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Shabbat ends:
London 5.13pm

Sheffield 5.17pm
Glasgow 5.20pm

Edinburgh 5.16pm
Birmingham 5.18pm
Southport 5.23pm 
Jerusalem 5.22pm

בס״ד

VAYERAַוֵּיָרא
In loving memory of Harav Yitzchak Yoel ben Shlomo Halevi
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INSIDE:
Reflections on Hospitality
by Rabbi David Mason

Who Exactly was Mamre?
by Rabbi Daniel Epstein

Sefer Shofetim
by Pnina Savery

Please look regularly at the 
social media and websites 
of the US, Tribe and your 
community for ongoing updates 
relating to Coronavirus as well 
as educational programming 
and community support.

You do not need to sign 
into Facebook to access the 
US Facebook page. The US 
Coronavirus Helpline is on  
020 8343 5696.

May God bless us and the 
whole world.

“When the water was consumed, [Hagar] cast off the 
boy beneath one of the trees”  

(Bereishit 21:15)
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1st Aliya (Kohen) – Bereishit 18:1-14
Shortly after Avraham’s brit milah (circumcision), God appears to him in Elonei 
Mamre. Avraham greets three ‘men’ (in fact, angels – see Rashi) and serves 
them a fine meal. One of them tells Avraham that Sarah will have a baby boy in a 
year’s time. Sarah overhears and laughs in disbelief.

2nd Aliya (Levi) –18:15-33
God reveals to Avraham His plan to destroy the wicked city of Sedom. Avraham 
pleads with God to spare the city, in the merit of any righteous people who might 
live there. However, there are not even ten righteous people living there.

3rd Aliya (Shlishi) – 19:1-20
Two of the men (angels) arrive in Sedom to rescue Lot, Avraham’s nephew. Lot 
welcomes them into his house. The locals protest against Lot’s hospitality and 
try to break down the door. Lot offers his daughters in return for the guests’ 
safety. God strikes the townsfolk with blindness. The ‘men’ tell Lot to flee with 
his family.

Sidra Summary

Reflections on 
Hospitality

As we move into a 
second nationwide 
lockdown, we continue 
to miss the ability to 
provide hospitality 

to others and to open up our 
homes to family, friends or others 
that we know less well but that 
nevertheless need a place to eat 
or stay. Yet equally, we have an 
opportunity to reflect on the value 
of hospitality, what is referred to as 
hachnasat orechim or the ‘bringing 
in of guests’. 

Our model for such hospitality 
begins with our forefather Avraham.  

This week’s sidra opens with 
God appearing to Avraham. He 
has just undergone circumcision, 
and God, so to speak, visits him 
while he is recovering. Three 
angels, or travellers as Avraham 
perceives them to be, come towards 
Avraham’s tent and he runs to greet 
them; his first instinct is to bring 
them in and have food prepared for 
them. But here, the language of the 
Torah is fascinating:  

‘My Lord, if I find favour in your 
eyes, please pass not away from 
your servant’ (Bereishit 18:3).

Curiously, these words are in the 
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singular. Who is Avraham talking to 
when using the phrase ‘My Lord’? 
One approach, provided by Rashi 
(Rabbi Shlomo Yitzchaki, 1040-1105) 
and based on early rabbinic sources, 
is that Avraham is talking to the most 
senior of the three angels. However, 
a different approach mentioned in 
the Talmud suggests that Avraham 
is requesting that God waits, while 
he tends to the needs of these 
unexpected guests. This reflects the 
Talmudic teaching that ‘the value 
of providing hospitality is greater 
than receiving the Divine Presence’ 
(Shabbat 127a).  

As a nation founded on belief in 
God, this sounds counterintuitive. But 
maybe it is the direction here that 
is important. If, rather than focusing 
just on God, I also value other people 
and see light and beauty in them, 
I will soon also be drawn to God, 
the Creator of humanity.  Yet if I 
focus solely on God, I may miss the 
massive potential for good within 
humanity. 

This has practical halachic 
applications in some 
cases. For example, there 

is a mitzvah in the Torah to rise 
up in front of a chacham, a wise 
person. What about if I am saying 
the Shema? Should I rise for the 
chacham or concentrate on the 
Shema? Rabbi Chayim Yosef David 

Azulai, the renowned Jerusalem-
born scholar of the 18th century 
known by the acronym ‘Chida’, says 
one still must rise up in respect; 
Avraham is the model for this. 

