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The Torah records that upon hearing that she will 
bear a child despite her advanced age, Sarah Imeinu 
laughed, noting that not only is she herself beyond 

child-bearing years, but her husband is also old (Bereishit 
18:12). When, however, Hashem shares Sarah’s remarks 
with Avraham Avinu, He relates only that she declared that 
she herself was old, but says nothing about her comment 
concerning her husband (ibid. verse13). Rashi (ibid., s.v. 
va’ani) explains that Hashem altered the report slightly in 
order to keep the peace, that is, in order insure that Avraham 
would not get offended by his wife’s characterization of him, 
and thereby maintain peace between the two of them. The 
Gemara in Yevamot (65b) cites this as a precedent that one 
may indeed alter the truth at times for the sake of peace, 
because peace is so great a virtue; the Gemara also mentions 
other occasions where we find that the truth was bent for 
the sake of peace, namely, the claim of Yosef ’s brothers that 
their father had ordered Yosef to forgive them for having 
mistreated him (Bereishit 50:16-17) and Hashem’s direction 
to Shmuel HaNavi that he lie to Shaul (Shmuel Aleph 16:2; 
see Aruch LaNer to Yevamot ibid., s.v. veshama, that Shmuel 
was not in the kind of physical danger which would have 
allowed any violation).

At first glance, all of this seems somewhat problematic. 
After all, truth is identified as one of the three pillars upon 
which the world rests in the Mishnah in Pirkei Avot (1:18) 
and as the very “seal” of Hashem in the Gemara in Shabbat 
(55a); moreover, the Torah itself explicitly instructs us to 
stay far away from falsehood (Shemot 23:7). How, then, can 
the truth be so easily disregarded? At the same time, though, 
the importance of peace is likewise well documented. 
The Mishnah in Uktzin (3:12) describes peace as the 
most suitable vessel for Hashem’s blessings, the Mishnah 

and Gemara in Gittin (59a-b) list numerous enactments 
introduced by the rabbis specifically for the sake of peace, 
and the Mishnah in Pe’ah (1:1) includes the pursuit of peace 
between people among the things that bring one benefit 
both in this world and the next.

Evidently, both truth and peace are very significant values; 
the problem is what to do when they conflict. The Rama 
(Shu”t HaRama #11) notes that peace is the supreme cause, 
and he demonstrates that there are several circumstances 
under which religious standards are pushed aside for the sake 
of peace; the permission to bend the truth to help maintain 
peace is simply one such circumstance. The Shulchan Aruch 
HaRav (Orach Chaim156:2) writes similarly that peace is 
the greatest cause and that the truth may thus be altered for 
its sake. According to this approach, as important as truth 
is, it is not the equivalent of peace in the hierarchy of values 
and it is thus cast aside, at least to some extent, in order to 
maintain peace. As a side point, it is interesting to note that 
according to the Midrash in Bereishit Rabbah (8:5), when 
“truth” objected to the creation of man, assuming that man 
would be fundamentally unable to uphold truth, it was in fact 
cast aside by Hashem Himself (though not, in that case, for 
the sake of peace).

Others, though, explain that the truth can be bent in 
order to preserve peace for a somewhat different reason. In 
a famous passage, the Gemara in Ketubot (17a) records a 
dispute as to how to properly compliment a bride. According 
to Beit Shammai, one’s remarks must reflect the truth; 
one who doesn’t find the bride attractive should not say 
that she is, but should rather say things that are true about 
her (see Rashi there s.v. kemot). According to Beit Hillel, 
however, one should always say that the bride is beautiful. 
Beit Shammai’s reasoning is based upon the aforementioned 

Telling White Lies
Rabbi Michael Taubes 
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pasuk in Shemot which states that one must stay far away 
from falsehood; one can therefore not say something about a 
bride if it is untrue. The response of Beit Hillel is that just as 
one would understandably try to make another person feel 
good about something he purchased by praising the item in 
his presence, even if he doesn’t really believe in what he is 
saying, so too a person should describe a bride as beautiful 
even if he doesn’t really believe that she is. The passage 
concludes by stating that one should always endeavor to 
behave in a congenial manner with others; Rashi there (s.v. 
tehei) explains that one should do the kinds of things that 
others find pleasing.

