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Examples of Imitateo Dei. 

 One of the primary sources for an important dimension of what Jews consider the exemplary 

spiritual life appears in the Talmud: 

  

Sota 14a 

R. Chama son of R. Chanina further said: What means the text: (Devarim 13:5) “Ye shall 

walk after the Lord your God”?  Is it, then, possible for a human being to walk after the 

Shechinah; for has it not been said: (Devarim 4:24) “For the Lord thy God is a Devouring 

Fire”? But [the meaning is] to walk after the attributes of the Holy One, Blessed be He.1 

a) As He Clothes the naked, for it is written: (Beraishit 3:21) “And the Lord God Made for 

Adam and for his wife coats of skin, and clothed them”,  so do thou also clothe the 

naked.  

b) The Holy One, Blessed be He, Visited the sick, for it is written: (Ibid. 18:1) “And the 

Lord appeared unto him by the oaks of Mamre”,2 so do thou also visit the sick.  

c) The Holy One, Blessed be He, Comforted mourners, for it is written: (Ibid. 25:11)  

“And it came to pass after the death of Abraham, that God Blessed Isaac his son”,3  so 

do thou also comfort mourners.  

d) The Holy one, Blessed be He, Buried the dead, for it is written: (Devarim 34:6) “And 

He Buried him in the valley”,4 so do thou also bury the dead. 

                                                           
1
 This Rabbinic interpretation is similar in approach to the second part of the following Derasha that also appears in 

the Talmud: 
Shabbat 133b 
For it was taught: (Shemot 15:2)  “This is my God, ‘VeAnveihu’ (and I will adorn Him)”: [i.e.,]  

a) adorn thyself before Him in [the fulfillment of] precepts. [Thus:] make a beautiful sukkah in His 
Honor,  a beautiful lulav, a beautiful shofar, beautiful fringes, and a beautiful Scroll of the 
Law, and write it with fine ink, a fine reed [-pen], and a skilled penman, and wrap it about 
with beautiful silks. (Essentially examples of Hidur Mitzva.) 

b)  Abba Shaul interpreted, “and I will be like Him”:  be thou like Him: just as He is Gracious and 
Compassionate, so be thou gracious and compassionate. (The object of emulation is 
adorned/exalted by those who aspire to do as he does.) 

2
 Usually, when God Appears to someone in the bible, it is in order to deliver a message. Since in this case the bible 

simply says that God Appeared before Avraham without communicating anything, the fact that this occurred soon 
after Avraham’s circumcision, as implied by the juxtaposition of this event with Beraishit 17:23-27, leads to the 
conclusion that God’s Agenda was nothing beyond Keeping Avraham company during his convalescence, i.e., Bikur 
Cholim.  
3
 The biblical text could have simply stated that God Blessed Yitzchak at this point. The fact that in the same verse,   

the death of Avraham is mentioned leads to the conclusion that God’s Revelation to Yitzchak was in order to 
comfort him during his mourning for the passing of his father. 
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Reading Beraishit as a source of moral instruction. 

The fact that three out of the four examples that are cited in Sota 14a derive from the book of Beraishit 

supports the contention that this biblical book is not only a record of the evolution of the Jewish people, 

but it also contains instruction regarding how one should (and shouldn’t)5 live one’s life, examples being 

drawn from not only the behavior of human being, but even God Himself.  

 

Dedicating specific Shabbatot to explore and promote specific Divine Middot. 

In order for a community to promote the sort of practices that constitute fulfillment of the 

principle of “walking in God’s Ways”,6 there is a long-standing Jewish tradition to dedicate individual 

Shabbatot to the Divine Virtues mentioned in the Talmudic passage in Sota cited above.7  It is interesting 

                                                                                                                                                                                           
4
 RaShI on Devarim 34:6, after interpreting the third person masculine singular form of “VaYikbor” as referring to 

Hashem, mentions the opinion of R. Yishmael that Moshe “buried himself”, apparently struggling with the 
difficulty of the blatant anthropomorphism of God literally “burying” Moshe.  
5
 In addition to positive examples, there are negative examples as well, i.e., practices and actions that are best not 

repeated. E.g., hiding one’s marital relationship with one’s spouse which in turn potentially compromises the 
spouse’s virtue, misrepresenting one’s identity in order to obtain a blessing meant for another and parental 
preference of one child over another fanning the fires of sibling rivalry whereby one child determines to end the 
life of another. 
6
 The adjuration to walk in God’s Ways is iterated a number of times in the book of Devarim: 

