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The villains of Bereishit are rarely “Monsters of the 
Week”, appearing for a single episode, threatening 
the Jewish protagonist and being vanquished by G-d 

and our intrepid heroes. Many of the foes introduced in the 
Torah’s early chapters – Aram, Canaan, Amalek, Edom and 
Moav, for example – participate in centuries-long biblical 
arcs of antagonism, and along the way they teach us lessons 
about our identity and mission. One such foe is the nation of 
Midian. 

A History of Midian
At first, Midian seems like a footnote in our genealogy. 

After Yitzchak marries Rivkah, Avraham weds Keturah, 
and she births six sons. Midian, the fourth of these sons, 
does not stay in Canaan long; he is exiled to the east, along 
with his brothers and the anonymous children of unnamed 
concubines. As Bereishit 25:6 states, Avraham “gave them 
gifts, and he sent them away from his son, Yitzchak,” lest 
there be any confusion about who would be included in the 
Jewish national line.

Midian is far from done, though. They re-surface to play 
a role in drawing Yosef from the pit, and sending him down 
to Egypt. (Bereishit 37:28) Later, Moshe becomes a fugitive 
from Egyptian justice and flees to Midian. (Shemot 2:15) 
Further along, the Moabites recruit Midian for support in 
hiring Bilam to curse the Jews. (Bamidbar 22:4) Then, when 
Bilam fails to harm the Jews, Midianite women join with 
Moabite women to seduce the Jews and draw them into 
idolatry. A Midianite princess, Kozbi, publicly embraces 
Zimri, the prince of the tribe of Shimon. (Bamidbar 25)

The Midian Motif
When we examine these stories of Midian carefully, 

we recognize two consistent Midianite markers.
First , the Midianite national subconscious 

remembers being excised from the line of Avraham, 
and intentionally or unintentionally, they pay back their 
ancestor by separating his other descendants from the 
family:
•	 Yosef is separated from his family via the agency of 

Midianites;
•	 Yitro, a Midianite, welcomes Moshe to spend 

decades apart from the Jews enslaved in Egypt.
•	 Kozbi separates Zimri from the Jewish people, 

drawing him to her before the entire nation.
Second, Midian tempts the isolated Jew sexually and 

religiously, attempting to strip our ethnic and religious 
identities:
•	 When Yosef descends to Egypt via Midianite agency, 

the wife of Potifar attempts to lure him into a liaison 
– an act which Yosef labels “a sin against G-d.” 
(Bereishit 39:9) Neither immorality nor idolatry 
actually takes place, and that is a credit to Yosef ’s 
righteousness. 

•	 When Moshe goes to Midian, he marries Tzipporah, 
the daughter of Yitro, “the priest of Midian”. The act 
has the appearance of impropriety; indeed, Zimri 
justifies his deed with Kozbi by asking Moshe, “Son 
of Amram! Is she prohibited or permitted? And if 
you will say she is prohibited, then who permitted 
the daughter of Yitro for you?” (Sanhedrin 82a; 
and see Sotah 43a) Certainly, Moshe’s marriage to 
Tzipporah and relationship was ultimately neither 
immoral nor idolatrous, but like Yosef ’s refusal of 
Potifar’s wife, that is a credit to the righteousness of 
the participants. [It is also worth noting that Midrash 
Aggadah to Shemot 18:3 ascribes to Yitro a quasi-
successful attempt to educate Moshe and his children 

Midian: The Price of Exclusion
Rabbi Mordechai Torczyner
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in idolatry.]
•	 Finally, in luring Zimri and other Jews, Midian 

succeeds in separating Jews from their family, 
leading them first into immorality, and then into 
the idolatry of Baal Peor. Midian has achieved her 
revenge.

The Moral of Midian
Perhaps Midian’s cross-generational retribution 

carries a message for the descendants of Avraham. 
This author has not seen any traditional commentator 
criticize Avraham’s treatment of Keturah’s children, and 
would never suggest otherwise. The apparent motivation 

of averting challenges to Yitzchak’s inheritance is 
sensible. Nonetheless, the most benign separatism 
remains exclusive, and our human social drive naturally 
resents exclusion.

For all of its emphasis upon darchei noam [paths 
of pleasantness] and community, Torah is exclusive, 
even within our family. Certain rituals are limited to 
particular groups, and laws like kashrut and tumah 
compel the observant to keep a measured distance 
from the non-observant. May we learn from the saga of 
Midian, and recognize the pain this inflicts. Even when 
such pain is necessary, we would do well to find methods 
of mitigation beyond “Avraham gave them gifts.”

