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Opportunity of a Lifetime

“And he (Avraham) planted an ‘eshel’ in Be’er Sheva, and there he proclaimed the Name of Hashem, G-d of the Universe” (Bereishis 21:33).

Eshel – One opinion is that an Eshel is an orchard from which to serve guests fruit. Another opinion maintains that it means an inn for lodging, where many types of fruits were served. (Although the verse says ‘planted,’) we find the word ‘planting’ in reference to (setting up) tents [See Daniel 11:45.] (Rashi).

There he proclaimed the Name of Hashem, etc. – Through that Eshel the Name of G-d was proclaimed as Sovereign of the entire world. After they would eat and drink, (Avraham) would say to them, “Give blessing to Him, from Whose you have eaten. You think that you have eaten from that which is mine? From that which belongs to He Who spoke and the world came into being have you eaten (ibid.).
T

his week’s parsha commences with a detailed narrative of Avraham’s quest for, and ultimate realization of, hosting guests just three days after having performed the Bris Milah circumcision on himself. The Torah is very descriptive about the many delicacies served to the three visitors and of Avraham’s concern to satisfy their needs. 


Certainly this was a heroic feat on Avraham’s part, participating as he did in receiving guests at the height of his pain from the Bris procedure. In fact, in reward for his self-sacrifice, G-d reciprocated by providing for Avraham’s descendants when they sojourned in the desert upon leaving Egypt (1).


Nevertheless, this is but one of the many incidents involving Avraham’s life preoccupation: doing kindness with others. 

As quoted above, providing for guests was virtually an everyday occurrence in Avraham’s and Sarah’s home for many years. As a matter of fact, they would specifically establish their residency in heavily traveled areas so as to be available to more people (2). Additionally, they utilized their hospitality as the first “Aish-el Torah” outreach program, bringing monotheism to the world. 

Why then is Avraham’s life-long involvement with his Eshel-benevolence society, bearing in mind all it accomplished in terms of communicating G-d’s existence, given only minimal recognition, while the seemingly isolated occurrence at the beginning of the parsha is illustrated in such colorful detail? It wasn’t even an isolated event; it was itself part of Avraham’s eagerness to do kindness with others, all the while teaching them about G-d and His ways. 

Truthfully, Avraham certainly did cause more of a sanctification of G-d’s Name through the Eshel than the specific occurrence of welcoming guests after his Bris Milah. And certainly Avraham is being rewarded greatly in Heaven for all that he accomplished by means of that inn. 


Nevertheless, the uniqueness of the particular incident that occurred after his Bris was the magnitude of the challenge that it presented to Avraham (3). 


As mentioned above, it occurred at the height of his pain from the Bris Milah procedure. Moreover, G-d had made it unusually hot that day, as the verse says, “in the heat of the day (4),” precisely to prevent traffic so Avraham could rest, not having guests to tend to.


At the same time G-d was also preparing a test for Avraham. However, it was not the type of test that a schoolteacher administers his or her students in order to determine their academic abilities. As Nachmanides explains (5), when the examiner is G-d no such tests are necessary because He is well aware of a person’s standing without them.


Rather, G-d’s tests are more properly read as opportunities to exercise our inert potential, rendering ourselves deserving of reward for a deed done, not just a philosophy in heart.  


Avraham could have said smugly to himself, “I have already accomplished so much. Today I am recuperating from surgery and will take a leave of absence from my regular benevolent activities.” He could have said so and no one would have faulted him for it. 


But G-d knew that Avraham had it in him to shine through even now; even when it was difficult for him, and even on an extremely hot day when a lesser person would have assumed that there weren’t any travelers anyway.


And come through, Avraham did. He took the ‘bull by the horns’ and did what he did best: sought out guests and treated them royally. For this he merited sustenance for his future descendants and eight verses describing his pious deeds in a Torah whose every letter is significant.


Occasionally, we too are confronted with seemingly difficult situations. We might be inclined to excuse ourselves of living up to them, and perhaps our reasons are valid enough. 

But who knows if just these types of incidents aren’t the opportunities that will put us ahead of the pack, making the difference between an average share in the World-to-Come and a portion more similar to that of the righteous? 

------------------

(1) Rashi, 18:4. (2) See Rashi to 20:1. (3) Rabbi Pinchos Green, presently serving as spiritual mentor at Yeshivas Kaminetz, Jerusalem. (4) 18:1 and Rashi, ibid. (5) Commentary of Nachmanides to 22:1.
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