8:6 And thou shalt keep the Commandments of the LORD thy God, to walk in His Ways, and to fear Him.  
19:9 If thou shalt keep all this Commandment to do it, which I command thee this day, to love the LORD 

thy God, and to walk ever in His Ways--then shalt thou add three cities more for thee, beside these 
three.  

26:17 Thou hast avouched the LORD this day to be thy God, and that thou wouldest walk in His Ways, and 
keep His Statutes, and His Commandments, and His Ordinances, and hearken unto His Voice.  

28:9 The LORD will Establish thee for a holy people unto Himself, as He hath Sworn unto thee; if thou 
shalt keep the Commandments of the LORD thy God, and walk in His Ways.  

30:16 In that I command thee this day to love the LORD thy God, to walk in His Ways, and to keep His 
Commandments and His Statutes and His Ordinances; then thou shalt live and multiply, and the LORD 
thy God shall Bless thee in the land whither thou goest in to possess it.  

7
 Parashat VaYera is traditionally associated with Bikur Cholim.

 
(It is not a coincidence that this year’s Bikur Cholim 

of Greater Washington’s brunch is taking place tomorrow morning, the day after Parashat VaYera is read in shul.) 
Parashat Chaye Sara, in which HaShem Blesses Yitzchak following Avraham’s death,  is most appropriate for 
publicizing the works of those who take care of mourners during their difficult challenges. Since the burial of 
Moshe is mentioned in Parashat VeZot HaBeracha which is read on Simchat Tora, a day that is filled with 
considerable Jewish ritual, the alternate date to honor those who participate in the activities of the communal 
Chevra Kaddisha, actions that are categorized as “Chesed Shel Emet”, is the 7

th
 of Adar and its accompanying 

Shabbat, which is believed to be the Yahrzeit of Moshe Rabbeinu.
 
 As for making sure those in need of clothing are 

taken care of, in light of Parashat Beraishit, in which God’s providing clothing to Adam and Chava is described, 
coming so close on the heels of the many holidays of Tishrei, a Shabbat honoring local GeMach’s

 
(lit. Gemilat 

Chasadim; collections of clothing and household goods that are either lent or given to those in need) and other 
Chesed activities is also pushed off for a Shabbat later in the year. In the aftermath of Hurricane Sandy, many 
Jewish communities donated considerable amounts of clothing to be given to those who literally had everything 
destroyed by the storm. At KMS, we also dedicate one Shabbat per year to honoring those who devote themselves 
to helping individuals and families with special needs. We should constantly be on the lookout for identifying 
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to note that at the beginning of Parashat VaYera, one not only finds an example of HaShem’s Chesed to 

human beings, i.e., Bikur Cholim, but also an exemplary act of kindness on the part of Avraham towards 

others, his extraordinary commitment to Hachnasat Orchim (extending hospitality to guests), reflecting 

the concept that not only should our behavior be modeled after God’s example, but also that of notable 

human beings, such as Avraham.8 9 

Avraham as an exemplar of Hachnasat Orchim.  

 The verses describing Avraham’s kindness towards guests serve as a source for a number of 

practical lessons regarding how Hachnasat Orchim is to be carried out even today:10 

 

                                                                                                                                                                                           
additional ways to encourage members of our community to engage in Chesed, not only because it is helpful to 
those in need, but also because it is an expression of emulating God’s Attributes, as expressed in Shemot 34:6-7 : 

And the LORD Passed by before him, and Proclaimed: 'The LORD, the LORD, God, Merciful and Gracious, 
Long-suffering, and abundant in Goodness and Truth. Keeping Mercy unto the thousandth generation, 
Forgiving iniquity and transgression and sin…   

