We start this weeks parsha with avraham sitting in the opening of his tent in the heat of the day.
בראשית  פרק יח 
(א) וַיֵּרָא אֵלָיו  יְקֹוָק בְּאֵלֹנֵי מַמְרֵא וְהוּא יֹשֵׁב פֶּתַח הָאֹהֶל כְּחֹם הַיּוֹם:
(ב) וַיִּשָּׂא עֵינָיו וַיַּרְא וְהִנֵּה שְׁלֹשָׁה אֲנָשִׁים נִצָּבִים עָלָיו וַיַּרְא וַיָּרָץ לִקְרָאתָם מִפֶּתַח הָאֹהֶל וַיִּשְׁתַּחוּ אָרְצָה: 

Avraham lifts his eyes to see 3 men approaching him… 

The midrash tells us that these weren’t three ordinary men, rather they were messengers of hakadosh baruch hu. And they were sent with a purpose. 

In B”M 86b rebbi chamma the son of rebbi chanina says: that day was the third day since Avraham’s circumcision, and Hashem came to ask after him, to visit the sick. 

תלמוד בבלי מסכת בבא מציעא דף פו עמוד ב 
אמר רבי חמא ברבי חנינא: אותו היום יום שלישי של מילה של אברהם היה, ובא הקדוש ברוך הוא לשאול באברהם. … 

The gemara then gives us insight into who these 3 men were it asks:
 …מאן נינהו שלשה אנשים 
Who were these 3 men?   

- מיכאל וגבריאל  ורפאל. מיכאל - שבא לבשר את  שרה, רפאל - שבא  לרפא את אברהם,  גבריאל - אזל למהפכיה לסדום. 
And answer that they were 3 angels of God; Michael, Gavriel and refael.  And each of these angels had a specific job, Michael to tell of Sarah’s pregnancy, Gavriel to destroy sedom and Refael to heal avraham.  
In this the first ever act of healing we see hakadosh baruch hu caring for a member of his family a person with whom he has a relationship.  
Moreover, we see 3 messengers of God, one sent to give of the joyous news of the impending pregnancy of Sarah and birth of Yitzchak, one to heal Avraham from the surgery that is brit milah and one to upend and destroy Sedom, the city that has become our paradigm of evil culture and dysfunctional society.  In these three messengers of God and in Hashe’s act of kindness to avraham we see story of our parsha, and an encapsulation of the questions that we will be dealing with in our discussions.  
These questions are the ones that everyone who is taking part in the healthcare debate is asking.  How does society deal with medical care of the well in sarah and Yitzchak, how does society deal with those recovering from injury? Avraham.  What are the limits of the sacrifices that I must make for another who is not a family member meaning what are the parameters of functional society ? Sedom.  
I will of course not definitively answer these questions, but I hope that together we can engage in discussion using the resources of our history and religion to come to a deeper understanding of how we see the moral, ethical, societal and ultimately religious issues at play in this realm.  
I would like to start this discussion by looking at one of the sources that we will be examining on this Monday night.
The gemara in Sanhedrin 17b sets the requirement s that a city must meet in order for a talmid chacham to live there.  
תלמוד בבלי מסכת סנהדרין  דף יז עמוד ב 
ותניא: כל עיר שאין בה עשרה דברים הללו אין תלמיד חכם רשאי לדור בתוכה: בית דין מכין ועונשין, וקופה של צדקה נגבית בשנים ומתחלקת בשלשה, ובית הכנסת, ובית המרחץ, ובית הכסא, רופא, ואומן, ולבלר, ומלמד תינוקות.  

There is a beraita a writing from the rabbis of the mishnah that states that a talmid chacham is forbidden to live in any city that does not have these following 10 things: a Beit Din (rabbinical court), a tzedakah fund that is collected for by 2 people and distributed by 3, a Beit Haknesset (shul), a bath house, a toilet house, a doctor, a tailor and a teacher of young students.   

What’s interesting to me is that the Beraita specifies a talmid chacham when the Yerushalmi on Kiddushin 4 halacha 12 teaches a similar rule but applies it to everyone. It says 

תלמוד ירושלמי מסכת קידושין  פרק ד דף סו טור  ב /הי"ב 
ר' חזקיה ר' כהן  בשם רב אסור לדור בעיר שאין בה לא רופא ולא מרחץ ולא בית דין מכין וחובשין א"ר יוסי בי ר' בון אף אסור לדור בעיר שאין בה גינוניתא של ירק  

R Chizkiah, R Cohen, in the name of Rav says that it is forbidden to live in a city that not have a doctor, a bath, a beit din, and in the opinion of R Yossi the son of Bun a vegetable garden. 

My sense is that the yerushalmi is describing the basic requirements that one needs to live, health: doctor and bath, law and spirituality beit din and a reliable source of food vegetable garden.   

The bavli is describing an ideal society on where the role models in our society live one which is fitting to house a talmid chacham and Sanhedrin, these requirements go beyond the basics of life but include other things such as an honest distribution of community funds (tzedakah), resources for education (teacher) and things that meet the needs of daily life a tailor. 

Though it is clear that the there is some divergence in the bavli and yerushalmi in what is needed and what is ideal, both agree that society cannot function without medical care, for whom and at what cost is what we will be dealing with in the coming weeks. 

So, while the healthcare debate rages in the halls of power, in the media and in our homes it is important in order to better understand the issues to look inwards to our religious texts and values.   

In our first class this Monday night we will be asking the question of Gavriel, what is healthy society what the obligation of the collective to the individual and what are the limits of those obligations how do we create a healthy culture.  On the second Monday we will be asking the questions around the doctor’s obligation to heal.  Is there one? Where does it come from?  What are the confines of that obligation, financial and ethical?  Finally in our third discussion we will be discussing triage, deciding who gets a portion of the limited resources and which medicines, procedures and equipment will be available where and to whom (Michael and Gavriel, sarah and avraham). 
I hope that this will be a conversation that leads to greater understanding and appreciation of the issues that go into this debate and the role that Torah can play in them.  