While this may sound nice, however, the problem with 
this position of Beit Hillel is that there is still that pasuk 
in Shemot which seems to forbid falsehood under all 
circumstances, as contended by Beit Shammai. How can 
one “get around” an explicit statement in the Torah? In his 
commentary on this Gemara, the Ritva (s.v. yeshabechenu) 
states simply that the Torah’s directive to stay far away from 
falsehood does not apply to something said or done for 
the sake of peace. In other words, it’s not that there are two 
conflicting values and that of peace trumps that of truth, 
but rather that in the face of keeping peace, the mandate 
to be truthful is just inapplicable; truth is not a value if 
as a result of it peace will be shattered.  Perhaps for this 
reason, Rabbeinu Yonah writes in his Shaarei Teshuvah 
(III:181) that one is sometimes permitted to lie for other 
constructive purposes as well, such as to be able to perform 
a mitzvah or for the general good. The idea seems to be that 
falsehood is prohibited only when perpetrated for harmful or 
destructive purposes, but not when perpetrated for helpful 
or constructive purposes.

If this is true, it would not only be permissible to tell a 
“white lie” for the sake of peace, but one would in fact be 
obligated to do so, as indeed asserted by one speaker in the 
aforementioned Gemara in Yevamot, because there is no 
opposing value to even consider. Whether or not this is 
accepted as the Halachah appears to be a dispute among the 
Rishonim. The Gemara in Bava Metzia (23b-24a) states that 
even a great Torah scholar, known for his uncompromising 
honesty, may bend the truth when speaking about three 

private matters. Doing so for the sake of peace, however, is 
not included among the three. Addressing this omission, 
the Rif there (13a in his pagination; see also Nimukei Yosef 
there, s.v. be’ushpiza) explains that the Gemara mentions 
only the cases where the individual may bend the truth, if he 
so desires, whereas lying for the sake of peace is mandatory, a 
mitzvah. The Rambam, though (Hilchot Gezeilah VaAveidah 
14:13), includes bending the truth together with the other 
three and says that one is permitted to bend the truth under 
those circumstances, but not that one is obligated to do so.

It must be stressed that even when one is bending the 
truth for the sake of peace, one should try to minimize 
the extent of the lie as much as possible, as indicated by 
the Chafetz Chaim (Hilchot Issurei Rechilut I:8; see Be’er 
Mayim Chaim there #14). Indeed, the Ramban, commenting 
on the story in our parashah (Bereishit 18:13, s.v.  va’ani), 
points out that Hashem did not actually lie about what Sarah 
had said, He just did not relate her statement completely. 
Moreover, one can sometimes use language which may 
have more than one implication, meaning that one can say 
something and have one idea in mind as the truth, but still 
leave open another possible understanding of his words that 
will allow peace to be achieved; in such a case, the person 
will be able to speak the truth and still maintain peace. 
This recommendation is mentioned by Tosafot in Ketubot 
(ibid. s.v. kallah), suggesting that one can say that a bride is 
beautiful, but have in mind a different kind of beauty (see 
Chelkat Mechokek to Evven HaEzer 65:1 and Be’er Heitev 
there 65:1). Finally, the Shulchan Aruch HaRav (Orach 
Chaim156:2) and the Magen Avraham (Orach Chaim156:2) 
rule that one may tell a white lie only regarding something 
that already happened; one may not, for example, lie about 
something that he is going to do even if it’s for the sake of 
peace. In general, one should avoid telling any kind of lie, 
even for a good reason, unless it is a last resort, as is clear 
from another story in the Gemara in Yevamot (63a; see 
Meiri there s.v. leolam yizaher) where Rav did not want to 
get in the habit of lying at all, even when it would have been 
permissible. The ideal situation to strive for is one in which 
one can stand for both truth and peace, as alluded to by the 
prophet Zechariah (8:19).     
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The ‘Aqedah
Rabbi Dr. David Horwitz

When one studies a Talmudic sugya, one must 
differentiate between the hava amina 
(the hypothetical assumption advanced but 

ultimately rejected by the Gemara) and the masqanah (the 
normative conclusion of the sugya). To be sure, a lamdan 
will attempt to formulate and conceptualize the hava amina 
as well as the masqanah, and to recognize which elements 
of the supposed hava amina are retained in the masqanah. 
But a talmid hakham, having mastered the masa u-matan 
(back and forth) of the Gemara, must never forget that it is 
davka the masqanah, the conclusion of the Gemara, which is 
normative.

