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STUDIES

"EXCUSE ME, ARE YOU JEWISH?"

The Inestimable Value of a Single, “Coerced” Mitzvah



PARSHAH
OVERVIEW

Vayera

G-d reveals Himself to Abraham
three days after the first Jew’s
circumcision at age ninety-nine;
but Abraham rushes off to
prepare a meal for three guests
who appear in the desert heat.
One of the three—who are
angels disguised as men—
announces that, in exactly one
year, the barren Sarah will give
birth to a son. Sarah laughs.

Abraham pleads with G-d to
spare the wicked city of Sodom.
Two of the three disguised
angels arrive in the doomed city,
where Abraham’s nephew Lot
extends his hospitality to them
and protects them from the evil
intentions of a Sodomite mob.
The two guests reveal that they
have come to overturn the place
and to save Lot and his family.
Lot’s wife turns into a pillar of

salt when she disobeys the
command to not look back at the
burning city as they flee.

While taking shelter in a cave,
Lot’s two daughters (believing
that they and their father are the
only ones left alive in the world)
get their father drunk, lie with
him, and become pregnant. The
two sons born from this incident
father the nations of Mo’ab and
Ammon.

Abraham moves to Gerar, where
the Philistine king Abimelech
takes Sarah—who is presented as
Abraham'’s sister—to his palace.
In a dream, G-d warns Abimelech
that he will die unless he returns
the woman to her husband.
Abraham explains that he feared
he would be killed over the
beautiful Sarah.

G-d remembers His promise to
Sarah and gives her and
Abraham a son, who is named
Isaac (Yitzchak, meaning “will
laugh”). Isaac is circumcised at
the age of eight days; Abraham
is 100 years old and Sarah
ninety at their child’s birth.

Hagar and Ishmael are banished
from Abraham’s home and
wander in the desert; G-d hears
the cry of the dying lad and
saves his life by showing his
mother a well.

Abimelech makes a treaty with
Abraham at Beersheba, where
Abraham gives him seven sheep
as a sign of their truce.




QUESTION

Is there value to a
mitzvah done
without the proper
intentions?
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Genesis 21:33

And he planted an eshel in Beersheba, and he called out in the name of
G-d, the everlasting G-d.
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Midrash, Bereshit Rabah
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“And he planted an eshel in Beersheba.” Rabbi Yehudah and Rabbi
Nechemiah [disagreed over the translation of the word eshel].

Rabbi Yehudah said, “An eshel is an orchard: ask for anything you want—
dates, grapes, or pomegranates.”

Rabbi Nechemiah said, “An eshel is an inn: ask for anything you want—
bread, meat, wine, or eggs.”
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Rashi, Ketuvot 8b

Eshel is an acronym for [three Hebrew words]: achilah (food), shtiyah
(drink), and leviyah (accompaniment).
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Genesis 18:3-8

3. And he said, “My master, if | have found favor in your eyes, do not pass by your
servant.

4. “Let a little water be brought; bathe your feet and recline under the tree.

5. “And let me fetch a morsel of bread so you may refresh yourselves; then go on—
seeing that you have come your servant’s way.” They replied, “Yes, do as you have said.”

6. Abraham hastened into the tent to Sarah, and said, “Quick, prepare three seahs of
choice flour! Knead and make cakes!”

7. Then Abraham ran to the herd, took a calf, tender and choice, and gave it to the
servant-boy, who hastened to prepare it.

8. He took curds, and milk, and the calf that had been prepared, and set these before
them. And he waited on them under the tree as they ate.
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“And he called out in the name of G-d, the everlasting G-d” (Genesis
21:33).

Reish Lakish said, “Don’t read, ‘And he called out’; rather, read, ‘And he
caused others to call out.” This teaches us that Abraham our patriarch
taught every wayfarer to call out in the name of G-d.”

How?

After they had their fill of food and drink, they would arise to thank him.
He would say to them, “You did not eat my food; you ate what belongs to
the G-d of the world. Thank and praise He who spoke, and the world
came into being.”
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If the wayfarer would agree to thank G-d, they would eat, drink, and
depart. If they would not agree to thank G-d, Avraham would say, “Pay me
what you owe.”

