, just as a korban cannot be brought before the animal is eight days old, so too bris milah is not done until the boy is eight days old. Thus, just as in parshas Mishpatim, the korban and the judicial process are juxtaposed, because they both serve the purpose of bringing about peace so too here in the beginning of parshas Vayeira, bris milah which is akin to a korban and the judicial process as alluded to in the word 'yosheiv,' are juxtaposed. I would like to suggest another explanation of why the judicial process is eluded to here, based on a comment of Rav Saadia Gaon in his longer commentary to the Torah.

Rav Saadia Gaon notes that although God appears to Avraham in the beginning of the parsha, we do not find any immediate communication between God and Avraham. The reason for this, says Rav Saadia, is that the purpose of God's visit to Avraham was to inform him of the judgment of Sedom and its surrounding cities. God sent three angels as messengers to inform Avraham and Sarah about the birth of Yitzchak and this was an interruption in the text in the process of the judgment of Sedom. After the three messengers complete their mission, God returns to the matter of Sedom, saying that he must tell Avraham about the judgment.  Interestingly the same word, 'yosheiv' written without a 'vav' that appears in the beginning of the parsha in reference to Avraham, appears in the section dealing with the judgment of Sedom. We are told that two angels came to Sedom at night, "and Lot was sitting in the gate of Sedom." Rashi explains that Lot had been appointed as a judge in Sedom, and the word 'yosheiv,' which is in the present tense, is written without a 'vav,' so that, again it can be read as 'yashav,' in the past tense, thus indicating that Lot had been appointed as a judge over the judges of Sedom on that day. I believe that this repeat occurrence of the word yosheiv in this form serves as a kind of brackets, indicating that the beginning of the parsha and the entire episode regarding Lot and Sedom are inherently connected as I will demonstrate. 

When God appeared to Avraham in the beginning of the parsha and alluded to the judicial process, he was thereby indicating to Avraham that the judgment of Sedom was beginning at that moment. Avraham was about to receive guests, and the manner in which he would receive guests would serve as a litmus test for the manner in which Lot, who had appointed the judge over the judges of Sedom, would receive guests in his own home in Sedom. When Avraham pleaded with God to save all five cities in the merit of ten righteous people there, he was, according to the Pirkei D'Rav Eliezer, thinking of Lot and his family as those righteous people. Rav Moshe Tzvi Neriah, in his commentary Ner LaMaor, elaborates on this comment of the midrash. He says that Lot had observed Avraham's extraordinary practice of hospitality for many years and thus received an education in the performance of chesed from him.  Avraham was hoping that Lot and his family would be able to influence the people of Sedom and gradually change their attitude toward helping poor people out. Now that Lot was in a leadership position in the city, this possibility seemed even more likely to Avraham. However, when Lot pleaded with the crowd that surrounded his house that wished to abuse his guests, and they answered that he was just a newcomer in the city and all of a sudden he was trying to judge them, it became clear that Lot did not have the kind of influence on the people of Sedom that would be able to avert their coming destruction. Avraham then realized that although Lot himself, together with his family, had learned the importance of doing chesed from their time in his house, they were not able to influence others in their ways, and thus were only able to save themselves. 

What exactly was missing in Lot's approach to chesed? Perhaps we can find some hint to it in the remarks that he made to the crowd surrounding his house (see Netvort, 5760, for a fuller explanation).  Although Lot was willing to take these guests into his house, his attitude to these guests differed from that of Avraham to his guests. Avraham took in guests because he loved to do chesed for people. Even when he was healing from his bris milah, he sat at the entrance of the gate, in the heat of the day, hoping that guests would show up. The reason that he loved doing chesed for people was because he saw in each one of them a spark of God that came as a result of being created in His image. Lot, however, in responding to the crowd surrounding his house, answered by offering his two daughters in place of the guests.  Rav Aharon Soloveichik once pointed out that this offer exhibited Lot's proprietary attitude towards his daughters, viewing them as his chattel. Viewing them as such, it naturally followed that he would feel no compunction in offering them to others to be used at their discretion. 

Lot's attitude to his daughters displayed a general fault in his attitude toward people. This can be discerned from the argument he made when he pleaded with the people of the city not to harm his guests. He asked them to leave his guests alone "as they have come under the shelter of my roof" (Bereishis, 19:8). This statement is in striking contrast with the statement made by Avraham upon offering hospitality to his visitors.  Avraham offered them his hospitality, entreating them to partake of it 'because you have passed your servant's way' (Bereishis, 18:5).This statement really encapsulates Avraham's attitude to chesed. As explained by Rav Yitzchak Arieli in his work Midrash Arieli, Avraham was saying that he wished to bestow chesed upon them simply because he perceived them as human beings who had happened to cross his path.  In this way Avraham was following in the ways of God, Who bestows chesed on his creations simply because they are His creations.   Whereas Avraham saw within each of his guests the image of his Creator, and offered them his hospitality for that reason alone, Lot saw his visitors as his property, relative to acts of hospitality. He had learned from the formal act of doing kindness toward others, but had not assimilated the underlying theory behind it. 

Kindness, at root, consists of one's attitude toward his fellow human being, the rest flowing from there.  Lot adopted from his uncle only the formal act of hospitality but not the underlying theory and attitude. His selection of only the external part of Avraham's heritage led to a distortion of it, and prevented Lot from influencing others to do acts of kindness as well.  Perhaps it is in this sense that we can understand the concept explained in kabalistic works that sparks of holiness exist among the nations of the world. Elements of Avraham's heritage have been adopted by them and it is perhaps our task in our exile to try to elevate them, thereby bringing them back to their pristine level. In any case, the judgment of Sedom began with Avraham looking for guests upon whom he could bestow kindness purely out of love for doing kindness toward God's creations. The judgment culminated with Lot, as the judge over the judges of Sedom, practicing chesed from a much different viewpoint, one which was not able to influence the people of Sedom to engage in chesed. Thus, Lot, who was the last hope of Sedom for salvation, fell short of hopes and expectations, and was only able to save himself and his family. 

Partial Netvort archives are available at  http://www.yucs.org/heights/torah/bysubject/
In addition, archives from 5764-5768 are now available at yeshivasbrisk.freeservers.com/netvort.html     

