USING STRENGTH TO ACT
CHAYE SARAH 1983
Rabbi Joseph Radinsky

In the Haphtorah, Chaye Sarah, we learn about the last days of Kind David. We learn how he had grown old, how his clothes did not warm him anymore so his servants searched through the kingdom for a beautiful young girl who would lie with him and get him warm. This girl was very pretty, but we learn explicitly that David never had intercourse with her. We then learn about the revolt of Adonijah against his father, King David. Adonijah gathered around him all his father’s chief ministers including Joab, the Commander of the Army, and Evioser the Kohen, and many others and began, in effect, to rule.
David did not have much luck with his children. In fact, the story of David and his children makes an even better story than the series “Dynasty”. David had a hard life. He did not even look Jewish. He was short and had red hair. He even at one time pretended that he was fighting with the Philistines against the Jews. He incurred Saul’s wrath and had to run away. He was a man with whom we can all identify, a very human person. We all know of his son with Bathsheba. Something here, though, very interesting is revealed about his relationship with Adonijah. Earlier Adonijah’s older brother, Absalom, had revolted against his father and we all know the story of passion between Amnon and his half-sister, Tamar. This Haphtorah speaks about Adonijah when it says “and his father never grieved him any of his days by saying, ‘Why did you do this?’ and also he was very good looking.” It does not say here that David never punished him. It says he never confronted him with his misdeeds. He never stood up to him. He never berated him.
This is similar to what we in America do to the Arab world today. Everybody knows who bombed the Marine headquarters. America lost half as many lives as Israel lost in a whole year. Over 230 Marines had been killed. The operation was very well planned. It took a lot of training to execute a mission like this. The truck had to be outfitted and rigged with explosives. Everybody knows that this truck had to be armed and trained in Syria. It might have been an Iranian, but clearly, Syria was responsible for planning and allowing this event to occur. Last year, Syrians killed Bashir Gemail the same way and also destroyed the American Embassy. We still, though, do not want to confront Syria. It might upset Saudi Arabia. After all, they have all that beautiful looking oil. This, though, can only lead to more and more destruction. When Nathan heard what Adonijah had done, he went to Bathsheba, told her about it and asked her to arouse David to action. He said he would follow on and also urge David to do something.
Why had Adonijah revolted against David? Because David had lost the will to act. That’s why we learn about the story of the beautiful Shunamite girl who was brought to David only to warm him. David could not have intercourse with her. He did not have the strength to act. When everyone knew that David no longer had the strength or will to act, even his best friends deserted him. This is, of course, what will happen to the United States in the Middle East when all our friends desert us because we prove to be impotent and incapable of acting ‑ that oil is so beautiful. Sure, we put on a great show in Grenada, and I am not saying it was not necessary, but this is not going to convince the people in the Middle East that we have the will to act. Even Joab, David’s steadfast loyal commander, deserted him because David was weak and incapable of acting.
In the Torah portion, Chaye Sarah, we learn how the B’nai Ches urged Ephraim to sell his field to Abraham. For graves, everyone is willing to let Jews stay, and now Americans. Jews are allowed in Israel as long as they are dead, not when they are living. The events in Beirut show this same thing. The Syrians only want the Americans dead there, not alive. Israel had to learn the lesson that only when the Arabs know that she had the will to use her power, when she had the will to use her strength will they leave her alone. Bathsheba and Nathan were able to arouse David to use his strength and the revolt was put down. Unless the United States uses its strength and demonstrates the will to use its strength in the Middle East, we will not be respected and only more graves will occur. I recall the story about the Marine who was in basic training. He wrote to his mother asking for pantyhose. The mother was very surprised, but decided to send him a pair. She didn’t know what size to get for her 6 foot, 200 pound son, finally deciding on Queen size. At the end of basic training, she asked her son if he got the pantyhose and if he could use them. He said, “Mom, they shine shoes better than anything else.” The United States must learn to use the Marines for what they are meant to be used, not for sitting ducks.

