
 

 

 

 

 

Parashat Vayera: When Reality is Created 

Rabbi Elisha Wolfin 

 

Dear Friends, 

 

Parashat Vayera opens with these verses: 

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 ("malachim") stood over against him; and 

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

down to the earth. (Bereishet 18:1-2) 

 

Sight is the main theme of this parasha. The parasha begins with the 

statement that God appeared to Avraham. It continues with Avraham lifting 

up his eyes and seeing – although it is not clear whether he sees angels, 

people, or God. After these "malachim" depart towards S'dom, Avraham 

looks over from afar, and sees them reaching Lot's house, where they blind 

the rabble at his door so that they are unable to see the door handle. As the 

malachim help Lot and his family escape they warn them not to look back, 

but Lot's wife does look back and becomes a pillar of salt. Later in the 

parasha Sarah sees Yishma'el "metzachek" with Yitzchak and decides to 

banish him and his mother. Hagar and Yishma'el are lost in the desert and 

have no water. Hagar places her son at a distance so that she will not see 

him perish. Then, an angel calls to Hagar and tells her to look up and see. 

Suddenly she sees a well, although it is unclear whether it was there all 

along. Towards the end of the parasha Avraham and Yitzchak go together to 

Mount Moriyah, the mountain upon which God appeared. After three days' 

walk Avraham sees the mountain/hamakom from a distance. When 

Yitzchak asks him where the animal is that they will sacrifice, Avraham 

promises that God will show it to him. At the very last minute, just before 

the end of the parasha, Avraham sees the ram caught in the bushes and 

sacrifices him instead of his son Yitzchak. 

 

This week's parasha picks up directly following the story of Avraham and 

Yishma'el's circumcision which is described at the end of the previous 

parasha. Our Sages determined that as the parasha opens, Avraham is 

recuperating from this painful procedure, and even God and His messengers 

come to visit him and perform the mitzvah of visiting the sick (bikur cholim). 

 



 

 

This sequence of events – from the circumcision to the descriptions in the 

parasha dealing with sight - is wonderful! From the moment Avraham 

removes his foreskin, everyone – not just Avraham – begins to see more 

clearly. We are discussing metaphorical vision, of course, because the 

circumcision is not a form of cataract surgery. We are not discussing 

physical sight, but the covenant that enables a new dimension of sight. 

 

The Rambam (in the Guide to the Perplexed part I, chapter 4) deals with the 

theme of sight and refers to our parasha. He determines that in the Torah, 

sight is a borrowed word that generally indicates metaphoric sight. Since we 

are unable to see the Divine, the Torah, according to the Rambam, teaches 

us about a different kind of sight. 

 

What kind of sight is this? What is Parashat Vayera revealing to us? 

 

In the drasha I wrote about this parasha several years ago I claimed that our 

eyes are simply the mechanism for absorbing data, which is then processed 

by the brain into a coherent picture. This means that it is the brain that 

sees, and not the eyes! We have no way of knowing if what we "see" truly 

exists in reality. We don't even know if there is a reality out there. We think 

there is, but those thoughts originate in the same organ that processes 

sight, so our reality may simply be a thought or a belief. This is true of our 

other senses as well, but this week we are focusing on sight. 

 

This year I would like to suggest an even more challenging idea. I suggest 

that my claim of several years ago may be mistaken. It is possible that the 

reverse happens; that the brain thinks something, and with the aid of the 

eyes, externalizes that thought and thus creates reality! In this way, eyes are 

not organs for intake, but rather a mechanism for output! They execute the 

brain's "sight"!  

 

Understood in this way, our brains create reality every second. 

 

Several years ago I explained the possibility that the word "bara" (literally 

meaning "created") grammatically can be understood as "externalizing", i.e. 

God externalized Himself (His essence, His "thoughts") in Creation. Humans 

were created in His image (another "seeing" word…), hence we too have that 

creative mechanism in us. 

 

Brain research – about which I know little but have great curiosity and 

interest – has been telling us for several years that there is evidence that our 



 

brain gives a command for action a split second before we become aware of 

it. In other words, the action that we wish to execute has been decided in 

our brains while consciously we believe and think that we are still 

undecided.  

 

Professor Daniel Kahneman, a cognitive psychologist and a Nobel 

prize-winner in economics, claims that metaphorically there are two 

faculties of our brain. The conscious, "knowing" one, that arranges reality in 

an organized fashion and insists it is objective, and the unconscious one 

that is really responsible for the way we function and has no connection to 

what we think about our so-called objective reality.  

 

Perhaps one day we may discover that not only does our unconscious mind 

already know, and has decided, long before we are aware of it, but that it 

has created our reality in detail before we have physically observed it with 

our eyes. 

 

I don't know if this will happen, but considering this possibility enables us 

to hypothesize that what we understand as happening in a certain way, in a 

certain progression, with certain logic, may be a complex illusion created by 

our brain. 

 

Why should our brain "trick" us in this way? Simply because we need to 

have a coherent, logical picture of reality in order to maintain our sanity! 

Reality, if it exists at all, is not coherent and not logical in the narrow sense 

of the word. Our brain does us a great service by making order and thus 

keeping us sane. 

 

I would like to call this illusion of order "orlah" (foreskin). The orlah enables 

us to see a certain narrow, orderly reality in which we can comfortably 

conduct our daily lives. This reality is missing an important ingredient, 

though: God! In other words, what is missing is the possibility of wonder! 

The world is called "olam" (deriving from the root ע.ל.מ, meaning hidden) 

because the unconscious part of our brain has hidden the truth, the Divine, 

the power of the Creator. This enables us to make limited choices within the 

infinite possibilities that exist. 

 

Parashat Vayera tells us about this dimension; about the possibility of 

seeing without the mental orlah which limits our vision. In this dimension 

everything is possible. Our vision has been enhanced by choosing from the 

infinite, which our brain has then manifested with the aid of our sense of 

sight. In this dimension, it is possible to see a well that was not there 



 

previously; in other words, to create it! It is possible to create a ram to be 

sacrificed instead of a beloved son; it is possible to see Divine messengers, 

who are essentially agents of change coming to reveal that we have options 

that we were entirely unaware of. 

 

If we are able to truly comprehend this notion, a 90-year-old woman may 

bear a child. 

If we are able to truly comprehend this notion, we too may laugh in wonder 

and amazement. 

This is the best explanation I know for a miracle. 

 

In Parashat Bereishit the revealed, "real", world was created, a world in 

which the operating system was hidden from our eyes. This is the world of 

orlah, in which our eyes are covered. In Parashat Vayera, Avraham creates 

the "real" world, the internal, Divine one. 

 

Think about it, and maybe you too will laugh, just as Sarah did. 

 

Shabbat Shalom, 

Elisha 

 

 


