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Dear Friends,

Here is an array of materials you can use for your shabbat meal.  
Firstly, new faces can sometimes mean people who are new to shabbat invites altogether.  It's nice to have a way to share with people whatever rituals you ordinarily do.  Beyond that, here are some ways to highlight the Abrahamic values that guide our work at Eshel and the power of welcome that is the core of our work!  
1. Here is a written Dvar Torah on the Wisdom of Welcome that you can share at the table if you like.  

2.  As well, we've developed some open-ended discussion questions below that you can use to stimulate the conversation.  Feel free to add your own thoughts on the difficulty, pleasure and power of being actively open to what is not familiar. 

3.  Lastly, if you like to cook on Friday while listening to a you tube video you can learn about the mitzvah of welcome while puttering around the kitchen.  Here's a link to the public shiur on Hachnassat Orchim that Rabbi Greenberg delivered for the Jewish Family Service of Fairfield Country.

4. If you have any resources, written or video, on the topic of hachnassat orchim, feel free to send them to us so that we can share your wisdom on our website with our larger community.
Kol tuv!

The Eshel Team
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Discussion Questions
Abraham knows nothing about the three travelers that he runs to greet.  What was his motive for running out to invite the dusty bedouins passing his tent in for rest, food and drink?   He had excuses.  It was hot and he was still healing from his circumcision.   Had he no fears about inviting into his tent total strangers?  

Here are some questions to share around your table. 

What is it like for you to celebrate shabbat with and without guests?   What is the difference when you have familiar friends to the table and when it’s totally new faces?   Have you ever invited a person who was truly in need of food or companionship who was, prior to the invite, someone you did not know?   If so, what was that like?    If not, what might it be like?

What do you think was Abraham's motive or motives in our story?   Have you ever picked up total strangers from shul and invited them to your home for a meal?

Are you a person who likes the expectable or prefers the unpredictable?  

What sort of human difference makes you feel uncomfortable?  Nervous?  Challenged?  Fearful?  

What contexts make dealing with difference easier? 

What contexts might make it more difficult?

When is difference not anxious at all but thrilling or fun instead? 

What might be the impact of hachnassat orchim culturally if it were a broadly shared value?    

The Wisdom of Welcome:
Tamarisk Torah or What is an Eshel anyway?
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This is a Tamarisk Tree, in Hebrew, an Eshel.  Biblical scholars have associated the planting of a tree with prayer, but the rabbis of the Talmud have focused upon a theme that begins parashat VaYera and Avraham's welcome of dusty travelers for rest, care and nourishment.  This is the source of the mitsvah of hachnassat orchim, the welcoming of guests.  Rashi quotes the famous duo of rabbinic disagreement, Rav and Shmuel, first generation Amoraim (roughly from 200 CE to 500 CE).  In BT Sotah 10a they describe an Eshel as either an orchard or an inn for foreign travelers.  Here the word Eshel is played with so that for Rav it connects to sha'al meaning request, so whatever fruit one might desire would be available whereas for Shmuel Eshel is an acronym for the “eating, drinking and resting” that a hostel would provide for travelers.   

The biblical botanist, Professor Zohar Amar has suggested that an Eshel is a 

flowering shade tree.  Its scientific name is Tamarix aphylla.  Its blossoms could often be seen at a distance in the desert and would signal to travelers that nearby is shade, rest, food and water.  Here's what a mature tamarisk looks like and below is a younger tree in full bloom!
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In the US, a tamarisk is often called a salt cedar.  One of the insights offered by bible scholars is that the Eshel, doesn't need much water, so it can survive in arid climates.  It can make use of fairly salty water because it secretes salt.  The roots of an Eshel tree are deep and wide so it can find ground water that eludes other plants.  It grows slowly so that its full usefulness as a shade tree takes many years.

To plant an Eshel is then a physical way of claiming generational rootedness in a place.  Given the hardiness of the tree it is as well a way of exhibiting a stubborn faithfulness and tenacity that can survive hardship. 

A similarly famous Jewish tree story has similar themes.  Abraham is like the planter of the carob tree planter in the Talmudic story of Honi the Circle-maker.   Seeing an elderly man plant a carob tree, Honi reminds him that it won't bear fruit for 70 years.  What's the point? He asks.   The man famously retorts that he came into a world where others had planted carobs for him; he does so for future generations.  

There are many was to encircle oneself and shut out life.  One can, like the people of Sodom, build walls to keep the world out, to zone out poverty and to turn away refugees and reject strangers.    One can, like Honi, think in the very short term of one's own limited lifetime and personal benefit and refuse to invest in the future--a future that will only unfold after our time, for our children's children's children.  Both create narrow forms of selfhood:  Me vs You, Us versus Them, Now versus Later...and ultimately Fear vs Hope. 

We can all can plant a tree that signals welcome and abundance in which others may to share.  We can plant, build and nourish what, not we, but future generations will harvest.  And like the Abraham and the Carob planter, we can be part of much richer story…. a story that allows us to belong to an older, longer and more vital vision of the human community.  

Shabbat Shalom 