The wayfarer would ask, “What do | owe you?”

Avraham would reply, “A measure of wine is ten coins, a measure of meat
is ten coins, and a measure of bread is ten coins. Who gave you wine,
meat, and bread in the wilderness?”

When the wayfarer would see no way out, they would say, “Blessed is the
G-d of the world, Whose food we ate.”




QUESTION ’

Was Abraham being
deceitful?
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Midrash, Bereshit Rabah
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Abraham would welcome the passersby. Once they ate and drank, he
would tell them to say a blessing. They would ask, “What shall we say?”

He would reply, “Say, ‘Blessed is the G-d of the world, Whose food we
ate.”
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[The Midrash states,] “Abraham would welcome the passersby.” This tells
us that Abraham did not recruit visitors. Rather, word of his hospitality
spread, and visitors would come on their own.

Abraham would welcome them and feed them in the manner of all
innkeepers who receive visitors and serve them for a fee. Thus, Abraham
had a financial claim against his guests and had the right to forgive this
claim if they chose to bless G-d.

If they arrived expecting a free meal, it was their mistake. They should
have asked up front.




Abraham didn’t invite
travelers; they came of
their own volition.
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Yefeh Toar, Ibid.
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If they believed that the food came from Abraham rather than from G-d,
they would be obligated to pay him.

If the food came from G-d, Abraham would have no claim against them
because they could argue that G-d gave it to Abraham so that he could
give it to them. . .. But now [that they denied G-d and His ownership of
the food], it is only right that they pay Abraham.

If they were going to pay, there would be no limit to how much they
would owe, for “Who can prepare a table in the wilderness?” (Psalms

78:21).



ANSWER

Abraham was not being
deceitful. His claim was, “If
you do not believe in G-d,
you should be paying me for
the provisions I provided.”
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Talmud, Avodah Zarah

14B
Rabbi Chisda said to Avimi, “We have a tradition that our Patriarch

Abraham'’s tractate on idolatry had four hundred chapters.”




Abraham had masterful and
effective teaching skills.
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Abraham would explain with many parables and examples so that it
would be well-received and understood by his students. He was able to
distill complex teachings about monotheism in such simple language that
even lay people understood him.

Those who did not understand could sense the truth in his words and
would acknowledge that he was right. He spoke with such passion and
love for G-d that even those who didn’t understand him felt the vitality
and truth in his words and were compelled to agree with him.
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The Rebbe, Rabbi
Menachem Mendel
Schneerson, Likutei
Sichot 15, p. 127
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When he saw that some people did not take to any of his explanations,
this was because they were encased in an unusually resistant coarseness
[to all things holy]. ... So, he would put them in a bind to create just
enough pressure to break through their unusually coarse resistance.

[Once the crust was broken through,] his previous arguments would begin
to resonate with them at least partially, and they would recognize G-d.
They would then say, “Blessed is the G-d of the world, Whose food we
ate.”



Abraham weakened their
resistance to G-d, which
caused them to accept his
previous arguments.
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Rabbi Lord Jonathan
Sacks, address at the
Kinus Hashluchim
banquet, November 27,
2011

Most people look at others and see what they see. Great people look
at others and see what they are. The greatest of the great, and the
Rebbe was the greatest of the great, look at others and see what

they could become.
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We might suggest at least by way of allusion: Abraham’s words put
them in a [financial] bind, and this forced them to consider their
inner vice. That is the vice of their own coarseness and resistance [to
holiness]. He would help them realize that their unusually strong
coarseness was the cause of their resistance to G-d. This realization
brought them around to saying, “Blessed is the G-d of the world,
Whose food we ate.”
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Continued

So, what did Abraham do?

He located his inn in a barren desert, a place with no grapes, dates,
pomegranates, or drinking water. G-d was there for him in this place that
didn’t support human habitation, and He provided him with so much
bounty that it sufficed to provide meat, wine, and bread for all wayfarers.
... Abraham, therefore, fed all passersby.