LOVING KINDNESS, WORSHIP, ENRICHING THE WORLD
CHAYE SARAH 1991
Rabbi Joseph Radinsky

In the Torah portion, Chaye Sarah, we learn how Eliezer, Abraham’s faithful servant, is sent to Mesopotamia to obtain a wife for Yitzchak. We learn upon Eliezer coming to Mesopotamia, that he implores G‑d to have occur a girl come out to draw the water from the well. If he looks at her and he says to her, “Incline, please your pitcher and I will drink,” and she says, “Drink and also I will fetch water for your camels,” You will have proved that she is for Your servant Yitzchak. In other words, Eliezer set up a test, that G‑d, ‘if I ask this girl a question to please give me a drink and she responds not only will she give me drink but also for my camels, that girl has been proved by You to be a suitable mate for Yitzchak’. The rabbis all question this action of Eliezer. They say, what is he doing here? He is setting up a test, and we know that in Judaism, we are not supposed to set up a test. For example, say if a black cat will cross my path, then I will do this or I will do that; or if a ladder falls in front of me, then I will do this or will not do that. But the rabbis explain that this instance really is not a test, but rather a plumbing, a probing into the character of Rivkah. When Eliezer finds that Rivkah is not only a beautiful girl but also a kind girl, then he knows that this is a person who can fit in well with Abraham’s family because the very basis of Abraham’s philosophy is kindness; Gemilas Chassidim, the doing of deeds of loving kindness ‑ indeed the very basis of Judaism.
In fact, we learn that there are three fathers and four mothers in Israel. Significantly, the word Israel itself, is composed of the first letters of the three fathers of the Jewish people and the four mothers. You take the first letters of Avraham, Yitzchak, Yaacov, Sarah, Rivkah, Rachel, and Leah and you find that they spell Yisroel because there are seven basic values that we must all practice and believe in if we are really to be Jews, if we are really to practice the religion of our forefathers ‑ kindness, the very basis of our religion and the new discovery that Abraham made in the world. He said that you cannot have a relationship with G‑d unless you first do deeds of loving kindness. Other people thought that you could find G‑d through meditation, through solitude, but we say, no, you find G‑d when you do deeds of loving kindness. In fact, according to our belief, originally everything was G‑d and G‑d, to make room for the world, had to contract Himself. However, He left behind little pieces of Himself in everybody; when we do deeds of kindness for another human being or for any creature in the world, then we release this piece of G‑d and we can then have a relationship with G‑d. Doing deeds of kindness is the first value.
The second value of Judaism is worship, that we all need to get close to G‑d because in so doing, we feel better about ourselves, better about others, and we have the strength to overcome our problems. We elevate to a religious level the deeds of loving kindness that we do. It is not as if you like to eat apple pie and I like to do deeds of kindness. No, it is an elevation of the deeds of loving kindness to the very essence of having a relationship with G‑d. Abraham stood for loving kindness. Yitzchak stood for the worship of G‑d, which has to be based on loving kindness, and Jacob stood for Torah, for learning because learning causes us also to reach G‑d as long as we are willing to do deeds of loving kindness. We see G‑d’s creatures in creation and we explore them and when we study Torah, G‑d’s revelation, we get closer to G‑d.
In fact, it is mentioned three times in the Torah that the Jewish people acquired land even before they left for the Exodus. We know that Abraham in this Torah portion bought a field from the Hittites in which to bury Sarah. He paid an exorbitant price for this field but this is considered a great deed of kindness because the dead can never repay you: He spent an exorbitant amount of money to buy this field in which to bury his wife, Sarah. Of course, throughout their relationship they had a loving, caring, kind, and respectful relationship.
We learn that when Isaac was almost sacrificed on the altar that he thereby acquired the land underneath the altar. That land was where the Temple was later to stand in Mount Moriah. David, later on, bought this field again to reconfirm that this land belonged to the Jewish people. He bought it from the inhabitants of the land. Jacob bought a piece of land near Schem, near modern Nabilus on which stands Mount Gerizim and Mount Avel, in which the covenant of the Torah was reaffirmed by the Jewish people when they entered the land of Israel.
