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What was Eliezer thinking?!

Last night I spoke about the Jewish value of developing our virtue, our ethical
personality. And I mentioned that the mitzvot are acts that serve, beyond the act itself,
to help us develop virtue.

Perhaps one of the most prominent such mitzvot is the one Abraham is most famous
for: hachnasat orchim. In last week’s parsha (Vayera) we read of his rushing to host the
three guests, taking leave of God Himself to do so. From that story the Gem (Shabbat
127a) learns that hosting guests is of greater import than hosting God, as it were:
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In this week’s parsha we read that it was precisely the quality that is demonstrated in the
performing the mitzvah of hachnasat orchim that Abraham was looking for in a wife for
Isaac. So explains R. Soloveitchik:

What key virtue did the members of [Nahot’s] household possess that made
them fit for and worthy of joining the covenant? The answer is Jesed, kindness
expressed though hakbnasat orehim, hospitality. Abraham distinguished himself in
this mitzvah. Hakhnasat Orehim is unique in embodying not only hesed but
patience, too. ... Hospitality ... requires patience and perseverance. This virtue
[is one] of the thirteen attributes of mercy ... God is erekb appayinm. ..
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The Midrash that teaches we are to follow in God’s ways, emulating His virtues, takes the
list of virtues from His thirteen attributes of mercy — erech appayim being one.
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R. Soloveitchik goes on to explain that hakhnasat orebim can be sourced in the trait of
kindness (hesed) or in that of courtesy (nimus). What distinguishes the two is patience
(erekh appayim). A polite person will be nice to a guest, a kind person will be patient with
his guest.

And it is this distinction, according to R. Soloveichik, that was what was behind Eliezer’s
prayer to find the right wife for Isaac:

Eliezer wanted to find out what motivated Rebecca’s actions. Was it spiritual
nobility and kindness or good manners and civility? He asked her to do things
that were outrageous. He said, “Let me sip a little water from your pitcher”
(Gen. 24:17), as opposed to asking her to hand him the pitcher. In other words,
he told her that he would do nothing; she was to draw water from the well and
pour into his mouth. Isn’t this distasteful and tactless? Had she just been polite,

she would have splashed water in his face.
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And of course, expecting her to water all the camels is beyond polite. Why did Eliezer
do this? R. Soloveitchik answers:

Eliezer was testing her patience. ... [And he found that] she practiced hospitality
even though the [he| was coarse and rude. The quality of erekb appayim prevailed,
and Rebecca became the mother of the nation.
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So, again, we see that it is not just the actions that the Torah wishes to promulgate, but
the inner character traits that motivate good actions. As the hazal taught, God wants
virtue, He wants us to develop the virtuous traits of the thirteen attributes. In the words
of R. Elimech Bar Shaul, "this mizvah demands not rahamim but that man be a rahum,
not haninah but that man be a hanun":

185 97,29 NNNM ,DINY 93 TI1IIN /9

ND, ©IN9 1) NINYW NIN, DN OTRND VD NYNT N2 NINTNI]IT MIND PN
NON AVITP XD .00 MO NINY NON MTI0N XD 190 12N> NINY NIN N3N
MTNN NONX ,TIND PIYTN) TIND DTN XD /PN DT .YITP 1IN XINY
,IVYTPNY DYININ PYND OTRD . MNN™TIN .OXY"TINY .NMIVN PIITN) OTND
DTN DN XINX ,TNNV MTH DNND NYNT OTRA XD .TONI WI1AD NPN

N9 VN 23 MAANND

Shabbat Shalom.
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