Sarah Dies at Age 127
Rabbi Ephraim Z. Buchwald

This week’s parasha, parashat Chayei Sarah, opens 
with the grim news of the passing of the great 
Matriarch, Sarah, at age 127.

The opening chapter of parashat Chayei Sarah 
concerns the burial of Sarah in the Machpelah Cave that 
Abraham purchases from the Hitites (a fascinating story 
in and of itself) (Chayei Sarah 5772-2011). However, the 
commentators are particularly intrigued by, not only, the 
age of Sarah when she dies, but also the way that the age is 
formulated in the Hebrew text.

The Patriarch Abraham lived until age 175, Isaac until age 
180 and Jacob reached age 147.

The fact that Sarah dies at the relatively young age of 127 
is attributed by the Midrash, to Sarah being informed of the 
near-death of Isaac at the Akeida. The Midrash states that 
Satan came to Sarah and described how Abraham had gone 
to slaughter Isaac on Mount Moriah. Before she had a chance 
to hear that Isaac was miraculously saved, her soul flew out 
from her and she died of shock.

As already noted, the rabbis focus on the strange way the 
Hebrew text phrases the years of Sarah’s life. The verse, in 
Genesis 23:1, reads, ַוִּיְהיּו ַחֵּיי ָׂשָרה ֵמָאה ָׁשָנה ְוֶעְׂשִרים ָׁשָנה ְוֶׁשַבע 
 Sarah’s lifetime was one hundred years, and ,ָׁשִנים, ְׁשֵני ַחֵּיי ָׂשָרה
twenty years, and seven years; the years of Sarah’s life.

Rashi, citing the Midrash Rabba 58:4 explains that the 
Hebrew word, ָׁשָנה-“year” appears after every whole number 
in Sarah’s age, to teach that every “year” is to be expounded 
on its own. Just as Sarah was regarded as sinless at age twenty, 
so too, was Sarah without sin at one hundred years old. 
Similarly, when Sarah was twenty years old, she possessed 

the natural beauty of a seven year old. The apparent 
superfluous phrase, “the years of Sarah’s life,” teaches that 
Sarah maintained her saintliness throughout her life, even 
beyond the age of one hundred.

The Midrash Rabba on Esther 1:8 asks, in the name of 
Rabbi Akiva, why Queen Esther merited to rule over 127 
states? The Midrash responds that it comes to teach that 
Esther, the great great-great-granddaughter of the Matriarch 
Sarah merited to reign over 127 states because of Sarah’s 127 
years of righteous living.

The Midrash Rabba on parashat Noah 3, relates a similar 
teaching with an added anecdote. The Midrash states that 
Rabbi Akiva noticed that his students were very tired and 
inattentive. He decided to spark their interest by telling them 
that Esther merited to rule over 127 provinces because she 
descended from Sarah who lived 127 righteous years.

Rabbi Nison Alpert, in his writings on the weekly portion, 
further explains the connection between Esther’s meriting 
to rule over 127 countries and the righteousness of Sarah. 
Citing the Talmud in Brachot 13a, he explains that Sarah’s 
original name, ָׂשַרי-“Sarai,” meant that she was a minister over 
her own (single) nation, but in the end, she became ָׂשָרה-
“Sarah,” a minister over the entire world (many nations).

It could very well be that at that time of Ahasuerus and 
Esther, the 127 states that they ruled over were considered 
the whole world, justifying the claim of ministering over “the 
entire world.”

Rabbi Alpert argues that we never really see that Sarah 
rules over the entire world. To the contrary, we know that 
Sarah was abducted twice, once by Pharaoh and then by 
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After the Aqedah
Rabbi Dr. David Horwitz

Parashat Hayye Sarah (Genesis, chapters 23:1-25:18) 
deals with Abraham’s life after the ‘Aqedah. The 
remaining events of his life span the thirty-sight years 

that remained from the time of the death of Sarah at 127 
(when Abraham himself was 137), to his own death at the 
age of 175. Perhaps, however, we should begin a discussion 
of the Parashah with a citation of the last five verses of 
Parashat Va-Yera, which also take place after the ‘Aqedah.