So we have loving kindness, we have worship, and we have the study of Torah emphasized by the buying of land in the land of Israel. Of course, many times buying land did us no good, even when we bought it for exorbitant prices because the people still did not relinquish it, and still maintained we had no claim to it. This is what is happening now in Israel and has happened in the past in Israel where the Jewish people have bought land for exorbitant prices, with the people still claiming we have no right to it. In fact, we know today that when we see the headlines, “Israelis Seize Land”, upon reading the article carefully, you see that they really bought the land. They only went to live in the houses that they bought. Of course, according to the law of Jordan, any Arab who sells land to a Jew is liable for the death penalty. It is a capital offense to sell land to the Jew, so even if we bought it, the Jordanians claim we seized it.
We see that in order to be a Jew you have to hold on to the ideals of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob, and also Sarah, Rebecca, Rachel, and Leah. Sarah stands for hope. To be a Jew you have to have hope. Hope is the basis for our religion. Sarah was 90 years old and still did not have a child, but she never gave up hope because she was told that through her and Abraham a nation would spring up to spread the word of G‑d. Eventually, she did have a child. She never gave up hope, so hope is the first value that a Jew must hold dear.
Then we have the value that is exemplified by Rivkah, self-sacrifice. She loved Jacob, but she knew that Jacob and Esau were quarreling so, therefore, she sent Jacob away even though she knew she would probably never see him again, and she never did. She was willing to sacrifice the love of her son for the sake of peace, for the sake of harmony.
Then we have Rachel. Rachel was the matriarch who taught us all that you cannot have success based on stabbing somebody else in the back, that you have to maintain morality and decency even though it may cause your career or your goals to be put back. Rachel was supposed to marry Yaacov and Yaacov, knowing that Laban was a swindler, arranged signals between him and Rachel to ensure on the night of the wedding he would know that his bride was indeed Rachel. However, when Rachel saw that her father took Leah and was going to have her marry Jacob, she did not want her sister embarrassed or ridiculed. If her sister were embarrassed she would probably never again have the opportunity to get married. Leah would be mortified, her whole life ruined. So Rachel gave these secret signals to Leah to spare her this embarrassment. Rachel did not have to do it, but did because she knew that she could not enjoy a happy life with Jacob while her sister suffered this way.
Then we have Leah, and Leah is the symbol of devotion ‑ devotion to family, devotion to children, devotion to her sister’s children after she died. In life, to uphold Jewish values you have to have hope. You have to be willing to sacrifice. You have to be willing to live by rules of decency and not stab people in the back, and not hurt other people to further your own goals. And you must have devotion. To interlace with these values you must base your life on kindness, worship, and study of Torah. This Torah portion teaches us that and it also teaches us something else because when Abraham went to buy the field from the Hittites he says, “A stranger and a citizen I am with you,” and that of course is the stance we Jewish people always take vis-a-vis the world. We want to be good citizens wherever we are and want to contribute mightily to the nations of the world when they let us.
When I was young, I used to think Germany was the land that produced great chemists and it did, so Nobel Prize winners, until I found out that all the chemists were Jews. I used to think Hungary produced great mathematicians, great Nobel Prize winners, until I found out that all these mathematicians were also Jews. We Jews have contributed so much to the arts and the sciences of the world. We have contributed way out of proportion to our numbers, yet, we still want to retain our own religion. We want to participate in the life of the community, we want to aid the peoples where we live to achieve a higher standard of living, achieve a better life, but we still want to be ourselves. We still want to maintain our religion. That is what Abraham was telling the Hittites. Yes, the Hittites were willing to sell him a grave, but Abraham was not so sure that they were willing to live with him in peace. It is sort of like the peace conference we have today where I heard a wag once say that the difference between the Arabs and the Israelis is just one word. The Jews want to live in peace and the Arabs want the Jews to rest in peace. We all know that for the Jew to live in harmony with his fellow citizens, he must contribute, he must be a good citizen, but he must also be allowed to be himself: When he is a good Jew, he is even a better American because there is nothing incompatible with being a good Jew and being a good citizen in the country in which you live. In fact, you are a better American when you are a better Jew.