If they would accept his proposition and bless G-d without demanding
proof for G-d’s existence, all was good. If not, Abraham would present
them with arguments that prove Divine Providence. He would say, “If, as
you believe, G-d does not meddle in our lowly affairs, you must ask
yourself who brought the wine, meat, and bread that you ate to the
wilderness. And you need to pay that cause. [If you are prepared to
accept it for free,] you likely agree that it came from G-d.” Once they saw
that they were in a bind, namely that they were forced to consider the
origin of their meal, they would admit that their food was provided in the
wilderness by G-d. They would then proclaim, “Blessed is the G-d of the
world, Whose food we ate.”

In conclusion, they did not thank G-d to avoid the fee; rather, Abraham
used the question of the food’s origin to demonstrate conclusively that G-
d is the first cause of all existence.




Through charging a fee, Abraham caused the travelers to realize that it
is natural to assume that everything has a first cause, which in this case
is G-d.
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No matter the circumstances of a Jew, he or she has a G-dly soul.
Therefore, even while committing a sin, a Jew wants to remain a Jew
and wants to do G-d’s bidding. It follows that only the Jew’s outer
crust requires piercing; the internal core is intact even before the
outer crust is pierced.

When we apply pressure to pierce the external coarseness, our
purpose is to reveal the intrinsic holiness that is already present
within.



Being that every Jew
has a Divine soul, even
when it seems as
though the mitzvah is
being done for the
wrong intentions, in
truth, the action is an
expression of their soul.
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Continued

The lesson from Abraham’s story is obvious:

The actions of our patriarchs point the way for their descendants. Therefore, we must
behave as Abraham did and work to publicize G-d’s presence throughout the world. . ..

Should someone ask, what was accomplished by this effort? After all, the Jew we
convinced to recite a blessing, to chant the Shema, or to pray, did it unwillingly and without
heart. The one who put on tefilin did so to be free of pressure. Whether they will do the
mitzvah again tomorrow, we don’t know. Sob what’s the point? And other such arguments.

We respond by relating this story from the Torah, which serves as a lesson to us. If in the
days of Abraham, when he dealt with non-Jews before the Torah was given, this approach

achieved the end goal of [, in G-d’s words to Abraham], “You familiarized Me to My
creations” (Bereshit Rabah 43:7), how much more so after the Torah was given, when we
deal with Jews who want to be Jewish and want to do G-d’s bidding? Our efforts with
these Jews are surely consistent with their inner desire. Moreover, it is likely that the gentle
pressure that brought them to do one mitzvah will inspire them to do another mitzvah, to
the point that they will openly want to perform all the mitzvot in their complete form.

This effort to publicize the name of G-d in the world in a manner that makes G-d known to
all His creations will hasten the time when, measure for measure, “The earth will be filled
with the knowledge of G-d” (Isaiah 11:9). This will be achieved by “a king who will arise from
the house of David and inspire all of Israel to walk in the path and to repair the breaches”
(Mishneh Torah, “Laws of Kings” 11:4) of both the Written and the Oral Torahs during the
true and complete Redemption by Mashiach, our righteous redeemer.




KEY POINTS

Abraham offered free food for those who were willing to thank G-d. Those who were
unwilling were charged exorbitant fees. Many changed their minds when they saw the
fee.

They did not thank G-d to avoid the fee. The fee merely forced them to listen to
Abraham’s arguments and reasoning. Once they listened to his presentations, they
agreed with him and thanked G-d.

A Jew’s inner core is always holy, even when the Jew commits a sin.

When the outer core is penetrated by any means—gentle pressure, peaceful
persuasion, financial incentive, etc.—and the Jew does a mitzvah, the mitzvah is
authentic because the Jew’s core wants to do the mitzvah.

When someone pressures us to do a mitzvah, they are not disrespecting our wishes.
On the contrary, they are expressing their confidence in our inner desire to do the
mitzvah.