Being prepared to not only give lip service but also to engage in acts of kindness is deemed by the Talmud as 
indicators of basic Jewish identity: 

Yevamot 79a 
This nation (the Jewish people)  is distinguished by three characteristics: They are 1) merciful, 2) bashful 
and 3) benevolent.  
“Merciful”, for it is written, (Devarim 13:18) “‘VeNatan” (and Give—implying that HaShem will Imbue you 
with this quality) thee mercy, and have Compassion upon thee, and Multiply thee.”  
“Bashful”, for it is written, (Shemot 20:17) “That His Fear may be before you.” (This suggests that 
bashfulness/modesty is a function of being God-fearing.)   
“Benevolent”, for it is written, (Beraishit 18:19) “That he may command his children and his household 
etc.”  Only he who cultivates these three characteristics is fit to join this nation.     

8
 I remember that R. Chaim Yaakov Goldvicht, Z”L, founding Rosh Yeshiva of Kerem B’Yavne noted that we should 

even emulate Avraham’s example with respect to Aliya as described in Beraishit 12:1, 4-5 : 
Now the LORD said unto Avram: 'Get thee out of thy country, and from thy kindred, and from thy father's 
house, unto the land that I will Show thee…  
So Avram went, as the LORD had Spoken unto him; and Lot went with him; and Avram was seventy and 
five years old when he departed out of Charan. And Avram took Sarai his wife, and Lot his brother's son, 
and all their substance that they had gathered, and the souls that they had gotten in Charan; and they 
went forth to go into the land of Canaan; and into the land of Canaan they came.   

The Rosh Yeshiva noted that HaShem did not Promise Avraham living quarters, a job, a way to make a living, etc., 
as people today seem to require before they make the decision to move to Israel. We should aspire to make a 
literal leap of faith in the spirit of Avraham’s relocation to Canaan. Perhaps this would be the basis for having a 
Shabbat devoted to the issue of Aliya on Parashat Lech Lecha. 
9
 Avraham’s overall generosity and kindness is encapsulated in the following Mishna from Avot: 

Avot 5:22 
Whoever possesses these three things, he is of the disciples of Avraham, our father… The disciples of 
Avraham, our father possess a good eye, a humble spirit and a lowly soul…     

10
 A one-sentence reprise of Avraham’s act of Hachnasat Orchim—whereby he at least originally thought that he 

was offering hospitality to nomads, but soon was to discover that these were angels carrying out missions to 
inform him and Sara of their impending having a child, healing Avraham from his circumcision, destroying Sedom 
and Amora and saving Lot—appears  in Maryilynne Robinson’s Pulitzer Prize winning novel, Gilead (Picador, New 
York, 2004, p. 205): 
 Of course my sermon that day was about welcoming the stranger because you might be welcoming “an 

angel unawares.” 
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Beraishit 18:2-8, 16 

And he (Avraham) lifted up his eyes and looked, and, lo, three men stood over against 

him; and when he saw them, he ran to meet them from the tent door, and bowed down 

to the earth, and said: 'My lord, if now I have found favor in thy sight, pass not away, I 

pray thee,11 from thy servant. Let now a little water be fetched, and wash your feet, and 

recline yourselves under the tree. And I will fetch a morsel of bread, and stay ye your 

heart; after that ye shall pass on; forasmuch as ye are come to your servant.' And they 

said: 'So do, as thou hast said.' And Avraham hastened into the tent unto Sara, and said: 

'Make ready quickly three measures of fine meal, knead it, and make cakes.' And 

Avraham ran unto the herd, and fetched a calf tender and good, and gave it unto the 

youth; and he hastened to dress it. And he took curd, and milk, and the calf which he 

had dressed, and set it before them; and he stood by them under the tree, and they did 

eat. … 

And the men rose up from thence, and looked out toward Sodom; and Avraham went 

with them to bring them on the way.    