This sentence also refers to an individual in his own life because each of us is unique and special. None of us should feel that we have to give up our own individuality to make it with the group. Unfortunately, in teenage circles that many times happens whereby a teenager feels that he has to give up his individuality to be accepted by the group ‑ and that is wrong. I remember I had a friend who was a wonderful ballet dancer, but he never pursued it because he was mocked and ridiculed by his friends. I had another friend who would have been a world-class mathematician but, again, he was mocked by his friends and he never pursued that ambition. In life we must be who we are and still contribute to the group. We should not let the group, by its ridicule and rancor and even hatred, stop us from being ourselves.
I am reminded of the story they tell about a tavern owner who closed up his place of business at 2 a.m. and went home. He had just fallen asleep when he got a telephone call. There was an inebriated voice at the other end who asked, “Hey fella, what time do you open?” He slammed down the receiver. Half an hour later, he received a call again and the fellow on the line asked, “Hey, fella, what time do you open?” The bartender said, “Listen here. Even if I tell you what time I open I would not let you in because you are drunk.” The guy said, “Who wants to get in? I want to be let out!” We should all realize that we have our own talents to let out and that we should not be humbled and mocked and ridiculed because we want to be who we are. Indeed, we should be allowed to be who we are as long as we contribute to the group as well. In our society and throughout the world, a Jew should be allowed to be a Jew and to pursue the values of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob, Sarah, Rebecca, and Rachel. We should be able to be committed to a life of loving kindness; a life of worship; a life of the study of Torah; a life filled with hope, with sacrifice, with the ability not to use immoral means to advance our own careers, and with devotion. If the nations of the world will let us be true to our ideals, they will find that we will not only be good citizens but we will enrich their lives and the lives of the world. Let us hope that the Arabs will allow Jews in the Middle East to live a life based on Middle Eastern Jewish values. It will not only benefit the State of Israel, it will also benefit them and the whole region. Let us hope peace will soon come in the Middle East. Amen.

SUBSTANCE, APPEARANCE ‑ REAL PEACE
CHAYE SARAH 1994
Rabbi Joseph Radinsky

In the Torah portion, Chaye Sarah, we learn how Abraham sends his servant, Eliezer, to Mesopotamia to his own family to get a wife for his son, Yitzchak. We learn that he comes to a well and there asks G‑d to show him a girl who will be kind and compassionate, and he chooses that for a test. The test would be that when the girl will come and he will say to her, “Give me a little drink of water,” she will say, “Not only will I give you water but I will also give your camels water.” Of course, this did come to pass and Rivkah turned out to be the girl who was to be the wife of Yitzchak.

However, when we read this story, we will see that the word B’air for well is used only twice in this story while the word Ayin for well is used throughout this story. In fact, when he first comes to Mesopotamia, it says, “and he made (referring to Eliezer) the camels kneel outside the city to the B’air, to the well of water, toward eating time.” That’s when he asked G‑d to cause this sign to occur, that the girl to whom he would ask for a drink of water would also say she would give water to his camels to drink. All the other times we see that the word Ayin is used for well with one other exception ‑ that is when he actually asks her to please give him a drink of water. It says, “When she finished to give him a drink of water she said, ‘Also for your camels I will draw until they will finish to drink’ and she hurried and emptied her pitcher to the trough and she ran another time to the B’air, to the well.” Otherwise, the word Ayin is used.
We know that the word Ayin in Hebrew has another meaning besides well. The word Ayin in Hebrew also means the eye, an appearance, that which the eye sees. We all know that we are not supposed to wander after the appearance of our eye or what our eye sees because we know that our eyes only sees surface things. Our eyes do not see the depth of different experiences and, therefore, can mislead us. We all know that the eye is never satisfied because the eye constantly wants more and more things. In this particular instance, we have the word B’air contrasted with the word Ayin. B’air in Hebrew also means an explanation, to go deep into a subject matter, while Ayin is just a surface impression.