Sometime later, Abraham was told, “Milcah too has born 
children to your brother Nahor: Uz the first born, and Buz 
his brother, and Kemuel the father of Aram; and Chesed, 
Hazo, Pildash, Jidlaph and Bethuel”-Bethuel being the father 
of Rebecca. These eight Milcah bore to Nahor, Abraham’s 
brother. And his concubine, whose name was Reumah, also 
bore children: Tebah, Gaham, Tzhash, and Maacah (Genesis 
22:20-24).

What is the point of this detailed discussion of the 
family of Nahor? Rashi cites the notion of Hazal that the 
entire passage was written because of the name of Rebecca, 
who was subsequently to become Isaac’s wife. I heard a 
different explanation, in the name of Maran Ha-Rav Joseph 
B. Soloveitchik, zatzal, by Rabbi Max N. Schreier. It goes as 
follows:

Abraham had just passed successfully the trial of 
the ‘Aqedah. The ‘Aqedah represents the quintessential 

expression of the trial of tzaddiq ve-ra‘ lo, the righteous man 
who suffers. Why should Abraham the just have 

to sacrifice and lose his only son Isaac, the son of his ole 
age, the apple of his eye? Nonetheless, such was the test 
of God, that Abraham must be ready to do so. Indeed, he 
passed the test and was spared the life of this son.

But in this world there is another test that righteous 
men must suffer. It is the test of observing that in this 
material world, we find the phenomenon of rasha ve-tov 
lo. Sometimes, an evil, wicked person who by no means 
deserves to have a successful, prosperous, happy life 
nonetheless enjoys such an existence. 

Why does God allow for this? Even if one grants that 
God has a particular purpose for allowing a righteous man 
to suffer, and therein lies the secret of tzaddiq ve-ra‘ lo, what 
possible reason could God have for allowing for this state of 
affairs?

Abraham passed this test as well. He was able to fahrginn 
Nahor his happiness. He did not begrudge his brother 
anything. And that is the purpose for the description of the 
Torah of all of Nahor’s descendants.

The events transcribed in Parashat Hayye Sarah are of a 
mundane, prosaic nature.  We first find Abraham having to 
deal with Ephron the Hittite over a plot a land in which he 
could bury his wife. He then entrusted his servant (whose 

Avimelech. Sarah did not even own a grave for burial, and 
the great Abraham had to pay “full price” for it.

Rabbi Alpert suggests that the Hebrew word, “Sarah,” 
which generally means to rule, could also mean to prevail, to 
maintain, to rest and to dwell.

Rabbi Alpert, therefore, suggests that the Torah does 
not mean that Sarah was a temporal monarch who ruled 
over the entire world. Rather, explains Rabbi Alpert, no 
matter what happened to Sarah, her spiritual essence always 
remained the same, “unscathed and unaffected.”

When Sarah was abducted by Avimelech and Pharaoh, 
she remained steadfast, maintaining her exalted spiritual 
level. As a woman who was childless, she showed inspiring 
faith that she would eventually conceive and bear a child. 
Sarah, says Rabbi Alpert, ruled over the entire world by 
always staying above the world and never allowing the 
world to rule over her. That is why she was called “Sarah.”

The Matriarch Sarah thus blazed a trail for Esther, who 
was to become queen over 127 provinces. Even though 
Esther, like Sarah, was taken against her will from a place 
of righteousness (Mordecai’s home) to the palace of 
the nefarious Ahasuerus, she remained unscathed and 
untarnished, maintaining the same faith and fear of G-d that 
she had in her youth.

Sarah’s commitment to goodness and righteousness 
sets the standard for future generations of Jewish men and 
women. It is in the merit of the righteous Matriarch Sarah, 
that Jews have committed themselves throughout the 
centuries and millennia to practice and teach the ethics and 
morality of G-d and His Torah to the entire world. It is due 
to the commitment of the Matriarch Sarah that we hope 
that those teachings will soon rule and dominate the world, 
heralding the redemption of all humanity, with the coming 
of the Messiah (Moshiach).
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name is not mentioned in the Torah but whom Hazal 
identify as Eliezer) with the task of finding a wife for his son. 
Finally, the last chapter of Hayye Sarah records that Abraham 
took another wife, Keturah, who bore him numerous 
children. Finally, the Parashah records the death of Abraham, 
and a list of the descendants of Ishmael.

