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Shabbat Vayera
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 November 18-19, 2005

Annual: Genesis 18:1 – 22:24

Triennial Cycle: Genesis 19:1 – 20:18

Haftarah: II Kings 4:1-37 

Click here for links to resources.


This Week’s Torah Reading

I.  Summary: The story of the first patriarch and matriarch, Abraham and Sarah, is continued in this week’s parashah.   Abraham, at age 99, is told that his wife Sarah – age 89 – will give birth within the year to the son.  Sarah does not believe this; she laughs.  God responds to her laughter: “Is anything too wondrous for Adonai?  I will return to you at the same time next year, and Sarah shall have a son.” (18:14)

God announces to Abraham His intention to destroy the wicked cities of Sodom and Gomorrah.  Abraham argues with God: “Will You sweep away the innocent along with the guilty?… Far be it from You to do such a thing, to bring death upon the innocent as well as the guilty…. Shall not the Judge of all the earth deal justly?” (18:23-25) God agrees to spare the cities if ten innocent souls can be found there.  Unfortunately, even that small number of innocents is not to be found.

Abraham’s nephew, Lot, is saved from this devastation, along with his wife and their two daughters.  (His sons-in-laws would have been saved, had they taken seriously Lot’s warning of imminent destruction.)  Lot and the women flee.  His wife, however, disobeys the command not to look back at the Divine destruction; she is turned into a pillar of salt.

The parashah ends with the birth of Isaac, the banishment of Ishmael, and God’s testing of Abraham’s faith: Will he obey God’s command to sacrifice Isaac or will he disobey?

II. Commentary

A.  Tell the Truth – But Not Always: Judaism stresses the importance of telling the truth.  However, there are instances when stretching the truth – telling the truth, nothing but the truth but not the whole truth – is preferred.  There are even instances when lying is not only acceptable but mandated.

God sets the example in this week’s parashah.  This is how Sarah responds when she hears the news that she is to be a mother: And Sarah laughed to herself, saying, “Now that I am withered, am I to have enjoyment – with my husband so old?”  This is how God reported that internal conversation: “Why did Sarah laugh, saying, ‘Shall I in truth bear a child, old as I am?’” Note that God did report to Abraham what his wife had said about him!

From this we learn that in the clash of values between absolute truth telling and preserving peace – in this case, the domestic tranquility in Abraham and Sarah’s household – truth takes a back seat to peace.  So great is peace that even the Holy One, Praised Be God, whose signet ring spells Emet (truth), prefers to conceal the whole truth rather than jeopardizing the relationship between Sarah and Abraham.

In his book, What You Thought You Knew about Judaism: 341 Common Misconceptions about Jewish Life, Rabbi Reuven P. Bulka writes as follows: 

Misconception: Lying is always prohibited.

The truth about lying is that it is to be avoided, but it is not necessarily prohibited.

Certainly, testifying falsely in court is categorically forbidden.  However, there are times when an individual must lie for a higher purpose.  For example, if telling a lie can save a life, be it the liar’s or someone else’s, it would be absurd to say that such lying is prohibited.  To insist that telling the truth is such a hallowed principle that even life must give way is to have a distorted set of values.

Even changing the truth in order to maintain peace and tranquility within the home is also permitted, even recommended, when unavoidable.  Therefore, the biblical language with regard to lying is that one should “keep far away from lying.”  [Exodus 23:7] One should keep far away from lying, as far as possible, but there may be circumstances when one has no choice but to lie, in order to maintain peace or save a life.

B.  Who Is Satan? The following, from the Jewish Virtual Library (http://www.jewishvirtuallibrary.org) was written by Ariel Scheib
Judaism does not view the word “Satan” with the same connotation as other religions. Satan in Judaism is not a physical being, ruling the underworld or hell. Rather, in the [Bible], the word Satan indicates “accuser,” “hinderer,” or “tempter.” Satan is more an obstacle in one’s way, such as temptation and evil doings, keeping them from completing the responsibilities of tikkun olam (fixing the world). Satan is our evil inclination to veer off the path of righteousness and faithfulness in God. 

Throughout the Torah, Satan challenges God to test the true loyalty of his followers, including Adam and Eve, as well as Abraham. However, Satan remains inferior to God and is incapable of taking action on mortals without God’s permission. In the Talmud and Midrash, Satan appears as the force in the world, responsible for all sins. Some Midrashim claim that the sounding of the Shofar on Rosh  Hashanah is utilized to keep Satan away as Jews begin to atone for their sins. Even the morning after Yom Kippur, many Jews attend services to guarantee Satan does not make one last effort to instigate Jews to commit sins.

Scheib refers to the Midrash on the beginning of Chapter 22: “Achar ha-devarim ha-eleh”, which is translated in the Etz Hayim as “some time afterward,” literally means, “after these things (events)” or “after these words.”  The starting point of one Midrash is the literal translation. It begins by asking: “Which things?”  “Which events?” “Which words?”  It proceeds from there:

"And it came to pass after these things that God tried Abraham" (Gen. 22:1). After what things? According to Rabbi Yohanan, citing Rabbi Yose ben Zimra, after the things Satan had to say. [Following the feast given] upon the "child's [Isaac’s] having grown and being weaned" (Gen. 21:8), Satan spoke up to the Holy One, "Master of the universe, out of the entire feast that this old man, upon whom You bestowed fruit of the womb at the age of one hundred – out of the entire feast he prepared, could he not have spared, say, one turtledove, one fledgling, as an offering to You?" The Holy One replied, "Is it not true that Abraham prepared the feast in honor of his son? Still, if I say to him, 'Sacrifice your son to Me,' he will sacrifice him at once." Satan said, "Try him." At once "God tried Abraham."