We know here that the story of the meeting of Eliezer at the well is told many times in this Torah portion. First, we hear it when Eliezer, himself, asks G‑d that such an event should occur, and then the actual even occurs, and is repeated when Eliezer tells Rivkah about where he is coming from, etc. He relates this event again to Bethuel, her father, in such a way that she should be influenced to come with him to Mesopotamia and that Laban should give permission that his sister should be allowed to go with him back to the land of Canaan. So we see that this story is recounted many times, and the rabbis are asked why. They explain this method is teach us and alert us that we should be very careful how we recount facts because even if all the facts may be accurate 100%, we must concentrate on how we slant them. This depends on the results we want to achieve. Eliezer in the beginning when he first came to the well was sincere in what he said, but afterwards had an ulterior motive in mind. He wanted to use the facts in a certain way to get a certain result. This is what we all do many times when we recount the facts. We do not just recount the facts but we do so in a certain way to get a desired result: We use facts for our own purposes. That is what is meant by giving impressions. Sometimes we relate facts in such a way that they make us better people than we really are.
Many times we all know that there is an innate contradiction between substance and appearance. We know that substance is really what counts in Judaism, yet Judaism does not discount appearance entirely. We do know that appearance is important in many instances as well. In business, it is very important that businessmen put up a good appearance because if he doesn’t he will not be able to get loans or credit to buy supplies. Customers will not want to deal with him. We know all too well that banks will only lend to people who can prove without a shadow of a doubt that they do not need the money. This applies in many areas in life. If you give the appearance of being a certain type of person, people will trust you and think that you are that type of person. If we are really careful, we have to probe beneath this veneer, this appearance. I know that once I was invited to go to a wedding where I was to officiate. After the wedding, I found that I was one of four or five rabbis. I asked the person who had paid my way and my wife’s way to the wedding why he had invited us. He said, “Well, my banker was coming to this wedding. If my banker would know that I invited also my rabbi and rebbetzin, it would make a good impression upon him and, therefore, he would think that I am very prosperous. I wouldn’t have any trouble renewing my notes.” Many times, we will give responsibility to children who are not really ready for the responsibility, but we feel that if by giving the title, by giving them the appearance of knowing things, they will grow into it and they will actually act the part given them. We know that in life that a person wearing certain clothes really means a certain thing. He is trying to give a certain appearance, and in most instances, we think that substance then follows appearance.
In this instance, too, we see that on only two occasions both substance and appearance were really the same in the story of Eliezer: when he first asks G‑d that this girl should come and be the kind, compassionate girl that he knew Yitzchak needed, and then when Rivkah, herself, completed the act with all her heart by really drawing the water for the camels. Otherwise, Eliezer was manipulating the story to get the desired result he wanted. He did not tell the story exactly the same way to the brothers. He did not tell them that he first gave Rivkah the jewelry and asked from what family she was. Instead, he said that he first asked the family and then gave her the jewelry as if to imply that the purpose of his coming was only for that particular family and no other family in order that he influences the result. 

In the Haphtorah, we find the same thing. We learn how David HaMelech is old, ill and in need of warmth, the garments his servants provided failed to give. They sought out a beautiful Shunamite virgin from within the kingdom to be his attendant and to be with him. But David was too weak and did not have the energy to run the kingdom. His son, Adonijah, decided the time was to seize power and proclaimed, “I will rule.” He provided himself with a chariot and horsemen and 50 men running in front of him. He made a big celebration at the Zochelis stone, where he slaughtered sheep, cattle, and fatted bulls, to which he invited all of his brothers ‑ sons of the king ‑ and the king’s servants.
Rabbis articulate the stone stands for the real thing and Zochelis is really just the appearance of things as they are slipping away. Adonijah gave the appearance of being king: He thought if everybody saw him acting as king, they would accept him as king. Nathan the prophet went to Bathsheba, the mother of Solomon whom David had already designated as his successor, and warned her of Adonijah’s deed. Nathan admonished her to go to David, relate what was occurring, and while she is there, he would come in to substantiate her words. David used his last bit of energy to stem the revolt adjuring Bathsheba and Nathan about Solomon, “He will sit on my throne. It is nothing that I will rule, that I am giving the appearance of ruling so, therefore, I shall rule, but he is really going to have the substance of kingship.” So we know that in Judaism we stress substance over appearances. Although we do not always denigrate appearance either, the most important thing is substance.
We have just witnessed this week the signing of the peace treaty between Jordan and Israel. It is a momentous event, and we hope and pray that there is more to this than just appearance, that there is a real substance so this peace will be a real warm peace not a cold peace like between Israel and Egypt. We have hopes that this will be so because King Hussein is a man whose word in the past could be trusted. He is suffering from cancer now and who knows how long he will live. He is a marked man, not so much from an assassin’s bullet but from cancer. He knows that he has to do what he has to do for our country to make his country strong so that it will endure after he goes. So, we hope that this is the true thing.