Following the Rav’s idea that the last verses in Va-Yera 
constitute a test for Abraham, perhaps we can look at all the 
events recorded in Parashat Hayye Sarah as another type of 
test of Abraham. It is the following:

Abraham had passed the test of the ‘Aqedah. It was the 
most intense religious experience that one could imagine. 
Would he be able to listen to the command of God and 
sacrifice his son? Abraham was able to look into his heart and 
find enough devotion, and enough love of God, to indeed do 
so.

But after such a wrenching experience, all the day to 
day problems of life seem meaningless, even trivial by 
comparison. Haggling with Ephron the Hittite over a plot 
of land? Arguing with his servant about the hypothetical 
possibility that the latter would not be able to find a suitable 
match for his son? 

One can imagine Abraham sighing, and crying to God, 
“Ribbono shel ‘Olam, give me a break! Why should I have to 
deal with these “pahim qetanim,” these small vessels? I have 
already demonstrated my supreme love for you!

Yet Abraham realized that service to God is not only 
accomplished through “once in a lifetime” grandiose gestures 
such as he ‘Aqedah. It is also realized through honorable 
activity and courteous relations with others in day-to-day 
life. Having passed the test of the “teleological suspension of 
the ethical” through the ‘Aqedah, Abraham returned from 

the mountain and lived the rest of his life in a supremely 
ethical manner. Abraham was kind and patient with Ephron 
and with his servant. He even married again and had children 
with Keturah.  He passed, one can say, the test of “after the 
‘Aqedah.” Hence it is fitting that the Torah writes:

And Abraham breathed his last, dying at a good ripe age, 
old and contented; and he was gathered to his kin. His sons 
Isaac and Ishmael buried him in the cave of Machpelah, in 
the field of Efron the son of Zohar the Hittite, facing Mamre, 
the field that Abraham had bought from the children of 
Heth; there Abraham was buried, and Sarah his wife. After 
the death of Abraham, God blessed his son Isaac. And Isaac 
settled near Beer –lahai-roi (Genesis 25:8-11).

Rabbi Aaron Soloveichik, zatzal, once raised a question 
regarding the Rambam’s formulation of the laws of qiddush 
Hashem (sanctifying the Name of God) in his Mishneh 
Torah, at the beginning of the fifth chapter of Hilkhot Yesode 
Ha-Torah. Rambam, of course, lists the three cardinal sins 
(murder, idolatry and sexual ‘arayot) where the Halakhah 
is that one must give up his life rather than violate those 
laws. But the Rambam precedes that by mentioning that in 
regarding all other mitzvoth, the law is that one violates the 
specific mitzvah and saves his life. Why didn’t the Rambam 
begin with the three cardinal sins?

Rav Aaron suggested that the Rambam was trying 
to fortify the point that the primary Kiddush Hashem 
that one can accomplish in this life is through a life lived 
appropriately. Following that approach, one may say that 
the lesson of Parashat Hayye Sarah is that after the ‘Aqedah, 
Abraham the patriarch lived the remaining years of his life as 
a Kiddush Hashem.

Avraham: Chesed Tempered by Din 
Rabbi Hershel Reichman 

Sara died in Kiryat Arba, which is Chevron, in the Land of 
Canaan. Avraham came to eulogize Sara and to weep for 
her. (Breishis 23:2)

The midrash asks, where did Avraham come from? The 
midrash records two opinions. Rebbe Levi said that he 
came from the funeral of his father Terach. Terach at the 
time lived in Charan, which was very far away. On the other 
hand, Rebbe Yosi said Avraham came from Har haMoriah. 
We see from this midrash that Chazal see significance in 

the place and activity from which Avraham Avinu came to 
attend Sara’s funeral. Ramban says vayavo doesn’t necessarily 
mean he came from another place. It merely means that he 
got involved, and likely he had been there already. But the 
midrash says that Avraham did come from somewhere else. 
What is the significance of where Avraham came from?

The Well Rounded Personality – Chesed and Din
The Shem Mishmuel’s father, the first Sochachover Rebbe, 

author of Eglei Tal, says the midrash is explaining something 
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about Avraham. Avraham had the ability to move from one 
personality structure to another, from one mida to another 
mida.

Avraham is the epitome of chesed, loving others and 
wanting to help them. But life is not that simple. We would 
like the world just to be all about loving kindness. After all, 
this is the beautiful side of life. There is, however, a harsher 
side of life, the side of restrictions and rules. In Hebrew this 
is called din. Sara characterized din. So did Yitzchak, unlike 
Avraham, who was pure chesed.

