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A Fixed Place for Humility
Parashat Vayera 2026/5787 | Rabbi Noam Kornsgold*

A. The Paradox of a Fixed Place

1. Genesis 19:27-28
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(27) And Abraham arose early in the morning
to the place where he had stood before the
Lord, (28) and, looking down toward Sodom
and Gomorrah and all the land of the Plain, he
saw the smoke of the land rising like the smoke
of a kiln.
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2. Babylonian Talmud, Berakhot 6b
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R. Helbo said in the name of Rav Huna: Anyone
who establishes a fixed place [ha-kovea®
makom] for his prayer, the God of Abraham
helps him. And when he dies, they say about
him, “Where is the humble one? Where is the
pious one of the students of Abraham, our
father?” As it is written, “And Abraham
hastened in the morning to the place where he

not standing [ ‘amidah] other than prayer. As it
says, “And Phinehas stood [va-ya‘amod] and
prayed” (Psalms 106:30).

had stood [ ‘amad]” (Genesis 19:27). And there is
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Discussion Questions:

e Define the principle of a fixed place (makom kavua’) R. Helbo highlights in the Gemara

(source #2).

e Beyond the connection between Genesis 19:27 and the notion of makom kavua’, why do you
think “the God of Abraham” was specifically singled out as “helping” the person praying?
What qualities did Abraham possess that would make his relationship with God be the
paradigm for support engendered by establishing a makom kavua?
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e Why is it significant that the Rabbis derived the requirement of a makom kavua®specifically
when Abraham stood watching a cataclysmic event like the destruction of Sodom and
Gomorrah (source #1)? What might his return to that place suggest about the relationship
between prayer, disappointment, and religious commitment? Does maintaining a fixed
place take on a different meaning when our prayers go unanswered?

e Qutside of the context of the Talmud, what traits would you associate with someone who
establishes a fixed place for praying? What sometimes happens when individuals “claim” a

spot in the synagogue?

e According to the Gemara (source #2), what are the traits associated with one who
establishes a makom kavua®? Define each of these traits. Why are these specific
characteristics associated with one who establishes a makom kavua? Why are these traits,
in some ways, subversive to our expectations?

B. Humility in Place and Practice

3. Talmidei Rabbeinu Yonah, Berakhot
3b, s.v. °19R 1NN DIPR Y21 B
1Y 71°71° DANAR [R. Jonah Gerond,
13th century, Spain]
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And there are those who raise the following
difficulty: Is it merely on account of this that
they tell such great praise of a person after his
death? After all, Shemuel ha-Katan (who was
as familiar with the pathways of heaven as with
the streets of Nehardea), and of whom it was
said that he was worthy of having the Divine
Presence rest upon him as it did upon Moses
our teacher, except that his generation was
unworthy of it. Therefore, they said this about
him to great praise. And how, then, could they
say here about anyone who establishes a
special place in his home to pray? And one
may answer that they did not say this on
account of establishing a fixed place alone.
Rather, the intention is that he is so punctilious
about his prayer that he takes care even in this
matter, desiring that his prayer be in a special
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place. And since he loves prayer so much, he
certainly possesses the trait of humility, so that
his prayer may be accepted before the
Omnipresent, as it is written: “True sacrifice to
God is a contrite spirit,” etc. (Psalms 51:19). For if
he will not possess humility, he will never be
able to pray with proper concentration, nor will
his prayer be accepted before the
Omnipresent, blessed be He...