There is much more that can be said about Judaism’s understanding of who Satan is and what Satan does.  It is important to keep in mind that although Christians use the same word, their understanding of Satan is vastly different from ours.  Satan does not have independent powers.  He can incite humans or even challenge God, but Satan has no independent powers of his own.

C.  A Message of Social Justice This D’var Torah appeared in a weekly mailing from the American Jewish World Service, an organization that pursues global justice through grassroots change.  Brent Chaim Spodek, a fourth year rabbinical student at the Jewish Theological Seminary, wrote it.  He can be reached at bspodek@ajws.org. If you want to receive the AJWS’s weekly D’var Torah on social justice, you may subscribe at http://action.ajws.org/ajws_centerhome/parshat_hashavua.html.]
We’re told in Parashat Vayera that Sodom is a wicked and miserable place, and we know the inhabitants of Sodom were “very wicked sinners against the Lord.”1 But we’re left wondering what they could have done that that was so wicked that now God wants to destroy them.

For most Jewish thinkers, the evil of the men of Sodom had nothing to do with sex.2 Instead, the mainstream of Jewish tradition has understood the terrible evil of Sodom to be its residents’ lack of concern and even hatred for those in need. As the Talmud imagines things, the residents of the city were comparatively wealthy, as the valley of Sodom was the most fertile land in Israel.3 Knowing that those in need seek help from those who have resources, the Sodomites passed laws prohibiting any citizen from welcoming visitors, lest one poor person tell another that charity was to be found in Sodom and the city be flooded with poor people.4
Simply put, God destroyed Sodom and Gomorrah with fire and brimstone because they were more concerned with protecting their wealth than with protecting the needy. For the earliest Rabbis of the Jewish tradition, it was hard to imagine anything more disgusting than a person who says, “What’s mine is mine and what’s yours is yours… end of story.” 5
While the people of Sodom are concerned only with their material possessions, the Bible gives us a very different picture of Abraham. Portrayed as a man of means, Abraham understands that he cannot let his possessions determine his relationships with other people. Faced with a conflict with his young cousin Lot over the division of territory, Abraham says there should be no conflict between them6 and tells Lot to take his choice of land. Better that they should separate in peace than that Abraham should sacrifice his family relationship in order to preserve his wealth.

But while there are others who would also go that far, Abraham goes further. Beyond forgoing wealth to preserve his relationship with Lot, Abraham puts his relationship with God and possibly even his life on the line to pursue justice. When God announces to Abraham that God is going to destroy the cities of Sodom and Gomorrah, Abraham steps up to resist. He does what no human to that point has done, and what few have done since. He steps before the awesome Creator of the Universe and asks, “Can it really be that the Judge of all the Earth will not deal justly? Can it be that the God of Justice will sweep away the innocent along with the guilty?” 

While the people of Sodom use their power to pursue and preserve wealth, Abraham is willing to risk everything he has to pursue justice. Abraham doesn’t act because he knows that his is the way to save the innocent, or because he thinks that he can change the will of God. Abraham acts because the same code of justice, which demands that God not kill the innocent with the guilty, demands that Abraham take action. Abraham acts because if he doesn’t do something, he will have stood by idly while the blood of innocent people spilled before him. 

Together, Abraham and the people of Sodom illustrate the underpinnings of social justice in Judaism.

• Unlike the people of Sodom, we understand that we enter the world in partnership with both God and other humans, and from the moment of our birth, we are enmeshed in relationships of obligation to people we do not know. 

• Like Abraham, we know that when structures of power are unresponsive to, or even cause pain, we are obligated to act. Abraham knew he needed to confront even God, the Mightiest Force in the World, in pursuit of justice; so too must we confront the punier forces which sometimes seem so mighty – governments, corporations and our own complacency – when we pursue justice.

The rabbinic tradition7 says that Jews can be identified by three traits: loving kindness, a sense of shame, and their mercy. If we are not shamed by our wealth in the presence of poverty, if we do use our resources to bring loving kindness to those in need, and if we use our systems of law to deny mercy to those who most need it, then we lay claim to the selfish heritage of Sodom, not the loving heritage of Abraham. 

As Jews, our opportunity and responsibility is to follow the example of Abraham, not the people of Sodom. We must understand that all we have – our wealth, our power, and even our relationship with God can become idolatry if it is not used in the pursuit of justice.

1Genesis 13:13
2One notable exception is Rashi at Rashi at 19:5, citing Genesis Rabba
3Genesis 13:10
4Sanhedrin 109a; see also Ramban on 19:5
5Pirke Avot 5:10
6Genesis 13:8
7Yevamot 79a
♥  ♥  ♥

May God grant us a life in which our hearts’ desires for goodness will be fulfilled.  May God bless us all until we meet again







Rabbi Howard Gorin, Rockville, MD
Resources:

(1) A luach (Hebrew calendar) for November can be found at http://rabbihowardgorin.org/11.05.htm
(2) To find commentary on this week’s reading: http://rabbihowardgorin.org/DvarTorah.htm#Internet
(3) For archived issues of Shalom Africa: http://rabbihowardgorin.org/ShalomAfricaArchive.htm
(4) Candlelighting times (Nov. 18th): Nairobi: 18:05          Aba: 17:54          Abuja: 17:49          Lagos: 18:08          

          Owerri: 17:55          Port Harcourt: 17:55          Uyo: 17:53          Mbale: 18:14






