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Beginning the Journey
A while back, a British newspaper, The 
Times, interviewed a prominent member of 
the Jewish community and a member of the 
House of Lords – let’s call him Lord X – on 

his 92nd birthday. The interviewer said, “Most

people, when they reach their 92nd birthday, 
start thinking about slowing down. You seem 
to be speeding up. Why is that?”

Lord X’s reply was this: “When you get to 92, 
you start seeing the door begin to close, and 
I have so much to do before the door closes 
that the older I get, the harder I have to 
work.”

We get a similar impression of Abraham in 
this week’s parsha. Sarah, his constant 
companion throughout their journeys, has 
died. He is 137 years old. We see him mourn

Sarah’s death, and then he moves into 
action. He engages in an elaborate 
negotiation to buy a plot of land in which to 
bury her. As the narrative makes clear, this is 
not a simple task. He confesses to the local 
people, Hittites, that he is “an immigrant and 
a resident among you” (Gen. 23:4), meaning 
that he knows he has no right to buy land. It 
will take a special concession on their part for
him to do so. The Hittites politely but firmly try
to discourage him. He has no need to buy a 
burial plot: “No one among us will deny you 
his burial site to bury your dead.” (Gen. 23:6) 
He can bury Sarah in someone else’s 
graveyard. Equally politely but no less 
insistently, Abraham makes it clear that he is 
determined to buy land. In the end, he pays a
highly inflated price (400 silver shekels) to do
so.

The purchase of the Cave of Machpelah is 
evidently a highly significant event, because 
it is recorded in great detail and highly legal 
terminology, not just here, but three times 
subsequently in Genesis (here in 23:17 and 
subsequently in 25:9; 49:30; and 50:13), 
each time with the same formality. Here, for 
instance, is Jacob on his deathbed, speaking
to his sons:

“Bury me with my fathers in the 
cave in the field of Ephron the 
Hittite, the cave in the field of 
Machpelah, near Mamre in 
Canaan, which Abraham bought 
along with the field as a burial 
place from Ephron the Hittite. 
There Abraham and his wife Sarah
were buried, there Isaac and his 
wife Rebecca were buried, and 
there I buried Leah. The field and 
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the cave in it were bought from the
Hittites.” (Gen. 49:29-32)

Something significant is being hinted at here,
otherwise why specify, each time, exactly 
where the field is and who Abraham bought it
from?

Immediately after the story of land purchase, 
we read, “Abraham was old, well advanced in
years, and God had blessed Abraham with 
everything.” (Gen. 24:1) Again this sounds 
like the end of a life, not a preface to a new 
course of action, and again our expectation is
confounded. Abraham launches into a new 
initiative, this time to find a suitable wife for 
his son Isaac, who by now is at least 37 
years old. Abraham instructs his most trusted
servant to go “to my native land, to my 
birthplace” (Gen. 24:2), to find the 
appropriate woman. He wants Isaac to have 
a wife who will share his faith and way of life. 
Abraham does not stipulate that she should 
come from his own family, but this seems to 
be an assumption hovering in the 
background.

As with the purchase of the field, this course 
of events is described in more detail than 
almost anywhere else in the Torah. Every 
conversational exchange is recorded. The 
contrast with the story of the Binding of Isaac
could not be greater. There, almost 
everything – Abraham’s thoughts, Isaac’s 
feelings – is left unsaid. Here, everything is 
said. Again, the literary style calls our 
attention to the significance of what is 
happening, without telling us precisely what it
is.

The explanation is simple and unexpected. 
Throughout the story of Abraham and Sarah, 
God promises them two things: children and 
a land. The promise of the land (“Rise, walk 
in the land throughout its length and breadth, 
for I will give it to you,” Gen. 13:17) is 
repeated no less than seven times. The 
promise of children occurs four times. 
Abraham’s descendants will be “a great 
nation” (Gen. 12:22), as many as “the dust of
the earth” (Gen. 13.16), and “the stars in the 
sky” (Gen. 15:5); he will be the father not of 
one nation but of many (Gen. 17:5).