Finally, we can quote Rabbi 
Joseph B. Soloveitchik (1903-1933), 
of Yeshiva University in New York, 
according to whom the ultimate 
giver of hospitality was actually God 
Himself when He created the Garden 
of Eden and placed Adam there. In 
Rabbi Soloveitchik’s words: 

‘We are just strangers whom 
the Almighty has invited into his 
“tent”… What is creation if not 
withdrawal by God in order to 
make it possible for a world to 
emerge in space and time? Infinity 
steps aside and finitude is born. 
What is hachnasat orechim if not 
withdrawal by the master from a 
part of his home so that a stranger 
can occupy the empty part he 
vacates?” (Avraham’s Journey, 
p198).

And so, even in lockdown, maybe 
there are ways we can still give 

to others in need that sense of 
space and hospitality. 

4th Aliya (Revi’i) – 19:21-21:4
God rains down sulphur and fire from the heavens, 
overturning Sedom and its neighbouring cities. Lot’s wife 
turns to look back and becomes a pillar of salt. Lot hides 
in a cave with his two daughters. On consecutive nights, 
fearing that they are the last humans left, Lot’s daughters 
get him drunk and each conceives a child from him. 

Avraham moves to Gerar in the Negev. The local ruler 
Avimelech takes away Sarah, whom Avraham claims is 
his sister. God appears to Avimelech, warning him not to 
touch Sarah. Avimelech confronts Avraham, who defends 
his non-disclosure. Sarah gives birth to Yitzchak (Isaac), 
who has a brit milah on his eighth day.

Point to Consider: Which of Lot’s two daughters is 
considered in a more negative light? (see Rashi to 19:37)

5th Aliya (Chamishi) – 21:5-21
Sarah sees the negative effect that Avraham’s wayward 
first son, Yishmael, could have on Yitzchak. She tells 
Avraham to send away Yishmael and his mother Hagar. 
They travel in the desert and Yishmael nearly dies of 
thirst. An angel appears, telling Hagar that a great nation 
will come from Yishmael. God opens Hagar’s eyes and 
she sees a well of water.

6th Aliya (Shishi) – 21:22-33
Avraham makes a peace pact with Avimelech, 
establishing Avraham’s rights to the wells he had already 
dug.

7th Aliya (Shevi’i) – 22:1-24
God tells Avraham to bring Yitzchak as an offering. 
Having previously been told by God that Yitzchak would 
be his heir, and having always encouraged Avraham’s 
acts of compassion and kindness, this Divine instruction 

The value of 
providing 
hospitality is 
greater than 
receiving the 
Divine Presence.



Our sidra opens with a 
spectacular scene. The 
mood that the Torah sets 
is very precise, with every 

detail carefully included to alert us to 
the special nature of the upcoming 
encounter.
“God appeared to [Avraham] by the 
plains of Mamre; he was sitting at the 
entrance of the tent as the day grew hot. 
Looking up, he saw three men standing 
near him. As soon as he saw them, he 
ran from the entrance of the tent to 
greet them and bowed to the ground.” 
(Bereishit 18:1-2).

Mamre and his brothers, Eshkol and 
Aner, were also mentioned twice in 
Chapter 14. But who was Mamre and 
why is he mentioned, with his brothers, 
a total of nine times in the Torah?

In his commentary to the Torah, 
Ramban (Rabbi Moshe Ben Nachman/
Nachmanides 1194 – 1270) explains 
that the area around Hebron and Kiryat 
Arba (lit. the ‘City of the Four’; denoting 
the location of the Cave of Machpela, 
where our forefathers and foremothers 
are buried) was known as Elonei (the 
plains of) Mamre, and our personality 
Mamre was simply named after the 
area.

However, a beautiful rabbinic 
teaching in the Midrash expands 
our understanding of what it takes 
to merit honourable mentions in the 
Torah. The Midrash tells a wonderful 
story of Mamre, his brothers and their 
encounter with Avraham. It is based on 

when God appeared to Avraham and 
informed him that he, his sons and any 
males in his entourage should enter the 
covenant by circumcising themselves 
(Bereishit, Chap. 17).

“Why is Mamre so called?” asks 
the Midrash (Bereishit Rabbah, Chap. 
42). “When God instructed Avraham 
to circumcise himself, Avraham went 
to seek the advice of his three friends 
[who turn out to be the brothers: Aner, 
Eshkol and Mamre] as to what he 
should do. 