I believe that we should not forget these guidelines when 
we study the biblical narrative of the ‘Aqedah. The hava 
amina of the ‘Aqedah is clear: one must always submit to 
the will of the Almighty, even if the will of the Almighty is 
to commit, God forbid, what seems to us to be a murder. 
The 19th century Danish philosopher and theologian 
Soren Kierkegaard tried to imagine what Abraham had to 
go through to accomplish this submission; in his book Fear 
and Trembling he presents numerous imaginary hypotheses. 
But the conclusion of all of them is the same: the ‘Aqedah 
constituted a “teleological suspension of the ethical:” 
Abraham had to realize that being truly religious means not 
doing what he thinks is correct but doing what God thinks is 
correct. And if that meant sacrificing the only son of his old 
age, so be it.

In this vein, it may be appropriate to discuss and 
quote at length one of the hypotheses of Kierkegaard, as 
he thought through the hava amina of the ‘Aqedah. The 
Danish philosopher (le-havdil) does not follow the notion, 
presumed in numerous statements of Hazal, that Yitzhak 
willingly consented to be killed. On the contrary, he follows 
the view (a position adopted, among others, by the ibn Ezra) 
that the ‘Aqedah was performed against Yitzhak’s will!

Another question that Kierkegaard deals with is the 
following: did Abraham explicitly tell Yitzhak that he was 
going to be sacrificed before he actually bound his son Isaac, 
before he laid him on the altar, on top of the wood (Genesis 
22:9)? Among our mepharshim, various views exist. Rashi, 
of course, understands that when Abraham told Yitzhak. 

God will see to the sheep for his burnt offering, my son 
(Genesis 22:8), he hinted to his son that he (Yitzhak) will 
be the sacrifice. But Rashi also understands that Yitzhak 
offered himself willingly as a sacrifice. On the other hand, for 
example, Shadal (R. Shmuel David Luzzatto), wrote that the 
passage need not be interpreted in that fashion, and that until 
the actual placement of Yitzhak on the altar, Yitzhak may 
not have known what was about to happen. Kierkegaard, for 
his part, assumes that Abraham did tell Yitzhak of the Will 
of God. But what if Abraham told Yitzhak but Yitzhak could 
still not comprehend how God could demand such an act?

Kierkegaard poses the following questions: Before 
the angel told Abraham not to kill Yitzhak, when Yitzhak 
thought that he was going to die, did Yitzhak finally accept 
that the sacrifice was the will of God? Moreover, would 
Abraham simply go through with it, demanding that Yitzhak 
accept the Will of God if Yitzhak could not understand how 
a good God could possibly wish that he should die? It was 
hard enough for Abraham to perform the ‘Aqedah! How 
could he additionally demand that Yitzhak also go through 
with it and simultaneously believe that such an ostensibly 
cruel act was the will of God? And if Yitzhak could not 
understand it, could Abraham go through with the ‘Aqedah 
and keep his son’s faith in God intact?

Kierkegaard (Fear and Trembling, edited and translated by 
Howard V. Hong and Edna H. Hong [Princeton, New Jersey, 
1983], pp. 10-11) imaginatively proposes that immediately 
before the ‘Aqedah perhaps Abraham made Yitzhak believe 
that he, Abraham, was sacrificing his son not as an act of 
devotion to the true God, but as an act of debased paganism. 
Thus, in Abraham’s mind, if Yitzhak would have to die, he 
would die with the content of his emunah, namely, that the 
one true God is a merciful God, firmly intact. He writes as 
follows:

…Abraham said to himself, “I will not hide from Isaac 
where this walk is taking him.” He stood still, he laid his 
hand on Isaac’s head in blessing, and Isaac kneeled to receive 
it. And Abraham’s face epitomized fatherliness, his gaze 
was gentle, his words admonishing. But Isaac could not 
understand him; his soul could not be uplifted; he clasped 
Abraham’s knees, he pleaded at his feet, he begged for his 
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young life, for his beautiful hopes, he called to mind the joy 
in Abraham’s house, he called to mind the sorrow and the 
solitude. Then Abraham lifted the boy up and walked on, 
holding his hand, and his words were full of comfort and 
admonition. But Isaac could not understand him. Abraham 
climbed Mount Moriah, but Isaac did not understand him. 
Then Abraham turned away for a moment, but when Isaac 
saw Abraham’s face again it had changed: his gaze was wild, 
his whole being was sheer terror. He seized Isaac by the 
chest, threw him to the ground, and said, “Stupid boy, do 
you think I am your father? I am an idolater. Do you think it 
is God’s command? No, it is my desire.” Then Isaac trembled 
and cried out in his anguish: “God in heaven, have mercy on 
me, God of Abraham, have mercy on me; if I have no father 
on earth then You be my father!” but Abraham said softly to 
himself, “L-rd God in heaven, I thank you; it is better that he 
believes me a monster than that he should lose faith in you.”

Of course, the masqanah of the ‘Aqedah was that God 
does not desire human sacrifice. When “an angel of the 
L-RD called to him from heaven” and said “Abraham! 
Abraham....!” and said, “Do not raise your hand against the 
boy or do anything to him. For now I know that you fear 
God, since you have not withheld your son, your favored 
son, from Me… (Genesis 22:11-12)” the masqanah changes 
the conceptual substructure that was expressed in the hava 
amina. True, one must always submit to the will of the 
Almighty. But the will of the Almighty is that one should 
never offer other human beings as sacrificial lambs.

Kierkegaard did not focus on the masqanah of the 
‘Aqedah. But as believing Jews, we must understand the 
masqanah as well as the hava amina.

Joseph ibn Kaspi, who stresses the masqanah of the 
‘Aqedah, writes as follows:

…For this reason, the verse is careful to say that when 
He, may He be blessed, commanded this act, it was only 
by way of a test. Heaven forbid that He would command in 
such a manner as to intend its fulfillment. The purpose (of 
the command) was to uproot, undermine, and weaken the 
established belief that was in the heart of the people that 
those who are punctiliously careful take of their children to 
make sacrifices to their gods. Furthermore, while it is true 
that He who gave the Torah permitted them to take other 
forms of life (i.e., animals) as sacrifice to the L-RD our God, 
as an expression of guilt, Heaven forbid that the human 
species would be used for this purpose. This even includes 

the prohibition against passing (a human being) through 
the fire (even without sacrificing him)… (Basil Herring, 
Joseph ibn Kaspi’s Gevia‘ Kesef: A Study in Medieval Jewish 
Philosophic Bible Commentary  [New York, 1982], pp. 
219ff.) (Among other authorities, Shadal also emphasizes 
the masqanah of the ‘Aqedah.)

In this particular hypothetical reconstruction, Kierkegaard 
does not discuss what happened between Abraham 
and Yitzhak after the ‘Aqedah. Is it possible to use his 
reconstruction of the hava amina and integrate it with an 
understanding of the masqanah, that human sacrifice is 
absolutely repugnant to God? I believe that the answer is yes.

Perhaps, the Maimonidean notion that one’s intellect 
should contain correct notions of God in order for it to 
attain eternity (eternity of the intellect=immortality of 
the soul=olam ha-ba) might provide the beginnings of an 
appropriate masqanah that can repair the tensions revealed 
in this particular hava amina.   It is an axiom of Judaism 
that God’s actions are good. If we do not understand 
them, then one’s response must be an admission of 
lack of understanding, not a rejection of that premise. 
Consequently, when Abraham attempted to ensure that 
Yitzhak would retain a notion of God’s goodness even at the 
moment of death, and not reject that conception of God, he 
was in essence attempting to ensure that Yitzhak would still 
be able to obtain his measure of olam ha-ba.

When it emerged that Yitzhak’s intuitive understanding 
of what God could not possibly want was correct, and that 
human sacrifice was indeed repugnant to God, perhaps 
Abraham would then tell Yitzhak everything, including 
his reason for disguising himself as a pagan. “Why did 
you make believe that you were sacrificing me as a pagan 
would sacrifice his son?” Yitzhak could have asked. Perhaps, 
following ibn Kaspi and Shadal, Abraham could have told 
Yitzhak something along the following lines: “I mistakenly 
thought that God wants a human sacrifice. Consequently, in 
spite of my love for you, I resolved with a broken heart to go 
through with it. When I saw that you could not understand 
why God could demand such a sacrifice, I reasoned that it 
is better that you think that I am a monster than that you 
retain an incorrect conception of God, thereby, losing faith. 
And I wanted you to keep your faith because I felt that if you 
indeed have to die and lose olam ha-zeh, I wanted with all my 
heart for you to at least receive olam ha-ba!”