Despite this, when Sarah dies, Abraham has 
not a single inch of land that he can call his 
own, and he has only one child who will 
continue the covenant, Isaac, who is 
currently unmarried. Neither promise has 
been fulfilled. Hence the extraordinary detail 
of the two main stories in Chayei Sarah: the 
purchase of land and the finding of a wife for 
Isaac. There is a moral here, and the Torah 
slows down the speed of the narrative as it 
speeds up the action, so that we will not miss
the point.

God promises, but we have to act. God 
promised Abraham the land, but he had to 
buy the first field. God promised Abraham 
many descendants, but Abraham had to 
ensure that his son was married, and to a 
woman who would share the life of the 
covenant, so that Abraham would have, as 
we say today, “Jewish grandchildren.”

Despite all the promises, God does not and 
will not do it alone. By the very act of self-
limitation (tzimtzum) through which He 
creates the space for human freedom, God 
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gives us responsibility, and only by exercising
it do we reach our full stature as human 
beings. God saved Noah from the Flood, but 
Noah had to make the Ark. He gave the land 
of Israel to the people of Israel, but they had 
to fight the battles. God gives us the strength 
to act, but we have to do the deed. What 
changes the world, what fulfils our destiny, is 
not what God does for us but what we do for 
God.

That is what leaders understand, and it is 
what made Abraham the first Jewish leader. 
Leaders take responsibility for creating the 
conditions through which God’s purposes can
be fulfilled. They are not passive but active – 
even in old age, like Abraham in this week’s 
parsha. Indeed in the chapter immediately 
following the story of finding a wife for Isaac, 
to our surprise, we read that Abraham 
remarries and has eight more children. 
Whatever else this tells us – and there are 
many interpretations (the most likely being 
that it explains how Abraham became “the 
father of many nations”) – it certainly conveys
the point that Abraham stayed young the way
Moses stayed young, “His eyes were 
undimmed and his natural energy unabated” 
(Deut. 34:7). Though action takes energy, it 
gives us energy. The contrast between Noah 
in old age and Abraham in old age could not 
be greater.

Perhaps, though, the most important point of 
this parsha is that large promises – a land, 
countless children – become real through 
small beginnings. Leaders begin with an 
envisioned future, but they also know that 
there is a long journey between here and 

there; we can only reach it one act at a time, 
one day at a time. There is no miraculous 
shortcut – and if there were, it would not 
help. The use of a shortcut would culminate 
in an achievement like Jonah’s gourd, which 
grew overnight, then died overnight. 
Abraham acquired only a single field and had
just one son who would continue the 
covenant. Yet he did not complain, and he 
died serene and satisfied. Because he had 
begun. Because he had left future 
generations something on which to build. All 
great change is the work of more than one 
generation, and none of us will live to see the
full fruit of our endeavours.

Leaders see the destination, begin the 
journey, and leave behind them those who 
will continue it. That is enough to endow a life
with immortality.

Shabbat Shalom

QUESTIONS (AROUND THE 
SHABBAT TABLE)

1 Why does God use tzimtzum (self-
limitation)? 

2 Does the knowledge that, eventually, 
the door closes for all of us, inspire 
you to action? If so, how? 

3 What actions do you want to take to 
ensure you have begun the journey? 
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The Prayer of the Servant
And Avraham said to the senior 
servant of his household, who had
charge of all that he owned…go to
the land of my birth and get a wife 
for my son Yitzchak." (Bereishit 
25:2-4)

The elderly Avraham sends his most trusted 
aide on a most important mission, to find a 
wife for his son Yitzchak. We assume that the
identity of this aide is Eliezer, the person who
was previously described as a prominent 
member of Avraham's household (Bereishit 
15:2). We don't know that much about 
Eliezer, there are rumors that he was a 
valiant warrior,[1] and some even claim that 
his father was the notorious Nimrod.[2]

But he is a close confidant of Avraham, and if
we judge a person by the company he keeps 
and by the manner he was entrusted by 
Avraham, he must have been a person of 
sterling character.