Aner tells Avraham, “You are already 
100 years old. Why would you put 
yourself through this pain?”. Eshkol 
replies, “Why would you ‘finish yourself 
off’ among your enemies [who would 
see you in your compromised physical 
state after the routing of the five kings 
(Bereishit, Chap. 14), and pounce]?”

Mamre steps forward and delivers 
a motivational, inspirational and 
supportive message to Avraham: “Your 

God, who stood by you in the fiery 
furnace, against the five kings and in 
the famine, now tells you to circumcise 
yourself; and you are considering not 
listening to Him?”

Following this encounter, the 
Midrash states, “God said to Mamre: 
you were the one who gave him the 
eitzah (suggestion) to go ahead and 
undergo circumcision. Because of this 
(selfless act of only wanting to see your 
friend fulfil his mission in life), on My 
Word, I will appear to Avraham not in 
Aner’s territory, nor in Eshkol’s territory, 
but in yours. And that is why the verse 
states [at the beginning of the sidra]: 
“And God appeared to [Avraham] in the 
plains of Mamre…”

In life, the greatest friends anyone 
can have, and the ones who themselves 
will bring happiness to God, are those 
for whom there is no greater joy than to 
wholeheartedly see and encourage the 
success of others. 

By Rabbi Daniel Epstein, Cockfosters and N Southgate United Synagogue

In memory of Yehuda ben Yaakov HaCohen

defies logic. Nevertheless, Avraham obeys, showing his 
unconditional devotion to God, regardless of his logical 
understanding. As Avraham raises the knife, an angel 

appears, telling him not to touch Yitzchak, presenting instead 
a ram to sacrifice. Avraham is praised for his faith. Avraham is 
told about the birth of Rivkah, Yitzchak’s future wife.

Who Exactly was Mamre? 

Elonei Mamrei



In memory of Yisrael Shmuel ben Yirmaya Yehoshuah

Haftarah
The haftarah includes the moving story of the prophet 
Elisha’s miraculous resuscitation of a young boy who had 

been born to the Shunamite lady who used to host Elisha 
in her house. Elisha had originally prophesied the birth of 
the boy.

The principal thrust for 
most religiously motivated 
activities among Soviet 
Jews in Russia as well 
as in Israel and even in 

America – activities which gathered 
growing momentum and yielded 
increasing results in the years to come – 
came from unofficial quarters, sponsored 
mainly by religious groups, including my 
Office.  I returned from my brief visit to 
Israel with my aversion to the inertia of 
establishments hardly dented and with 
a renewed experience of the Israeli 
aversion to welcoming the opinions 
of ‘outsiders’.  There were of course 
notable exceptions to the establishment 
attitudes directed from Israel.  The 
most realistic policies on Soviet Jewry, 
it appeared increasingly to me, were 
being quietly pursued by the Aguda and 
Lubavitch, with ever more significant 
results over the years, both inside and 
outside Russia.

As a postscript to my Russian visit 
I must relate a conversation which I 
have since passed on to hundreds of 
audiences in all parts of the world.  
Befriending an old Jew whom I had 
met regularly at the daily morning 
service in the Moscow Synagogue, 

I was approached by him on the last 
morning of my stay.  ‘Rebbe,’ he said, 
‘I must ask you something.  We hear 
from time to time of the agitation in 
the West demonstrating for the right 
of Soviet Jews to go to Israel.  For us 
these reports sometimes cause us 
considerable discomfort.  Unfortunately 
we live in a communist Medinah (state); 
leaving this country is regarded almost 
as treason, and we cannot easily go.  
But you live in a free Medinah; you need 
no exit permits and are not exposed 
to any risks if you want to leave your 
countries.  Why don’t your Jews go on 
Aliyah when you can, whilst clamouring 
for us to go when we can’t?’  I had no 
answer, especially when I realised that 
by then, a greater proportion of Soviet 
Jews had in fact gone to Israel than 
Jews from Britain or America.

‘We also hear much’, he continued, 
‘about the commotion you make on 
the rights denied to us to raise our 
children as Jews, to learn Hebrew, to 
get religious instruction and to have 
Jewish Schools.  Alas, in this atheist 
Medinah such things are forbidden and 
we cannot give our children a Jewish 
education.  But we have visitors from 
America, from England and other 

Western countries.  On Shabbat they 
come to our synagogue, and when we 
honour them by calling them up to the 
Law, they often cannot even read the 
benedictions for the Torah properly.  In 
your countries, Jewish education is 
not illegal and you face no penalties 
for passing on Judaism to the next 
generation.  Why don’t you raise your 
children as Jews?’  Again, I was shamed 
into silence, for I had no answer.  To my 
mind, these two questions constitute 
the biggest challenge of Soviet Jews to 
their brothers and sisters outside!