 

Some of the lessons that are pointed out by various commentators include:  

 

a) When the opportunity to invite guests presents itself, one should run to carry it out in 

order to make sure to do the Mitzva. 

b) The host should assume the role of the one to whom a favor is being done by the 

guests who in his mind should be of greater importance than himself. 

c) The host should verbally offer minimum comforts while all along planning to present 

food of great quality and quantity. 

d) Other members of the family should be enlisted in the act of welcoming, preparing 

and serving guests.  

e) The host should personally wait on the guests. 

f) The host should accompany the guests for some part of the next leg of the journey 

away from his home.  

  

Hachnasat Orchim, in addition to an important social statement, as an ultimate spiritual experience.  

 While it is logical to understand why being hospitable encourages good relations between 

members of a society by promoting understanding, kindness and mutual consideration, and it therefore 

serves as an important component of Mitzvot Bein Adam LeChaveiro (Commandments between man 

and man) another Talmudic passage describes Hachnasat Orchim as a supreme spiritual value that may 

even trump Revelation! : 

 

Shabbat 126b 

                                                           
11

 The translation assumes that the verse is to be understood that Avraham is addressing the leader of the three 
guests. An alternative interpretation maintains that he was talking to God Himself! (see Shabbat 127a cited below.) 
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Mishna: One may clear away even four or five baskets of straw or produce to 1) make 
room for guests or 2) on account of needing room for attendees at a Tora class…  
 
Although the Mishna could be read as presenting an exclusively Halachic consideration, i.e., 
what constitute exceptions to the rule that in addition to avoiding Melacha on Shabbat, one 
must also not engage in “Tircha Yeteira” (excessive expenditures of energy) since this is not in 
the spirit of the day, the Talmud also reflects upon the religious values that the juxtaposition of 
the two examples might represent, leading to a truly radical interpretation of R. Yehuda in the 
name of Rav: 
 
Shabbat 127a 

TO MAKE ROOM FOR THE GUESTS, etc.  
R. Yochanan said: Hospitality to wayfarers is as great as early attendance at the Beth 
Hamidrash, since he [the Tanna] states, “to 1) make room for guests or 2) on account of 
needing room for attendees at a Tora class”. (An equation is being made between these 
two endeavors.) 
 
R. Dimi of Nehardea said: It is greater than early attendance at the Beth Hamidrash, 
because he states, to 1) make room for guests  and then 2) on account of needing room 
for attendees at a Tora class.  (Hospitality is mentioned before Tora study, suggesting 
that it is of greater importance.) 
 
Rav Yehuda said in Rav's name: Hospitality to wayfarers is greater than welcoming the 
Presence of the Shechina (!),12 for it is written, (Beraishit 18:3) “And he (Avraham) said, 
My Lord, if now I have found favor in Thy Sight, Pass not away, etc.” (This interpretation 
assumes that the verse describes not what Avraham said to the leader of the three 
guests who have just come and whom he is inviting, but rather to HaShem Who has been 
Visiting him to this point.)13   

                                                           
12

 The leap from Tora study to Revelation is made because the only reason why Tora study is given great value in 
Judaism is because it is a virtual substitute for God Speaking with the student directly. The Tora contains the Will of 
God and accessing this via studying the text hopefully brings the student to not only understanding what God 
Wishes of him, but also more about the Nature of God Himself. Consequently, an equation can be made between 
Tora study and actual Revelation. 
13

 RaShI notes the Rabbinic dispute with respect to the word “Adon-ai” (my Master/master)—is it Kodesh (holy) 
and therefore a reference to the Divine (mentioned in 18:1), or Chol (non-holy) and a reference to an ordinary 
human being (the contents of 18:2)? (Although even according to the latter approach, Avraham was speaking to an 
Angel, an entity that even if not as holy as God, was nevertheless holier than an ordinary human being, this was 
not immediately apparent to him and should not have informed his initial conversation inviting the guests to his 
tent.)  