The servant sets out on his quest; when he 
arrives at his destination -Avrahams's home 
town - and turns to God in an unusual prayer:

He made the camels kneel down 
by the well outside the city, at 
evening time, the time when 

women come out to draw water. 
And he said, "O LORD, God of my
master Avraham, grant me good 
fortune this day, and deal 
graciously with my master 
Avraham: Here I stand by the 
spring as the daughters of the 
townsmen come out to draw 
water; let the maiden to whom I 
say, 'Please, lower your jar that I 
may drink,' and who replies, 'Drink,
and I will also water your camels'-
let her be the one whom You have 
decreed for Your servant Yitzchak. 
Thereby shall I know that You 
have dealt graciously with my 
master." (Bereishit 25:11-14)

The servant - by definition, a person 
accustomed to obeying orders - gives God a 
very specific task. If a young, eligible woman 
behaves precisely in the manner he has 
described, his mission will have been a 
success. While the propriety of daring to 
request such a display of Divine micro-
management can be debated,[3] there is a 
second, perhaps even more disturbing 
element to the servant's prayer. The verses 
are very specific: He arrived at the specified 
location at a very specific time of day, "at 
evening time," yet he requests that God's 
intervention take place that very same day. 
"Grant me good fortune this day," he says, 
setting a deadline for the success of his 
mission, presumably before nightfall. 
Keeping in mind that the Jewish day begins 
just after sunset, the window of opportunity 
for success seems extremely limited.

We might be tempted to say that the servant 
did not really want to succeed, and did his 
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best to torpedo the mission. In this view, the 
very tough terms he set might have been a 
way to insure that another young woman, 
one of his own choosing - perhaps a 
daughter or niece - would be married to his 
master's son, heir to Avraham's great wealth. 
Yet this approach has one very serious flaw: 
This servant was completely dedicated to his 
master, and Avraham had put all of his faith 
in him on more than one occasion. It is hard 
to imagine that this trusted aide could have 
behaved with such duplicity.

Perhaps, then, the seemingly-strange 
conditions of success were the result of the 
years this man had spent in Avraham's 
service: As head of Avraham's household, 
perhaps he had become accustomed to 
miraculous events taking place for and 
around Avraham, and assumed that now, on 
this mission on Avraham's behalf, a miracle 
was sure to happen. He had no doubt that 
God would once again do miracles for 
Avraham; he had come to expect the 
miraculous.

There may, however, be a third approach.

Although he was in the service of Avraham, 
on this particular mission he was also serving
also as Yitzchak's proxy - and the text 
includes additional information that connects 
the servant's behavior with Yitchak's. 
According to rabbinic tradition,[4] Yitzchak 
instituted the afternoon prayer of (mincha); 
thus, as the servant stands in prayer at the 
well in the late afternoon, Yitzchak is also 
deep in prayer:

And Yitzchak went out to meditate/
pray[5] in the field toward evening 

and, looking up, he saw camels 
approaching. Raising her eyes, 
Rivka looked up and saw Yitzchak.
(Bereishit 25:63-64)

Yitzchak was certainly aware of the mission 
on which his father's servant was sent. While 
we may be guilty of some embellishment, it 
would not be a huge leap to assume that 
among his other prayers that evening 
Yitzchak prayed that the servant's mission 
would be successful, and that an appropriate 
wife would be found for him. As the daylight 
wanes, he lifts his eyes to the horizon, and 
sees that his prayers have been answered.

Perhaps this explains the strange prayer of 
the servant, spoken just before sunset. The 
master of Avraham's household knew that 
this was the hour of day Yitzchak spent in 
prayer. Mustering up the faith he has learned 
in the tent of Avraham, the servant adds his 
own prayer to the prayer of Yitzchak; tapping 
in to the merit of Avraham (for whom God 
performs miracles on a regular basis) and the
power of Yitzchak's afternoon prayers, the 
servant utters his own prayer as the sun tilts 
downward toward the horizon. He knows that
the combination of faith and prayer are 
working in his favor at that particular hour; he
has no doubt that God's kindness will be 
manifest and immediate.