The world has to have a balance between kindness and 
generosity on one side and, on the other side, structure, law 
and limits. Without limits, love will be perverted and applied 
inappropriately. Hashem saw that the world needed two 
pillars. On the one hand the world needs kindness, goodness, 
generosity and love, chesed. On the other hand, the world 
needs justice, fairness, correctness, doing what’s right, din.

As Klal Yisrael was being formed in its initial stages with 
its first fathers, Avraham was the pillar of chesed. This is 
the foundation of the world. God created the world with 
amazing generosity. The world is very complicated and 
sophisticated in order to support life. All of the geological, 
meteorological and astronomical systems are here to support 
human life. At the same time, Hashem also made the world 
with unforgiving natural systems. Gravity, for example, has 
no chesed. If a person steps out of a window he will fall 
and get hurt or die. We thus see that the world as a whole 
functions on two levels, chesed and din.

In the original formation of the Jewish people, Hashem 
wanted the first person to be a man of chesed. Avraham 
looked for goodness in everything. Avraham even prayed 
for the people of Sdom, who were perverts, criminals and 
scoundrels. My personal theory is that Avraham sanctioned 
Lot’s move to Sdom because he thought that Lot had a 
chance of reaching and teaching its citizens. Avraham saw 
goodness in every person, even in Sdom.

This is a strong element of chassidic thought. The Baal 
Shem Tov and later Reb Levy Yitzchak of Berditchev 
believed that beneath the surface of every Jew is a pure core. 
The essence of a Jewish person is only good. You can find 
it, develop it, and bring it out. Chassidus is fundamentally a 
movement of chesed, in line with the personality and belief 
of the original founder of the Jewish people, Avraham.

But there is also Torah law. It is immutable. The aseres 
ha’dibros, the first public communication of God’s 
commands, were engraved in stone. This symbolized the 

permanence of the Torah. Why is the law so important? 
Human nature has weaknesses, and law addresses those 
weaknesses. Law elevates man and purifies him. The 
teachings of the Torah therefore are totally intertwined with 
the halacha, the laws of the Torah.

Avraham, chesed, has to be balanced by Yitzchak, din. 
After these two opposing poles were developed by Avraham 
and Yitzchak, Yaakov came and synthesized the two. He 
is called Yisrael Saba, the grandfather whose children all 
stayed loyal to the family goals. Yaakov’s mida is known as 
rachamim or tiferes, which denote the balance of chesed and 
din, of generosity and truth.

Avraham Successfully Integrated Din Into His Life
Even though Avraham embodied chesed, Hashem saw 

that even Avraham had to be touched by din. He needed an 
experience of din. If Avraham only espoused kindness, he 
would be too one-sided. There is another side of life that he 
needed to experience deeply. This was the purpose of akeidas 
Yitzchak. Hashem asked him to kill his son for no apparent 
reason. This was the antithesis of chesed. God challenged 
Avraham to obey His will no matter what, even if he didn’t 
understand it.

Avraham Avinu needed to succeed, and he did. He 
acted with alacrity and willingness to obey because of his 
great love of God. He proved his ability to switch modes 
from chesed to din just because Hashem had commanded 
him. Avraham bowed his head and submitted himself 
to the divine command even though it was against his 
fundamental philosophy. He had something he felt even 
more fundamental than his chesed – his love for God, ahavas 
Hashem. He did God’s will with speed and love even though 
it was against his own basic philosophy. He then bridged 
chesed and din.

Where Avraham Came From – The Significance
Now we can understand what the Torah means when 

it says “vayavo Avraham,” Avraham came to Sara’s 
funeral from the akeida. A funeral is an act of chesed. 
The dead person cannot reciprocate the kindness 
that people do for her. Her life has ended. Avraham 
performed pure chesed by caring for Sara’s funeral and 
burial. Avraham convinced the people to sell him the 
burial cave and he payed a huge amount of money for 
it. But where did he come from? He came from the 
akeida, from a mode of din. He was able to move himself 
spiritually, to shift his personality from the din of the 
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If we were to consider Google’s information the gospel, 
the two subjects I would like to discuss this week would 
be the writer of a series of romantic comedies and a 

Polish airline. Alas, we have more substantive matters to 
discuss.