Beraishit 18:1-5 
And the LORD Appeared unto him by the terebinths of Mamre, as he sat in the tent door in the heat of 
the day;  
And he lifted up his eyes and looked, and, lo, three men stood over against him; and when he saw them, 
he ran to meet them from the tent door, and bowed down to the earth,  
And said: 'My lord/Lord, if now I have found favor in thy/Thy sight/Sight, pass/Pass not away, I pray 
thee/Thee, from thy servant.  
Let now a little water be fetched, and wash your feet, and recline yourselves under the tree.  
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R. Eleazar said: Come and observe how the conduct of the Holy One, Blessed be He, is 
not like that of mortals. The conduct of mortals [is such that] an inferior person cannot 
say to a great[er] man, “Wait for me until I come to you”; whereas in the case of the 

                                                                                                                                                                                           
And I will fetch a morsel of bread, and stay ye your heart; after that ye shall pass on; forasmuch as ye are 
come to your servant.'  
And they said: 'So do, as thou hast said.'   
 
The Vilna Gaon does not make this interpretation dependent upon the understanding of the word  

“Adon-ai”, but rather focuses on a different point to justify R. Yehuda in the name of Rav’s innovative reading:  
…The Vilna Gaon Rabbi Eliyahu (18th century) (D. Eliach, Peninim MiShulchan HaGRA, Jerusalem, 1994, p. 
43)  also apparently had a variant form of the discussion in Tractate Shevuot 35b (another place where R. 
Yehuda in the name of Rav’s interpretation appears), according to which the lesson that receiving guests is 
greater is not deduced from the verse mentioned (Beraishit 18:3), but from the entire story. Regarding 
the question mentioned above, whether the encounter with the Holy One, Blessed be He, might have 
already drawn to a close, the Gaon responds quite simply on the basis of close analysis of the language 
used in the verse. His argument runs as follows: 
“In the laws regarding the sanctity of the Temple and synagogues, there are various supplementary rules, 
which go into effect even after the basic commandment has been performed. For example, Maimonides 
states (Hilchot Beit Ha-Bechirah 7.4): “Whoever has finished worshipping and is departing should not 
leave with his back  to the Sanctuary, but should walk backwards little by little.” This is learned from the 
gemara (Tractate Yoma 53a).   
“There is another such halacha  which says that after performing a commandment, one should not run. As 
Maimonides ruled (Hilchot Tefilla  u-Nesi’at Kapayim 8.2): ‘It is a commandment hurry to the synagogue, as 
it is said, ‘Let us pursue obedience to the Lord’ (Hos. 6:3), but when leaving the synagogue one should not 
take large strides, rather go little by little.’ The Shulchan Aruch rules similarly (Orach Chayyim, 90.12). An 
explanation for this is provided in the Mishna  Berura  (loc. sit., par. 43): ‘It is forbidden to run or take large 
strides, since that would make it appear that delaying in the synagogue was burdensome to him, slowing 
him on his way to his own affairs.’”  
“According to the halacha , the rule is different when one is on the way from performing one 
commandment to performing another commandment. Specifically, if the next commandment is of equal 
weight to the one just performed, one should take the middle-of-the-road, going at a leisurely pace for 
some distance and beginning to run only as one approaches the place for performing the next 
commandment. If, however, the second commandment is of greater weight, one can run to perform it 
from the outset. As the Mishna  Berura  explains further on (loc. sit.): ‘If one is leaving in order to return, it 
is a commandment to run in order to return quickly; likewise, if one is leaving the synagogue to go to the 
house of study, in order to study Tora  [he may run].’ This, too, is learned from the gemara (Berachot 6b). 
“In light of these laws which show respect for a mitzvah , the Vilna Gaon interprets our subject, on the 
basis of a precise reading of the text: ‘As soon as he saw them he ran from the entrance of the tent to 
greet them’ (Gen. 18:2). From this verse we may deduce that Abraham turned the other way, and 
immediately ran from the entrance of the tent. This means, says the Vilna Gaon in the light of the halachic 
rulings mentioned, that the new commandment was greater than the preceding one; from this one can 
deduce that receiving guests is a greater commandment than meeting the Divine Presence...”   