NOTES
1. Cited by Rashi Bereishit 14:14.
2. Targum Psuedo Yonatan Bereishit 14:14.
3. See Talmud Bavli Ta'anit 4a.
4. Talmud Bavli Brachot 26b.
5. As per Rashi.

https://www.sefaria.org/Berakhot.26b?lang=he-en&utm_source=aish.com&utm_medium=sefaria_linker
https://www.sefaria.org/Taanit.4a?lang=he-en&utm_source=aish.com&utm_medium=sefaria_linker
https://www.sefaria.org/Genesis.14.14?lang=he-en&utm_source=aish.com&utm_medium=sefaria_linker
https://www.sefaria.org/Genesis.14.14?lang=he-en&utm_source=aish.com&utm_medium=sefaria_linker
https://www.sefaria.org/Genesis.25.63-64?lang=he-en&utm_source=aish.com&utm_medium=sefaria_linker


Torah Teasers Parshat Chayei 
Sarah
1. The Torah records that the lifespan of 
Sarah was 127 years. Where else in Tanach 
does the number 127 appear?

Esther 1:1 states that Achashverosh ruled 
over 127 countries.

2. Which two ancient cities in Israel have 
numbers as part of their name?

Kiryat Arba (Genesis 23:2) and Be'er Sheva 
(Genesis 22:19) both include a number in 
their names.

3. Avraham purchases the cave in Hebron 
from Efron. Where else in Tanach is land 
purchased by Jews from non-Jews?

In Genesis 33:19, Yaakov purchased a field 
near Shchem. In 2-Shmuel 24:24, King David
purchased a threshing floor, which became 
the site of the Holy Temple. In 1-Kings 16:24, 
the Jewish king Amri purchased Har 
Shomron in central Israel.

4. Aside from the 400 silver coins used to 
purchase the cave in Hebron, where else is 
in the book of Genesis is the number 400 
mentioned? (2 answers)

In Genesis 15:13, God tells Abraham that his 
children will be slaves for 400 years. In 
Genesis 32:7, Esav comes to attack Yaakov 
with 400 men.

5. Where in this parsha is the number ten 
mentioned? (3 answers)

Eliezer takes 10 camels on his journey 
(Genesis 24:1). Eliezer gives Rivka two 
bracelets, each weighing 10 shekels of gold 
(Genesis 24:10). Rivka's family wants her to 
stay in their home for at least 10 months 
before marrying Yitzhak (Genesis 24:45).

6. The Torah records that Eliezer finds a wife 
for Yitzhak by a well. Who in the Torah meets
his own future wife at a well? (2 answers)

Yaakov meets Rachel at a well (Genesis 
29:9-10). Moshe meets the daughters of 
Yisro at a well and later marries one of the 
daughters, Tzipporah (Exodus 2:15-17).

7. Which seven women in Tanach are 
described as Tovat Mareh or Yefat Mareh - 
"nice to look upon" or "beautiful 
appearance"?

Sarah (Genesis 12:11), Rivka (Genesis 
24:16), Rachel (Genesis 29:17), Bat Sheva 
(2-Shmuel 11:2), Tamar, the sister of 
Avshalom (2-Shmuel 14:27), Vashti (Esther 
1:11), and Esther (Esther 2:7).

8. Where is straw mentioned in this parsha, 
and when is the next time that straw appears 
in the Torah?

Rivka tells Eliezer that her family has lots of 
straw for his camels (Genesis 24:25). In 
Exodus 5:7, Pharaoh commands that straw 
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should no longer be given to the Jewish 
slaves to produce bricks.

9. The deaths of which father and son are 
recorded in this parsha?

The deaths of Avraham (Genesis 25:8) and 
his son Yishmael (Genesis 25:17).

Remembering the Day of Death
"Sarah died in Kiryat Arba, which 
is Hebron in the land of Canaan. 
And Abraham came to eulogize 
Sarah and bewail her." (Genesis 
23:2)

Rabbi Yitzhak Karo in his work, Toldos 
Yitzhak, explains that the account of Sarah's 
death is placed between Rivka's birth and 
Yitzhak's marriage to remind us that even on 
such joyous occasions as a birth or a 
wedding, one must still remember the day of 
death. It is the day of death which puts life in 
its proper perspective. Thus we break a glass
at a wedding, in part, to temper our joy with a
reminder of the fragility of life and our 
ultimate mortality (see Talmud – Brachot 31a 
and Tosafot ad loc.).

The Midrash interprets the verse, "And God 
saw that all that He had created was very 

good" (Genesis 1:31) - 'Good' refers to life; 
'very good' to death. We remember our 
mortality in order not to love this world too 
much and forget our ultimate purpose (R' 
Yitzhak b. R' Shlomo on Pirkei Avos 3:1).