Early in the parshah, we meet a character named Ephron. 
The text informs us that he is the representative of the sons 
of Ches, who own the plot where Avraham desires to bury 
Sarah. He is not mentioned anywhere else other than this 
context (although there are a few places called Ephron 
throughout Tanach).
“ועפרן ישב בתוך בני חת ויען עפרון החת את אברהם באזני בני חת 

לכל באי שער עירו לאמר” )בראשית כ”ג:י(
“Now Ephron was sitting in the midst of the children of Ches; 

and Ephron the Chissite responded to Avraham in the hearing 
of the children of Ches, for all who come to the gate of his city, 
saying:” (Bereshis 23:10).

Rashi comments:
“כתיב חסר, אותו היום מנוהו שוטר עליהם מפני חשיבתו של אברהם 

שהיה צריך לו, עלה לגדולה” )רש”י שם(
“The word ‘yoshev’ (sitting) is spelled lacking a letter. This 

teaches us that on that day they appointed Ephron as an official 
over them; because of the importance of Avraham who needed 
Ephron, Ephron ascended to greatness” (Ibid. Rashi).

I found it interesting that Rashi uses identical language 
to describe Lot’s appointment as a judge over the people of 
S’dom. The two events are 37 years apart, at least taking into 
account the Midrashic chronology. The angels informed 
Avraham that one year hence,  he and Sarah would have a 
child. Avraham was 99 at that time. Tradition has calculated 
that Avraham was 136 at the time of the Akeidah and 
suggests that Sarah died the same day as the aborted sacrifice 
of Yitzchak.

“ויבאו שני המלאכים סדמה בערב ולוט ישב בשער סדם וירא לוט 
ויקם לקראתם וישתחו אפים ארצה” )בראשית י”ט:א(

“The two angels came to S’dom in the evening and Lot was 
sitting at the gate of S’dom; and Lot saw and stood up  to meet 
them and he bowed, face to the ground.” (Bereshis 19:1).

Rashi here notes:
“ישב כתיב אותו היום מנוהו שופט על השופטים” )רש”י שם(

“The word ‘sitting’ is written with the same spelling as ‘sat.’ 
This teaches us that on that day, they appointed him as a judge 
over the judges” (Ibid. Rashi)

This actually propelled me to start thinking about these 
two “supporting” characters. There are many connections 
between them. It also caused me to realize that after Lot’s 
escape from S’dom and subsequent conception of two sons 
with his daughters, we don’t hear anything from him. What 
can be learned from all of this?

There are also some other interesting connections 
between Lot and Ephron.

The Pirkei D’Rebbe Eliezer described how Avraham 
learned that Adam and Chava were buried in the Machpelah 
cave. When the 3 angels came to visit him as described in the 
opening verses of last week’s Torah reading, the sages note 
that these 3 angels performed 4 tasks: informing Avraham 
and Sarah that Isaac would be born, destroying S’dom, 
visiting Avraham after his circumcision and saving Lot and 
his family from the impending destruction of S’dom. When 
Avraham went to get 3 calves to serve to his guests, one of 
them escaped. Pirkei D’Rebbe Eliezer teaches that he chased 
that calf into the tomb of Adam and Chava in Chevron. 
Avraham smelled the incredible aroma of the Garden of 
Eden and prayed and resolved that he would like to be buried 
there with his wife Sarah. This story links the destruction of 
S’dom and saving Lot with the purchase of the cave.

There is also a well-known Midrash that Sarah and Lot 
were both the children of Haran, who died in Ur Kasdim. 
Sarah and Avraham took Lot in with them, and ultimately 
separated when their shepherds fought. So the death of 

Ephron, Lot and the Blessing of Context
Rabbi Elly Krimsky

akeida to the chesed of the burial of Sara.
The other opinion in the midrash maintains that 

Avraham came from Terach’s funeral. When Avraham 
buried his father Terach, he went through a similar 
transition. He felt obligated to act due to the law, din. 
He had to make the trip to Charan. Avraham and 

Terach disagreed ideologically. Even though there are 
sources that say Terach had done teshuva, most likely he 
was still an idol worshiper when he died. Nonetheless, 
Avraham traveled to the funeral in Charan because the 
din of kibud av demanded this.
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Avraham’s wife could also be seen as the passing of Lot’s 
sister, in addition to being an aunt.

