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On the first day of Rosh Hashonna we read in the Torah about the plight of Hagar and her
son Ishmael and about a treaty which Abraham made with Avimelech, king of Gerar. From the
story of Hagar and Ishmael we can learn many lessons pertinent to Rosh Hashonna. How G-d
deals justly and righteously with the whole world. How G-d's concern is not just for the
Jewish people but with all the peoples of the world. (Ishmael was the forefather of the
Arabs.) How G-d forgives those who sincerely repent. How G-d will accept the prayers of
a person if he's sincere no matter how wicked a person he has been. That it is always
within our power to do the right thing we only must attempt it. That throwing up one's
hands in despair is probably the worst sin of all, etc. But what can we learn from the
story of the treaty Abraham made with Avimelech. And what's more, what connection is there

between this story of the treaty and the story of Hagar and Ishmael?

Thus, the text, though, I believe, spiritual lesson, which can be derived from the treaty,
a spiritual lesson which is especially relevant to Rosh Hashonna. The facts of the episode
are plain. Avimelech and his Chief Captain, Fichol, approach Abraham about entering into

a mutually favorable treaty. Abraham agrees, but after agreeing immediately reproves
Avimelech for allowing his servants to seize one of Abraham's wells. Avimelech protests
saying that he knows nothing of his servants . Abraham then sets aside seven
lambs and requests that Avimelech take them as proof of his, Abraham's, ownership of the
well. The treaty is then concluded. From the facts of this story we can learn an important
lesson how to establish a proper relaéionship — the importance of dealing straightforwardly.
Abraham agreed to a treaty which was to his advantage but he did not allow it to suppress

a matter which had been bothering him. He did not talk all sweet and nice to Avimelech and
then when Avimelech's back was turned, show his contempt for him by spewing vicious

comments and sarcastic remarks. He practised the injunction found in Leviticus, "Thou

shalt not hate thy neighbor in thy heart; thou shalt surely reprove thy neighbor". All

too often in the affairs of our community and in the affairs of our Shul as well as
personal relations between our members guile is the order of the day. People do not speak

their mind. Because of a temporary advantage they hope to gain, they mislead their
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fellowman into thinking that everything is alright when in reality things couldn't be
worse. Or, so they say, because they don't want to get involved they praise a person

to his face while behind his back they mock and say all sorts of vicious things about
him. This is something which can only have disastrous consequences. It will only lead
us to commit all the sins which we enumerate on Yom Kippur in the prayer Al Cheit. This
prayer of public confession contains only sins committed by man against man. And the
source to my mind of all these sins is deceit. No temporary advantage can ever turn into
anything substantial if there is not complete trust between the human beings imvolved.

No true friendships can ever be made, no lasting arrangements can ever be arrived at if the
people involved are not frank with each other. This does not mean uncivil. A person can

be frank and still tactful.

This is why I believe this story of the treaty is read in the Synagogue immediately after
the story of Hagar and Ishmael. Sarah had caused Abraham to expel Hagar and Hagar's son,
Ishmael, from the camp with almost tragic results. Hagar and Ishmael almost died of
thirst. What was the cause of Sarah's anger? The immediate cause was Ishmael's mocking
of her son, Isaac, but deeper than that was her complete distrust of Hagar and the general
bad relationship between them. Once before the Bible tells us how the relationship between
Sarah and Hagar deteriorated, how Hagar dealt haughtily with Sarah and how Sarah dealt
harshly with her. According to Machmanides Sarah's conduct was far from exemplary and

the service of much subsequent misery, If these two women would have dealt with each
other in a straightforward way the almost tragic events recorded in the first part of our
Torah reading would never have occurred. That's why I believe our Rabbis insisted that

we read immediately following on Rosh Hashonna the story of how Abraham and Avimelech
concluded a treaty. This is the model we must follow if we're to avoid the many pitfalls
in human relations. If we are to avoid repeating the many sins we have committed against
our fellowman in the coming year. Let us remember that it may take some courage to be
straightforward in a tactful way but there is no other way to achieve a meaningful

friendship or association which will not be eventually filled with rancour and hate.
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On behalf of my wife, my children, and myself I wish you all a