When one is confronted with the desire to 
sin, the Talmud (Brachot 5a) tells us, he 
should arouse his yetzer hatov to suppress 
his yetzer hara. If he is successful, fine; if 
not, he should learn Torah. If learning Torah 
is sufficient, fine; if not, he should recite the 
Shema. If this succeeds, fine; if not, he 
should remember the day of death.

From this Talmud we realize that focusing on 
our own mortality is not without its own 
dangers. Otherwise why not confront the 
yetzer hara initially with thoughts of death?

There are at least three ways that excessive 
concern with death can have negative 
results. When a person is suddenly 
confronted with his own mortality, a denial 
reaction may take place that manifests itself 
in irrational feelings of power and ability to 
overcome any threat. Secondly, awareness 
of one's mortality can also lead to despair or 
feelings that nothing in this world is of any 
meaning. Finally, thoughts of mortality can 
lead to feelings of total abandon and frenzied
indulgence in physical pleasures - "Eat and 
drink, for tomorrow we die" (Isaiah 22:13).

Each of the stages mentioned by the Talmud 
is designed to counteract these negative 
consequences of remembering one's 
mortality. The exhortation to exercise one's 
free will in overpowering the yetzer hara 
reminds us of our own limited control in this 
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world "Everything is in God's hands except 
the fear of Heaven" (Brachot 33b). 
Recognition of this fact prevents delusions of 
mastery and power.

Studying Torah and God's commandments - 
the second stage recommended by the 
Talmud for combating the yetzer hara - 
reminds us of the value of this world as the 
arena for fulfilling God's will and earning 
eternal reward. We thereby counteract 
feelings of despair generated by 
remembering the day of death.

And finally, reading the Shema and accepting
the yoke of Heaven restrains us from 
wallowing in earthly pleasures.

Once we have anticipated all the negative 
consequences, we can use the knowledge of
our own mortality positively: to remind 
ourselves that time is limited, the stakes are 
high, and if not now, when. "Repent one day 
before your demise," the Sages advise us 
(Pirkei Avos 2:15). In other words, treat every
day as if it were the last and live it with a 
sense of urgency and desire to secure one's 
eternal reward. Talmudei Rabbeinu Yona (to 
Brachot 25a) comment on the phrase, "We 
run and they run. We run to eternal life, and 
they run to ultimate destruction," as meaning 
that one must be constantly aware that he is 
running toward his final destiny and do all in 
his power now to acquire eternal reward.

Considered in this way, awareness of death 
can be an exhilarating incentive to realize the
spiritual potential in every moment. That, said
the Alter of Kelm, was why Rav Hamenuna 
Zuti entertained the guests at a wedding 

feast by singing, "Woe to us that we are 
dying; woe to us that we are dying" (Brachot 
31a). This chant was not a dirge, but rather a 
joyous challenge to the new couple to 
enhance their true simcha.

When Rabbi Akiva saw his students dozing 
off during a lecture, he awoke them by 
asking, "What did Esther contemplate that 
caused her to rule 127 provinces? He 
answered that she had reflected on the life of
Sarah, who lived 127 years" (Midrash - 
Berieshit Rabba 58:3). Sarah lived a full 127 
years, each moment utilized to the fullest. 
Her life furnished Esther with the model she 
needed to reach her full potential. The same 
consideration, Rabbi Akiva implied to his 
students, should lead them to remain 
attentive and not slumber during their 
learning.

The Parsha recounting Sarah's death is 
called "Chayei Sarah" - the life of Sarah, to 
teach us that the awareness of death gives 
meaning and inspiration to life.

https://www.sefaria.org/Berakhot.31a?lang=he-en&utm_source=aish.com&utm_medium=sefaria_linker
https://www.sefaria.org/Berakhot.31a?lang=he-en&utm_source=aish.com&utm_medium=sefaria_linker
https://www.sefaria.org/Berakhot.25a?lang=he-en&utm_source=aish.com&utm_medium=sefaria_linker
https://www.sefaria.org/Berakhot.33b?lang=he-en&utm_source=aish.com&utm_medium=sefaria_linker
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