It’s also interesting that Ephron is the son of Tzochar 
(tzadi, ches, resh); Lot escapes to Tzoar (tzadi, ayin, resh). 
The Hebrew ches and ayin are both guttural sounds and 
share some grammatical properties.

I wish I could write my own Midrash and make a bolder 
claim connecting these two men. Our Oral Tradition does 
not work that way, at least the way I was taught. I would 
love to know more biographical information about these 
two men. Alas, the Torah provides the exact information we 
need to extract messages for our own lives. The Torah is not 
a history book. If no one (to my knowledge) has connected 
these two in greater ways, then I must proceed with caution.

Let me also point out that Ches’ genealogy derives from 
Noach’s son Cham (Ches is the grandson of Cham through 
Canaan – see Bereshis 10:15), while Lot’s lineage finds its 
source through Noach’s son Shem (father of the Semites).  

However, we must draw a lesson from this. 
Ephron seems to be incredibly gracious to Avraham, 

initially refusing Avraham’s payment for the cave. Our rabbis 
are more skeptical of his supposed altruism. Avraham was 
a wealthy celebrity in the area. In the end, Ephron accepted 
an exorbitant fee for the plot. Our sages learn from a lack of 
vowels in his name, that he was a cheapskate .But ultimately 
he did provide Avraham with the cave that contained the 
remains of humankind’s first couple, and would subsequently 
host for eternity 3 of ethical monotheism’s founders.

Lot too is given credit, but in the end, he makes poor 
decisions and chooses to dwell in the immoral S’dom. He 
does adopt the hospitality of Avraham. His final appearance 
finds himself in a compromising position, one that was 
somewhat thrust upon him. There, his daughters, fearing 
the future of humanity was dependent on their reproductive 
systems, offered their father wine, ultimately producing two 
nations created through incest.

Perhaps what we learn from this comparison is that 
selective piety does not cut it. In a beautifully personal 
passage about Lot in “Abraham’s Journey” (Reflections on 
the Life of the Founding Patriarch” edited by Rabbi Dr.David 
Shatz, Dr. Joel B. Wolowelsky and Rabbi Reuven Ziegler), 
Rabbi Soloveitchik stated as follows:

“There is a second reason why Abraham sojourned in 
Egypt (the first being a Divine test), one that I know from 
my own experience. When one lives with parents, it is 
impossible for a son or daughter to not be critical of them 

from time to time. ‘For there is not a just man upon earth, 
that does good and does not sin’ (Koheles 7:20). The child 
picks up on such things, some inconsistencies. In my youth, 
I occasionally harbored critical feelings toward my father 
and even toward my grandfather. Most everyone has at some 
time gone through this rebellious state against parental 
authority. When did I realize that the life of my father, my 
mother, my grandfather was a beautiful life? It was when I 
went to Germany. I did not live among Nazis; I lived in an 
intellectual community in Germany, and I saw gentiles who 
were considered moral. However, when I began to compare 
them with my grandfather and my father, I found that there 
was no comparison. We must wander through many foreign 
lands and experience numerous alien cultures. We must 
meet the greats of these nations and their intellectual and 
cultural giants. Only then will we revise our approach to our 
own forebears. We must observe the lifestyles of the leaders 
of secular culture in order to truly appreciate the greatness 
of the halakhic masters and the glory of our ancestral 
tradition…

This is why Abraham had to go to Egypt – to see what 
Egypt was. It was fascinating at the time, and very attractive. 
Perhaps Abraham sometimes wondered whether life wasn’t 
better in this wonderful, powerful, respected, rich state. 
Nevertheless, he came out of Egypt not only retaining his 
identity, but also spiritually more powerful. He grew to great 
heights. Adversity and opposition made him appreciate his 
own worldview all the more. But Lot succumbed…”

Rabbi Soloveitchik famously claims that Avraham makes a 
similar argument in the presence of Ephron.

“גר ותושב אנכי עמכם, תנו לי אחזת קבר עמכם ואקברה מתי 
מלפני” )בראשית כ”ג:ד(

“I am a stranger and a sojourner with you; give me possession 
of a burying place with you, that I may bury my dead out of my 
sight” (Bereshis 23:4).