Yitzhak could have realized at that point the extent 
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of Abraham’s love and concern, how Abraham cared 
passionately about the immortality of his [Yitzhak’s] soul in 
olam ha-ba. This realization itself could have allowed him to 
“return” to his father.

Abraham might have continued as follows: “But in turns 
out, my darling Yitzhak, that you were correct. God only 
wanted a test. Thus, we still have each other not only in olam 
ha-ba, but even in olam ha-zeh as well.  And we can rejoice in 
that fact together.”

After the ‘Aqedah, when Abraham and Yitzhak returned 
from Har Ha-Moriah, the Torah states: Abraham then 
returned to his servants, and they departed together for 
Be’er-sheba, and Abraham stayed in Be’er-sheba (Genesis 
22:19). (Genesis 22:5 had informed us that he had left his 
servants behind when he accompanied Yitzhak to Har Ha-
Moriah.) What is meant by the word together? Is it merely 

a description of physical propinquity? True, Abraham, his 
servants, and Isaac all journeyed home. But the intensity of 
the return could not have been the same for the servants as 
it was for Abraham and Yitzhak! With respect to Abraham 
and Yitzhak, and in light of the above, I would homiletically 
suggest the following: Perhaps it indicates that Abraham and 
Yitzhak recaptured- for the remainder of their lives in olam 
ha-zeh- the full measure of the emotional, intellectual and 
spiritual/religious bond that they had with each other before 
the ‘Aqdeah as well.

The heavens belong to the L-RD
But the earth He gave over to man.
The dead cannot praise the L-RD
Nor any who go down into silence.
But we will bless the L-RD
Now and forever. Hallelujah. (Psalms 115:16-18)

Looking is Believing
Rabbi Yaacov Feit

For the past two years I have seen countless 
magazine articles detailing the background and 
upbringing of America’s presidential candidates. 

One would expect to find similar information in 
the Torah regarding the childhood of the one who 
introduced monotheism to the world. Yet, surprisingly, 
we find nothing about Avraham Avinu’s spiritual 
journey. 

It is left to the Rambam to fill us in. In the Laws of 
Avoda Zarah(1:3), the Rambam informs us that Avraham 
recognized God at the age of forty. This information, 
however, is quite peculiar in light of the fact that the 
Rambam’s Mishneh Torah is a practical work. Why does he 
need to tell us this information?

Avraham was not the only one to discover God at the age 
of forty. In Avos D’ Rebbe Nosson (1:6) we are told that 
Rebbe Akiva began to study Torah at the age of forty. Was 
it merely a coincidence that they both changed their lives 
around at the same age? Was it an ancient form of a mid-life 
crisis?

Observing a hole in a rock created by dripping water 

inspired Rebbe Akiva to realize that Torah could penetrate 
his heart. Similarly, Avraham was stirred by what he saw 
in everyday occurrences. Bereishis Rabbah (39:1) uses a 
parable of someone who upon witnessing a burning building 
realizes it must have had a builder to describe how Avraham, 
upon looking at the world realized it must have had a creator. 

It seems that the age of forty was not a coincidence at all. 
The Mishnah in Avos (5:21) points out that at the age of 
forty one reaches the stage of Binah. Rashi in several places 
writes that Binah is the ability to understand one thing from 
another; to gain insight from something one already knows. 
The age of forty allowed Avraham and Rebbe Akiva to look 
at everyday events and see what was obvious; that there was 
a creator.

Parshas Vayera contains a phrase that appears nine times 
in chumash, three times. “Vayisa es einav vayar”- “He raised 
his eyes and saw”. From the beginning of the parsha to the 
end Avraham was looking. He looked at things we take for 
granted and saw miracles. This is how he discovered God.

