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Who Eats First?
Parashat Hayyei Sarah 2026/5787 | Rabbi Noam Kornsgold*

A. Establishing the Order of Precedence

1. Genesis 24:17-19, 32-33, 46
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(17) The servant ran toward her and said,
“Please, let me sip a little water from your jar”
(18) “Drink, my lord,” she said, and she quickly
lowered her jar upon her hand and let him
drink. (19) When she had let him drink his fill,
she said, “I will also draw for your camels, until
they finish drinking.”..(32) So the man entered
the house, and the camels were unloaded. The
camels were given straw and feed, and water
was brought to bathe his feet and the feet of
the men with him. (33) But when food was set
before him, he said, “I will not eat until | have
told my tale.” He said, “Speak, then.”...(46) She
quickly lowered her jar and said, ‘Drink, and |
will also water your camels.” So | drank, and she
also watered the camels.
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2. Babylonian Talmud, Berakhot 40a
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And Rav Yehudah said in the name of Rav, “It is
forbidden for a person to eat before he gives
food to his animal. As it says, ‘And | will give
grass in your field for your animals;
afterwards, ‘And you shall eat and you shall be
satisfied” (Deuteronomy 11:15).
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3. Babuylonian Talmud, Gittin 62a
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Thus said Rav Yehudah in the name of Rav, “It
is forbidden for a person to taste anything until
he gives food to his animal. As it says, ‘And | will
give grass in your field for your animals,” and
afterwards, ‘And you shall eat and you shall be
satisfied” (Deuteronomy 11:15).
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Discussion Questions:

e Explain the order of events as described in the Torah (source #1). Who/what was

eating/drinking, and in what order?

e According to both Talmudic passages (sources #2 and #3), upon whom does the obligation
fall to precede feeding one’s animal before feeding oneself? Who is excluded from this

obligation?

e How do both Talmudic texts use the verse from Deuteronomy 11:15 to prove their

contention?

e What is different between the two presentations in Tractate Berakhot (source #2) and
Tractate Gittin (source #3)? Are the passages contradictory? If so, how would you resolve

the contradiction?

B. Eating, Tasting, and Drinking

4. Dibberot Moshe, Gittin 10:2 [R. Moshe
Feinstein, 20th century, Russia/United
States]
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According to this, we can resolve the
discrepancy between the passage in Berakhot
40a, which states, “It is forbidden for a person
to eat before he gives food to his animal,”
implying that tasting is permitted, and the
passage at the end of ha-Nizakin (Gittin 62a),
which states, “It is forbidden to taste.”..The
explanation is that as a matter of strict law,
only eating is prohibited, whereas as a matter
of pious conduct (middat hasidut), one should
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be stringent even regarding tasting, since
eating itself is prohibited as a matter of strict
law.

5. Sefer Hasidim 531 [R. Judah he-Hasid, N5Pn (N1Phaan) 0¥ PO Ae0 .5
12th-13th centuries, Germany]
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as it is written, “The camels were given straw
and feed,” and afterward, “When food was set
before him” (Genesis 24:32-33). It is also written,
“And | will give grass in your field for your
animals,” followed by, “And you shall eat and
you shall be satisfied” (Deuteronomy 11:15).
Similarly, it is written, “And to every animal of
the earth, etc,, | have given every green plant
for food” (Genesis 1:30).

Discussion Questions:

e How does Rav Moshe (source #4) resolve the seeming dispute between the two Talmudic
passages (sources #2 and #3)? What do you think about his resolution?

e Rav Moshe distinguishes between strict law and middat hasidut. What is the practical
significance, if any, of describing a behavior as an expression of piety rather than as a legal
obligation?

e What extra distinction, not mentioned in the Talmud, does Sefer Hasidim (source #5)
introduce?
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e Why does Sefer Hasidim distinguish between the order of precedence vis-a-vis eating and

drinking?

e Does this distinction reflect a difference in the urgency of hunger and thirst, or is it primarily
an attempt to reconcile seemingly conflicting biblical passages?
e Can we apply Rav Moshe’s explanation (source #4) to the drinking protocol established by

Sefer Hasidim (source #5)?

C. From Obligation to Compassion

6. Nehar Shalom167:4 [R. Sabbatai
Ventura, 18th century, Italy]
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| saw in Sefer Beit David, responsum 80, that
the reason an animal takes precedence over a
person is that one can place food before an
animal in an instant, whereas if a person eats
first, it takes considerably more time.
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18th century, Germany]

7. She’eilat Ya‘avet”z17 [R. Jacob Emden,
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For its primary rationale is the prevention of
suffering to animals (tza‘ar ba‘alei hayyim),
since it is dependent upon you. If you do not
have for it a fixed time for feeding, a fixed and
inviolable rule, it will die of hunger, for there is
no one else to feed it, nor can it find food
readily available before it..Therefore, the Torah
imposed an obligation upon a person to
provide sustenance for those that are his
before he himself eats, in order to cultivate the
attribute of compassion within his soul.
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Discussion Questions:

e According to Nehar Shalom (source #6), why must someone feed one’s animal before
oneself? According to She’eilat Ya‘avet”z (source #7), why must someone feed one’s animal
before oneself? What is the root of the disagreement between these two explanations?
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e According to Nehar Shalom (source #6), would the nature of the obligation change if
feeding an animal required significant time or effort? How does the story of Rebecca
(source #1) provide some insight into this question?

e According to the explanation of She’eilat Ya‘avet”z (source #7), is compassion the reason for
the obligation, its intended result, or both?

e To what extent does the drinking order of operations of Sefer Hasidim (source #5) map
onto the rationales of Nehar Shalom (source #6) and She’eilat Ya‘avet’z (source #7)7?

e How would you now understand Rebecca's decision to give Abraham's servant water
before watering his camels? What rule was she following?