Avraham has just descended Moriah, after the trial of the 
Binding of Isaac. He was on a high. Now he must literally 
come into a stark encounter with his mortality. He knew 
that Sarah (and eventually he) needed to be buried in the 
holiness of Machpelah. This contrast comes in the presence 
of Ephron. Both Lot and Ephron are vehicles that teach us 
that our influences cannot be half-pure: they need to be fully 
pure. Their respective inaugurations were grammatically 
lacking. Their leadership was not truly whole and pure. This 
is a message we should begin keeping in mind as Chanukah 
approaches.
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And the life of Sarah was one hundred years and 
twenty years and seven years; [these were] the years 
of the life of Sarah (Genesis 23:1).”

It was the end of an era.  The death of the matriarch Sarah 
brought with it change on many levels.  Avraham, now a 
widower realized that he must ensure generational continuity 
by finding a suitable spouse for Yitzchak.  Yitzchak, now 
orphaned had to find a way to rebuild the breach and fill the 
void left by his beloved mother’s passing. 

Rashi points out that the last phrase in the above 
mentioned verse seems to be extraneous.  Why must the 
Torah conclude by saying, “these were the years of the life 
of Sarah” after the verse just told us Sarah’s life-span?  Rashi 
gives a simple answer, “kulan shavin l’tova, they (her one 
hundred years, twenty years and seven years) were equally 
good.”  But what does “good” mean? 

The lifetime of a person can be divided into three stages; 
childhood, youth and adulthood.  Rav Yosef Dov HaLevi 
Soloveitchik zt’l (The Covenantal Role of Sarah, 88) explains 
that each of these stages have unique characteristics:

“The child is endowed with a capacity of an all-absorbing 
faith and trustfulness; youth bursts with zealousness, 
idealism, and optimism; the adult, mellowed with years, has 
the benefit of accumulated knowledge and dispassionate 
judgment. Each age is physically and psychologically 
attuned to particular emphases, but the superior individual 
can retain and harmonize the positive strengths of all three 
periods during his entire lifetime.  Sarah was such a person, 
“the goodness of her life was equally distributed,” kulan 
shavin l’tova. She was at the same time a child in her total 
faith, youthful in her exuberant idealism and an adult in the 
maturity of her judgment.”

This was the greatness of Sarah.  She took her life stages 
with her every step of the journey.  She maintained her 
childlike, simple faith and trust.  When Avraham was told, 
“Lech Lecha, Go for yourself,” leave everything you know 
and travel to an unknown, alien land – Sarah went along. 
Sarah never heard from God, Sarah never received a direct 
command nor was she given any explicit promises, yet, 
she believed, she trusted in God and she embarked on the 
journey. 

Sarah maintained a constant sense of idealistic optimism.  
After years of marriage without children, Sarah turned to 
Avraham and urged him to marry her maidservant, Hagar.  
The Ramban (16:2) comments, “ki Sarah lo nit’ya’asha 
me’Avram, v’lo hirchiyka atzma me’etzlo, ki hi ishto v’hu 
isha, Sarah did not give up on Avraham, nor did she distance 
herself from him, for she was his wife and he was her 
husband.”  One might have thought that by giving Hagar as a 
wife to Avraham, Sarah was withdrawing; she was giving up, 
admitting defeat and retreating to the shadows.  Instead, she 
says to her beloved Avraham, “I am right here by your side.  
Life hasn’t worked out the way I had hoped – but I am not 
giving up – we will realize our life dream of building a people 
and a destiny together.” 

Sarah was able to make the difficult decisions that needed 
to be made.  After the birth of Yitzchak, Sarah very quickly 
understood that to raise a true Abrahamitic heir required an 
atmosphere of holiness and dedication.  Yishmael’s life stood 
in contradistinction to these values and as such, Sarah felt he 
had to be sent away.  Sarah had the benefit of life experience 
and wisdom to do what had to be done despite the fact that 
it hurt. 

We often assume that we are supposed to outgrow the 
behaviors and outlooks of one stage of life as we progress 
to the next.  In reality, we must endeavor to allow one stage 
to build on the other.  No matter how old we get we must 
learn to find our inner child.  Although we have been hurt 
and wronged by others we must learn to trust.  Although at 
times we may feel let down by God, we must try to cultivate a 
strong sense of faith.  No matter how many times we fall and 
fail we must maintain an ever-present sense of optimism that 
things will come together.  We must remain idealistic even 
when so many around us are not.  We must use our heart, 
mind and life experiences to make wise life decisions. 

We must allow our inner child, young adult and wise elder 
to walk hand in hand throughout life.

Aging Gracefully
Rabbi Shmuel Silber