Countless things in nature and everyday occurrences are 
testimony to God’s existence. All we need to do is look.
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Be Strict Where it Counts
Rabbi Shlomo Einhorn 

This upcoming parsha, Vayera, is marked by 
Abraham’s hospitality. The 3 angels appear at his 
door in the heat of the day, while he is recuperating 

from the world’s first circumcision. He then teaches the 
world how to take care of their guests by paying attention 
to every one of their needs with the utmost care. However, 
among the different offerings and amenities, there is one 
special service which he himself does not take care of. “Take, 
please, a bit of water.” He asked his guests to take water. The 
reason for the water is to counteract a pagan tradition. Some 
idolaters would worship the dust of their own feet. Abraham 
gave them the water so that they could wash this dirt off 
if they needed to. Why when it came to every other act of 
hospitality Abraham did it himself, yet this act he placed in 
their hands? 

There is a great lesson to be learned. When it came to 
honoring his guests, this was so precious to him that he 
had to do the mitzvah himself. However, when it came 
to suspecting his guests of poor behavior - while one 
must suspect another when their ill behavior is logically 
questionable, he did not cherish having to judge them and 
therefore asked them to take care of whatever may need to be 
done. 

When it came to caring about others, Abraham was a 
zealot. When it came to judging others, Abraham was an 
artist. 

Birth of Yitzchak-Beginning of Golus
Rabbi Avraham Gordimer

Chazal (the Sages) tell us that the 400-year exile which 
was declared in the Bris Bein Ha-Besarim (Covenant 
Between the Parts - Bereshis 15:13) commenced 

with the birth of Yitzchak. Rashi (ibid.) explains that the 
Avos were referred to in the Torah as “strangers” from that 
point on, indicative of a discomfort or imposed separation 
on the part of the surrounding peoples as they related to the 
Avos and their families. This state of affairs marked the onset 
of the Exile.

What does this sentiment of estrangement or quasi-Exile 
as experienced by the Avos and their families have to do with 
Yitzchak’s birth?

It is critical that we realize that Avrohom and Sarah were 
both, in a sense, ba’alei teshuva. This concept underscores 
how they were uniquely successful and expert in their 
interaction with those whom they brought close to Hashem 
- for Avrohom and Sarah could personally relate to the 
situations and attitudes of non-believers and their cultures.

It may very well be that the level of comfort with Avrohom 
and Sarah as experienced by outsiders began to wane at the 
occasion of Yitzchak’s birth. Since Yitzchak was “frum from 
birth” and had no exposure to the idolatrous lifestyles of the 
Canaanites, Avrohom and Sarah were able to raise him and 
relate to him differently. Yitzchak’s upbringing was obviously 

saturated with a “hard-core” commitment to Hashem, as 
evidenced by the Akeidah. Avrohom entrusted the Mesorah 
(Tradition) of Torah to Yitzchak, and the two related to God 
and to each other with a feeling of unmitigated purity of 
Torah. (See Rashi on Bereshis 22:8, from Medrash Rabbah.)

It may be suggested that when the neighbors of Avrohom 
and Sarah observed that Yitzchak was raised on a different 
plane and that his chinuch and relationship with Avrohom 
and Sarah were of a different nature than the educational 
experience and relationship which they themselves shared 
with Avrohom and Sarah, they felt a distancing from 
Avrohom and Sarah and began to treat the Beis (Household 
of) Avrohom as different. Avrohom was no longer only a 
nobleman in a congregation of neighbors; rather, he was a 
foreign force in their midst.

The separation imposed by the surrounding peoples was 
critical for the development of K’lal Yisroel. Although the 
imposed separation was not pleasant, to say the least, it set 
an example for Yitzchak and Yaakov and their families in 
their ability to remain distinct, and it provided a precedent 
for B’nei Yisroel in Egypt to endure as one nation with one 
faith until the Redemption. May we, too, learn from our 
experiences in this regard and use them to build upon, as 
hard as it may at times be.
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The opening of Parshas Va’yera juxtaposes two very 
different models of behavior. On the one hand we 
read about the city of Sodom whose hallmark was 

their callous indifference to the plight of others. In fact, the 
Mishnah (Avos 5:13) criticizes the credo of “what’s mine is 
mine and what’s yours is yours” by describing it as “middas 
Sodom,” the character trait personified by the citizens of 
Sodom. It is striking that this mentality and its associated 
behavior - not injurious to others but merely ignoring their 
needs - receives our Rabbis’ opprobrium. 