Following my visit, intermittent 
contact with the Russian authorities 
was maintained, and suggestions for 
another visit were received from time 
to time.  I was unwilling to contemplate 
this until I had concrete responses to 
the representations I had made.  As 
the spirit of détente progressively 
evaporated, the Jewish situation in 
Russia worsened correspondingly.  My 
main efforts continued on the cultural 
and religious front in Israel as well 
as in the Soviet Union itself, where 
Jewish learning and observance were 
significantly intensified to embrace 
hundreds eager to deepen their Jewish 
roots.  

In this next, abridged extract from ‘If Only My People…Zionism in my life’, published in 1984, Chief Rabbi Lord Jakobovits 
z’l (1921-99) continues his description of the follow-up to his ground-breaking visit to the Soviet Union in 1975. This 
extract focuses on work courageously carried out to provide religious activities despite the threat of imprisonment.  We 
thank the Jakobovits family for permission to reproduce this material. 

by Rabbi Lord Immanuel Jakobovits z’l 

Soviet Jewry and Israel – First Taste 
of International Controversy – Part 5



In this chapter the Jew-
ish people once again 
fall into sinful ways. 
This causes Yavin, the 

Canaanite king of Chazor, to oppress 
them. Sisera, his general, persecutes 
them for 20 years. Finally, the people 
cry out to God. This time, God sends a 
different style of saviour to the Jewish 
people. Devorah is a prophetess and a 
judge. She is known for sitting under 
a date tree while people approach 
her for guidance and direction.

Devorah receives prophecy from 
God. She summons Barak to lead 
an army against Sisera and King 
Yavin. Barak doubts his own ability, 
feeling unable to lead the army, 
and asks Devorah to accompany 
him. Together, they successfully 

defeat the Canaanite army, although 
Sisera escapes. Yael, a non-Jewish 
woman, offers to hide Sisera in her 
tent. When he asks her for water, 
she gives him milk. This makes 
him tired and he falls asleep. She 
then pierces his head with a tent 
peg, killing him. Finally, the Jewish 
people are freed from another 
period of Canaanite oppression.

WHY DOES THE STORY 
HAVE THREE HEROES?
It is an unusual salvation format. If 
Devorah is the judge, what purpose 
does Barak fulfil? And why does the 
story end with the character of Yael? 
As Professor Elie Assis, head of the 
Department of Bible Studies at Bar 
Ilan University in Israel, points out, the 
answer can be found by comparing 
this chapter to the previous one. 
There are many parallels between 
this story and the story of Ehud (which 
we read about last week). Both Ehud 
and Yael act on their own initiative, 
use trickery to defeat their opponent 
and carry out their assassinations in a 
private place. There are similar words 
and phrases used in both stories. 
Most importantly, leaders in both 
stories attribute their victory to God. 

However, Chapter 3 has a strong 

focus on Ehud’s charisma and 
cunning. God is only mentioned at 
the end. Thus, the people attribute 
victory to Ehud, forgetting about 
the importance of God in the story. 
His death causes a religious crisis 
and a return to sin. In Chapter 4, to 
combat this over-emphasis on the 
leader figure, Devorah is present as 
a constant reminder that God is the 
true source of the victory. Her role 
as a prophetess places God firmly 
in the centre of the story. With the 
final victory split into three (Devorah, 
Barak and Yael) there is no risk of the 
people giving the credit to one hu-
man leader alone. Rather, the people 
understand that ultimately their sal-
vation comes from a Divine source. 

In fact, the name Devorah comes 
from the Hebrew word le’daber mean-
ing “to speak”. Her power comes from 
her prophetic speech, emphasising 
that her strength is God-given. The 
goal was to prevent the over-de-
pendence on the leader which had, 
in the past, resulted in the people 
returning to sin once the shofet had 
died. The text does not record when 
Devorah or Barak die. This suggests 
that the people took heed of the 
message and were not overly reliant 
on the leader (for a while at least!). 

Devorah is 
present as 
a constant 
reminder that 
God is the true 
source of the 
victory.

Sefer Shofetim (the Book of Judges)

Chapter 4: 
Devorah the 
Prophetess  
by Pnina Savery, US Jewish Living Educator
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