4. Shu™t Tzitz Eliezer 18.63 [R. Eliezer
Waldenberg, 20th century, Israel]
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And an example from the realm of aggadah: In
the book Toledot Ze’ev, in the addenda to
Tractate Berakhot 6b, an explanation is cited in
the name of the rabbi, of blessed memory, to
explain the Gemara: “Anyone who establishes a
fixed place for his prayer, the God of Abraham
helps him. And when he dies, they say about
him, “‘Where is the humble one? Where is the
pious one of the students of Abraham, our
father?”” At first glance, it is difficult to
understand what connection this has to
establishing a fixed place for prayer. Granted,
“pious” is appropriate, since such a person is
punctilious in the commandments. But how is
humility appropriate in this? Would we say that
someone who is scrupulous in observing the
commandment of tzitzitis therefore humble?
What does one thing have to do with the
other?' And he explained that humility is indeed
appropriate here. For a person who is not
humble cannot possibly maintain a fixed place
for prayer under any circumstances. For one
day, the synagogue official [gabbai] will offend
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! Literally, “What does the sabbatical year have to do with Mt. Sinai?”
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him, and he will go to another synagogue.
Before long, the attendant [shamash] or some
other person there will also offend him, and he
will flee from that synagogue as well, moving
on to yet another. Indeed, we see examples of
this every day: people who lack humility
abandon their regular synagogue and move to
another because of some grievance or
resentment. Therefore, one who establishes a
fixed place, this is a faithful sign that he is
humble, for humility means being forbearing. If
he were not forbearing, he could not possibly
maintain a fixed place for prayer. For over the
course of his life, a person inevitably
encounters some offense or grievance from
which he cannot escape, and this would
certainly cause him to change his fixed place.
Thus, the very fact that he has maintained a
fixed place for prayer proves that he is humble
and forbearing. It is therefore entirely
appropriate to describe him as humble, since
his constancy in maintaining a fixed place is
conclusive evidence that he possesses the trait
of humility. Here, then, is an ingenious
interpretation of the statement of our Sages,
based on an understanding of human impulses
and behavior.
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Discussion Questions:

e What question do both R. Jonah (source #3) and the 7zitz Eliezer (source #4) attempt to
answer? Which response do you find more compelling? How does each answer compare to
the definition that you offered for describing the traits that one who establishes a makom

kavua“possesses?

e What does each interpretation suggest about the relationship between religious observance

and moral character?

e According to the Tzitz Eliezer (source #4), is the willingness to tolerate an unpleasant
situation necessarily a sign of humility? When might remaining in a difficult situation
demonstrate strength of character, and when might it be inappropriate?
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e How might both sources understand someone who faithfully attends the same synagogue
for decades but consistently insists upon sitting in a particular seat, even at the expense of

others?

C. The Geography of Prayer

5. Shulhan Arukh, Orah Hayyim 90:19 [R.
Joseph Karo, 16th century, Spain/Safed]
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A person should establish a fixed place for his
prayer so that he should not change it unless
there is a need. And it is not enough that he
designate a particular synagogue in which to
pray. Rather, he must also establish a fixed
place for him in the synagogue.
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6. Talmidei Rabbeinu Yonah, Berakhot
3b, s.v. °PR 1NN DIPR Y1 B
171y 71°71° BN2AR [R. Jonah Gerond,
13th century, Spain]

,2 Y 397 N197a LM %27 *TRbn .6
DrYaR *POR INENk DIPn YaIPn o
A e

They didn’t say [that one needs to establish a
makom kavua‘] within the synagogue since its
entirety is a place of prayer. He need not be
particular about sitting sometimes in one
corner and sometimes in another. Rather, it
means that he establishes a fixed place for his
prayer in his house. For when sometimes he’s
unable to go to the synagogue, he will pray in
his house and establish a known place for it.
This is implied in the Jerusalem Talmud where
we learn there, “One who establishes a fixed
place for his prayer in his house to pray is as if
he is surrounded by partitions of iron and when
he dies, they say, ‘Where is the humble one?
Where is the pious one?”
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Discussion Questions:

Which location, the synagogue (Shulhan Arukh, source #5) or the home (R. Jonah, source
#6), do you think is more impactful in terms of establishing a makom kavua®?

Despite the weight of halakhic tradition not following R. Jonah, what makes his answer so
appropriate in terms of the characteristics said of one who establishes a makom kavua?
How does R. Jonah’s explanation regarding the house cohere with his understanding of the
trait of humility (source #3)?

The Shulhan Arukh (source #5) permits an individual to change their fixed place when there
is a need. What circumstances might justify such a change? How does this qualification
complicate the idea that constancy is itself a religious virtue?

Returning to the Gemara's description (source #2) of the humble and pious individual, what
should ultimately matter more: the physical consistency of one's place of prayer or the
disposition with which one approaches prayer? Can the two ever come into conflict?