On the other hand we have Avraham and his famous 
dedication to chesed. Not only does Avraham perform acts 
of kindness, but “va’yaratz likrasam,” he runs to help people 
(Bereishis 18:2). And even more impressive, as Rashi quotes 
from Chazal,Avraham displays this level of dedication on the 
third - and most painful - day after his circumcision.

The segue between these two models, between Avraham’s 
admirable hospitality and Sodom’s impeding destruction, is 
a fascinating verse in which Hashem proclaims his love of 
Avraham (18:19): “Ki ya’dativ,” I have loved him (Rashi’s 
translation), “le’ma’an asher yetzaveh es banav ve’es beso 
acharav,” because he instructs his children and his household, 
“ve’shamru derech Hashem le’asos tzedakah u-mishpat,” so 
that they keep the ways of God, doing charity and justice, 
“le’ma’an havi Hashem al Avraham es asher diber elav,” so 
that God might bring upon Avraham that which He had 
spoken to him. 

Taking note of the reference to Avraham’s descendents, 
the Gemara (Kesuvos 8b) maintains that this verse highlights 
the fact that we are “gomlei chassadim,” who are “machzikim 
be’briso shel Avrham Avinu,” practitioners of kindness who 
embrace the legacy of our forefather Avraham. Another 
Gemara (Yevamos 79a) widens the discussion and goes 
even further, stating that: “sheloshah simanim yesh be’umah 
zu,” the Jewish people possess three defining characteristics, 
“rachmanim, bayshanim, u-gomlei chassadim,” they are 
merciful, modest, and kind.

More than mere aggadic hyperbole, the Rambam (Issurei 
Biah 19:17) understands that this statement has actual 
halachic implications. Taking the Gemara’s statement 
to its logical conclusion, he rules if these are essential 

Jewish character traits then any person lacking one of 
them, “chosheshin lo yoser,” must have his or her lineage 
questioned. 

In other words, there is a timeless genetic link possessed 
by all Jews. Our spiritual DNA is comprised of a triple 
helix of mercy, modesty, and kindness. These traits are the 
essential ingredients that connect us to each other and 
connect all Jews throughout history back to Avraham Avinu. 

And just like Avraham, our greatest leaders have always 
excelled in their kindness to others. Unfortunately, however, 
when it comes to Gedolei Yisroel we typically focus on the 
area of Bein Adam Le’Makom, their relationship with God, 
and don’t give enough attention to their greatness in the area 
of Bein Adam Le’Chavero, their relationships with other 
people.

One of my favorite stories about Rav Moshe Feinstein 
relates to an incident that occurred one summer night at 
the home of his friend, Rabbi Henoch Berman. R. Moshe 
used vacation in Connecticut at the Berman home, and one 
year, when he arrived, R. Berman and his young daughter 
were playing catch inside the house. When they heard the 
knock at the door R. Berman dropped his daughter’s ball and 
hurried to welcome his illustrious guest. After a few minutes 
spent talking and reuniting with each other, R.Moshe 
excused himself to use the restroom. When R. Moshe had 
not returned after some time R.Berman grew concerned and 
went to look for R. Moshe. Going from room to room, R. 
Berman didn’t find him until, quite unexpectedly, he heard 
voices coming from his daughter’s room. R. Berman then 
opened the door and was shocked to see R. Moshe and his 
daughter playing catch. 

Prompted to explain his actions, R.Moshe said that it was 
actually quite simple: “Before I arrived it is clear that your 
daughter had been the center of attention. I stole that from 
her and therefore,” R. Moshe concluded, “I had a chiyyuv 
hashavah, an obligation to ‘return’ to your daughter that 
which I had taken from her. That’s what I am doing” 

What exquisite sensitivity; what remarkable kindness! 
And yet, while this story certainly reflects an aspect of 

R. Moshe’s greatness, the truth is that any one of use can 
do similarly great things. Any one us can be thoughtful and 

Spiritual DNA
Rabbi Dovid Gottlieb
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In Parshas Vayera we find the akeidas Yitzchak. This was 
the most difficult nisayon that Hashem gave to Avraham, 
and Avraham passed the test. The meforshim point 

out that Yitzchak was 37 years old at the time of the akeidah; 
therefore, the akeidas Yitzchak was obviously also a nisayon 
for Yitzchak as well. Several meforshim1 point out that there 
is one angle on this nisayon which made it a greater test for 
Yitzchak than for Avraham.