From “Receiving Guests in Homily and Halacha” by Prof. Joseph Rivlin, Bar Ilan University’s 
Parashat HaShavua Study Center, Parashat Vayera 5765, Oct. 30, 2004 
http://www.biu.ac.il/JH/Parasha/eng/vayera/riv.html  

http://www.biu.ac.il/JH/Parasha/eng/vayera/riv.html
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Holy One, Blessed be He, it is written, (Beraishit 18:3) “And he said, ‘My Lord, if now I 

have found,’ etc.”14  

Ordinarily, it is assumed that the manner in which an individual relates to other human 

beings is important, but certainly not more important than how one relates to God. E.g., the first 

five of the Ten Commandments—usually elements placed in the first position are considered 

more significant than those that are mentioned at a later point—deal with relating to God rather 

than one’s fellow man.15 If anything, Mitzvot Bein Adam LeChaveiro are categorized as Mitzvot 

altogether only because God Dictates how one is supposed to act towards another. 

Consequently, to presume that proper interactions among human beings are even more 

important in Judaism than events whereby HaShem literally Appears to an individual is striking.16  

                                                           
14 R. Eleazar is strengthening the previous point by not only assuming that Avraham was addressing HaShem, but 

also that HaShem Complied with Avraham’s request, because we find that immediately upon the departure of the 
three Angels, God Engages in conversation with Avraham: 

Beraishit 18:16-19 
And the men rose up from thence, and looked out toward Sodom; and Avraham went with them to bring 
them on the way. And the LORD Said: 'Shall I hide from Avraham that which I am Doing; seeing that 
Avraham shall surely become a great and mighty nation, and all the nations of the earth shall be blessed 
in him? For I have Known him, to the end that he may command his children and his household after him, 
that they may keep the Way of the LORD, to do righteousness and justice; to the end that the LORD may 
Bring upon Avraham that which He hath Spoken of him.'    

15
 1) I am the Lord your God…(belief in God’s Existence and Attributes) 
2) You shall not have any other gods before Me. 
3) You shall not swear falsely in God’s Name. 
4) You shall keep Shabbat because God Rested on the seventh day (this is the reason given in Shemot 20:11. In 

Devarim 5:14-15, the reason given is because you know what it is like to have to work incessantly as a slave 
and therefore you should allow others to rest at least one day each week.) 
------------------------------------- 

5) You should honor your parents. (Parents are a cut above all other human beings because as far as the child is 
concerned, parents resemble God with respect to being considered one’s creator(s). 

6) Do not kill. 
7) Do not commit sexual immorality. 
8) Do not steal. 
9) Do not be a false witness. 
10) Do not covet. 

16
 A similar radical approach regarding the importance of proper interpersonal relationships is implied in one of the 

stories describing Hillel’s teaching to a potential convert: 

Shabbat 31a 

On another occasion it happened that a certain heathen came before Shammai and said to him, 'Make me 

a proselyte, on condition that you teach me the whole Torah while I stand on one foot.' Thereupon he 

repulsed him with the builder's cubit which was in his hand.  When he went before Hillel, he said to him, 

“What is hateful to you, do not to your neighbor:  that is the whole Torah, while the rest is the 

commentary thereof; go and learn it.” 

Here too, were we to take Hillel at his word—there is the possibility that his answer is apologetics intended not so 

much to impart the truth, but rather to motivate the potential convert to undertake further instruction—then 
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Hachnasat Orchim as even more spiritual than Divine Revelation. 

The MaHaRaL suggests a rationale why R. Yehuda in the name of Rav make this 

evocative and counter-intuitive claim: 

MaHaRaL MiPrague, Netivot Olam, Part I, Netiv Gemilut Chasadim, Chapt. 4 

…(After quoting the Talmudic passage in Shabbat 127a)  

The explanation (for R. Yochanan) is that hospitality is giving honor to human beings 

created in the Image of God. And this is considered as great a thing as honoring the 

Tora. And in Avot, Chapt. 3, it also says “Beloved is man who is created in the Image of 

God…Beloved is Israel that there was given to them a precious artifact (the Tora) and 

both of these are equal.  

R. Dimi said that it (hospitality) is even greater than early attendance in the Beit 

Midrash, because the latter is giving honor to the Tora, but Hachnasat Orchim is 

extending honor to God Himself, by bringing a guest into one’s home and honoring him 

due to his having been created in the Likeness and Image of God, and this is considered 

as giving honor to the Divine Presence Itself, and this is more than honoring the Tora. 

