Weekly Jewish Wisdom:
Miss Manners at the Shabbat Table
By Dr. Erica Brown

“What does a good guest say? ‘How much trouble my host has taken for me! How much meat he has set before me! How much wine he has set before me! How many cakes he has set before me! And all the trouble he has taken he has taken only for my sake!’ What does a bad guest say? ‘How much, after all, has my host put himself out? I have eaten one piece of bread. I have eaten one slice of meat; I have drunk one cup of wine! All the trouble which my host has taken was only for the sake of his wife and children!’”

Talmud Berakhot 58a

On the surface, this Talmudic statement seems like an obvious case of the “guestzilla,” the monster guest who takes his fill and then baldly criticizes his host. The good guest, in contrast, is much more appreciative. But in looking at the specific words each says, we understand that this is more than surface rudeness or selfishness. At the heart of this passage is an assumption of entitlement and a directive about giving and taking. It may be helpful to bear in mind as people join host families during summer vacations, and those with summer homes suddenly find that they have more friends than ever before.


In these lines, the good guest speaks to his host, heaping praise in very specific ways. He not only thanks his host for the food. He thanks his host for each part of the meal, complimenting in detail the quantity of the food and the burden that the host has taken upon himself in its service. Usually, guests praises the quality of the food, not the quantity. Quality of the food is a reflection of the host’s culinary talents – which may or may not exist. Quantity is a reflection of the host’s generosity, not his or her ability to cook. Here, the Talmud is helping us understand that even if the food is not up to much, the essential act of giving is what is to be noted, recognized and publicly acknowledged.

The other facet of the good guest’s remarks is understanding that the quantity of food is not for the benefit of the host and his or her family, but is there as a way to accommodate and ensure the happiness of the guests. The underlying assumption the guest always makes is to credit all that he or she receives to the generosity and magnanimity of the host.

Not so with the bad guest. He does not comment on what the host has set out or how much the host has put himself out. He comments, rather, on how little he ate – as if his limited appetite is a reflection on the host’s stinginess. The change of focus to himself rather than to his host, immediately signals his selfishness. His comments upon leaving are all about him. Not only that, if the host has done anything correctly, it is in order to please his own household; the guests are a mere afterthought. It is of this sort of company that the real Miss Manners (who happens to be Jewish) has much to say:

If hospitality is a divine obligation, it certainly has an immediate earthly reward. Miss Manners is referring to that sublime moment when one’s guests all go home. If they ever do.

But the worst part of the bad guest’s behavior is that his remarks clearly are said not to the host but to himself, his family or friends after leaving. We are all familiar with this problem; we have just enjoyed a pleasant meal at someone else’s table and, after leaving, share all kinds of observations about the family, the food and the dynamics once we go. This creates the opposite effect of an after-dinner mint – it is not refreshing and is a tasteless response to the generosity of the host. The good guest is not only good because he remembers to say ‘please’ ‘thank you’ and ‘can I help?' Jewish politeness goes deeper than that. The good guest is good because he or she always finds the good in his or her hosts.

Shabbat Shalom