Rav Hirsch points out something quite simple, but once 
we hear it, it really affects our whole picture of the akeidas 
Yitzchak. Rav Hirsch says as follows

Isaac was no longer a child; he was an independent man 
of thirty-seven years of age so that the greatness of his soul in 
this whole affair ranks equally with that of Avraham. Yitzchak 
had not received the behest himself, he only knew it through 
the mouth of his father as Torah SheBa’al Peh.

In other words, Avraham heard the command directly 
from Hashem;;Yitzchak, however, heard it from Avraham. 
For Avraham this command was like Torah Shebichsav and 
for Yitzchak it was like Torah SheBa’al Peh

This is incredible. Yitzchak was relying completely on 
his father, on his rebbe. Yitzchak was literally giving up his 
life based on his trust in his father, his rebbe. Rav Hirsch 
continues

So here the first Jewish son is ready to sacrifice himself 
for a tradition which he only knew through his father. Here 
the seed was sown for the devotion of the later generations 
to the traditions of their forbears. Thus, our sages ask, ‘how 
could Yitzchak believe in such a hora’as sha’ah, how dare he 
do so?’ The answer they give is [that it was based] on his 
firm conviction of the proven character of his father. Our 
devotion to the traditions of our forbears also rest on their 
characters.

Rav Hirsch here is pointing out that Am Yisroel 
throughout history has guarded our mesorah tenaciously. 
We have held onto our traditions and the teachings of our 
ancestors, parents, and rabbanim. Where did we get this 

ko’ach from? Where does this spiritual strength come from? 
Rav Hirsch is pointing out that it comes from Yitzchak

We believe that our Avos have provided us with certain 
spiritual genes which have been passed down to the Jewish 
people. This is a concept which is developed in different 
safarim.2 Rav Hirsch is saying that our ability to maintain 
our traditions even against difficult circumstances comes 
from Yitzchak. Yitzchak was willing to literally give up his 
life based on his tradition and based on his mesorah from his 
father, his rebbe. That heroic strength of Yitzchak has been 
passed on to the future generations.

In short, one lesson of this week’s parsha is mesorah. Am 
Yisroel’s commitment to the mesorah. Rav Hisrch explains 
that the strength of our commitment to our mesorah, the 
strength of our commitment to our traditions, we received 
from Yitzchak Avinu.3

1. Rav Hirsch (Breishis 22,3), and Rav Nevenzahl (Sichos l’Rosh 
Hashana p.305-306.)
2. Rav Dessler develops this idea in Michtav Me’Eliyahu (Vol. 2, 260-
265), and Rav Nevenzahl refers to it as well in the Sichos l’Rosh Hashana 
p.323-324.
3. The flip side of our commitment to the mesorah is the hesitation to 
embrace innovations in our tradition. It is true that sometimes there are 
innovations. However, in general, we are not so quick to change things. 
A good rule of thumb to differentiate between for which innovations 
are accepted and which ones are not is as follows. Historically, the 
innovations that have succeeded and have been productive are those 
that were sanctioned by gedolei yisroel and the leading rabbonim of 
the generations. Those innovations that were raised, but rejected by the 
gedolim did not succeed. Maybe the greatest example of an innovation 
in the last century is the Beis Yaakov movement. Most Orthodox women 
are being educated very differently than their great-great -grandmothers. 
This is a revolution. This is a tremendous innovation. Sara Schnerer 
took the right approach. She approached various gedolim (the Chofetz 
Chaim, the Gerrer Rebbe, and others) to receive agreement for the 
correctness of her innovation and a bracha for its success. That is a classic 
example of successful, productive innovations. However, as mentioned 
above, the general tendency to be wary of changes is an expression of our 
commitment to the mesorah

Mesirus Nefesh for the Mesorah
Rabbi Beinish Ginsburg

sensitive and keep the needs of others foremost in our minds. 
“Ki yadativ” - we are all descendants of Avraham Avinu, we 
all share the same spiritual DNA, and, as a result, we all have 

the ability to excel as gomlei chassadim. 
“Le’asos tzedakah u-mishpat” - this is our legacy and this is 

our responsibility.