Therefore the Tanna (in Avot) mentioned this first, i.e., “Beloved is man who is created 

in the Image of God” and only afterwards (in the same Mishna) “Beloved is Israel that 

there was given to them a precious artifact”. And you should know that we are 

specifically addressing inviting guests, because “Panim Chadashot” (new faces) have 

entered his home. When new faces enter his home, and he receives these new faces 

with honor, this is honoring the Divine Presence, because “Beloved is man who is 

created in the Image of God.”  

And Rav said “Hospitality to wayfarers is greater than welcoming the Presence of the 

Shechina”, and all of this is for the reason that we have said, because when one 

welcomes the Divine Presence, he does not actually see the Divine Presence, because 

(Shemot 33:20) “Man cannot see Me and  live.” And therefore this is not like welcoming 

guests, when he honors a person who comes to him with “a new face”, and appears to 

him with “a new face”, and he (the host) then completely attaches himself to the Image 

of God… 

  

MaHaRaL’s two insights bear reflection. On the one hand, as holy as a Revelatory experience 

may be, there will always be a level of abstraction intertwined with it. Even Moshe was unable to see 

clearly with Whom he was communicating.17 He may have reached the 49th level of wisdom, but the 50th 

level would always be denied him. And if this was true of Moshe, how much more so does it apply to 

more ordinary human beings. Paradoxically, MaHaRaL suggests that directly encountering the Image of 

                                                                                                                                                                                           
Mitzvot Bein Adam LeChaveiro emerge as more important than any other group of Commandments, including 

ritual law. 
17

 Shemot 33:20 

And He said: 'Thou canst not see My Face, for man shall not see Me and live.'  
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God, via the guest who enters one’s home, is superior to relating directly to God Himself during 

Revelation, in the sense of tangible, sensory, first-hand experience. In effect, Hachnasat Orchim offers a 

person the essence of Revelation. If Avraham sensed the greater religious profundity associated with 

inviting human guests into one home, at a time when Divine Revelation was also possible and available 

to him, today, when we are experiencing Hester Panim (the Hiding of the Face)18 and no direct 

Revelations, the importance of Hachnasat Orchim as a religious experience is that much more 

magnified.  

 

Secondly, MaHaRaL stresses that the Hachnasat Orchim being referenced by R. Yehuda in Rav’s 

name, involves specifically “Panim Chadashot”.  Perhaps he believes that even if relating directly to 

someone with Tzelem Elokim has the potential to constitute a significant religious experience, we are all 

too often routinized to take things for granted and to overlook the deeper significance of what is 

happening around us, including the people that we meet. Consequently, if we have already invited 

certain people to our homes numerous times, the sense of wonder and discovery that accompanies 

meeting someone and speaking with them for the first time, is lost. It is possible that MaHaRaL would 

argue that the true spirit of “Panim Chadashot” applies not only to someone whom I have never 

previously invited, but about whom I know nothing, can make no assumptions and who carries with him 

an air of mystery and wonder—a state of affairs that might apply only to the very first time there is 

meaningful interaction. While human beings are sufficiently mysterious and often continue to evolve 

throughout their lives, allowing for the sense of discovery and learning new things to continue to be 

possible over the course of numerous meetings and encounters, many take “short-cuts” and presume 

that once they are familiar with the basic facts about someone, they are known entities and do not 

require further investment of effort.19 

 

Naturally the premise that Hachnasat Orchim can constitute a deep religious event presumes 

that the host takes the time and makes the effort to get to know the previously unknown individual who 

is crossing his threshold for the first time, rather than simply feeding him or providing him with a 

relatively brief respite from his normal activities. As in so many areas of spiritual life, what one “gets 

out” is a function of what one is prepared to “put in”. 

 

  

 

                                                           
18

 E.g., Devarim 31:18 

And I will surely Hide My Face in that day for all the evil which they shall have wrought, in that they are turned 

unto other gods.  
19

 In educational settings, I have often observed how when an educator thinks that he is familiar with one member 

of a family, he presumes that that individual’s siblings are similar, an assumption that not only is frustrating for the 

younger sibling, but is also often completely false. 