When it comes to Arafat, on the other hand, Arafat is really a question of appearance. Israel made an agreement with Arafat hoping that he would live up to it, that he would grow to the stature so he would be able to live up to the agreement. Like a child who is given responsibility, he is not quite ready to fulfill it, and thereby become what he appears to be. After all, Arafat has not controlled Hamas and Arafat can control Hamas, since he has the only army there. They call it a police force. Using that force, he could control Hamas just as King Hussein controls Hamas in his own country, but he has to be willing to do it. He has to stop being a terrorist and he has to start being a leader of a country, a leader of a people who is willing to allow the Jewish people to also live in the land of Israel. We know that the whole question of appearance and substance is a difficult issue. Sometimes it is hard to tell what is appearance and what is substance, but we all hope and pray that with the coming events in the Middle East, real substance will be given to this peace process - that real peace will reign in the Middle East.
I am reminded of the story they tell about what happened to a group of youngsters after the earthquake in Northwich, California. These youngsters were terrified and filled with fear. Anybody who has been through an earthquake will know that it is a terrifying experience. The teachers in this elementary school decided that the best way to deal with their children was to allow them to express their fears through art so many of the children drew many pictures and these pictures were all filled with devastation and destruction. One child, however, chose to draw a calm, beautiful sea with pointed things sticking out from the sea. The teachers could not understand it because he was a very fearful child and yet he made such a serene scene. They looked at him and asked, “What is this picture all about?” He said, “Oh, those are the aftershocks.”
Sometimes appearance does not exactly reflect substance and we have to realize that. He was a child who was really fearful and upset but from his picture, you would think that he was serene. Only when you understood the picture could you understand his real fears. When it comes to the Middle East, too, we should not be taken in by just symbolic gestures. We have to make sure that all these gestures have substance, that real peace comes, that Israel just does not give up, or give up to the extent she is so weakened that this condition invites an attack from other Arab countries, and they destroy her. We have to make sure that there is real substance to these peace negotiations, that Israel is truly accepted as a good neighbor in the Middle East that peace will come to the world, and the Mashiach will come soon. Amen.
INTELLECT, KINDNESS, AND PEOPLE’S NEEDS
CHAYE SARAH 1982
Rabbi Joseph Radinsky

In this Torah portion, we learn about the death of Sarah. We learn how it says “and the life of Sarah was 100 years and 20 years and 7 years, these were the years of the life of Sarah.” Rashi explains that she was as sinless at 100 years as she was at 20 and as pretty at 20 as she was at seven. Others offer other explanations. However, it seems strange that they repeat over again “these were the years in the life of Sarah.” What’s more, at the end of this Torah portion, we learn how Abraham died and a big fuss is not made over his death as it was over the death of Sarah. It says “and Abraham perished and died in an old age, an old man and full of years and he was gathered to his people.” It does not repeat with Abraham “and these were the years of the life of Abraham” as it does with Sarah.

The whole first part of this Torah portion deals with the purchase of a burial ground in Chevron in which to bury Sarah. We also learn how Abraham came and mourned and called for her, etc. Afterwards we learn how Abraham sent his servant, Eliezer, to find a wife for his son, Yitzchak. Before he sent him on this mission, the Torah says “and Abraham was old and G‑d blessed Abraham Ba Kol, with everything.” What does this mean that he blessed him with everything and why was it important for G‑d to say this right before Abraham sent Eliezer on the mission to secure a wife for Yitzchak? What’s more, after Eliezer had secured a wife for Yitzchak and brought her home, it says “and Yitzchak brought her to the tent of Sarah, his mother, and he took Rivkah and she became to him for a wife and he loved her and Yitzchak was comforted after his mother.” This whole Torah portion seems to revolve around Sarah. No Torah portion bears the name of Abraham. This one bears the name of Sarah.
Perhaps the answers to these questions lie in the fact that the rabbis consider Sarah to be a greater prophet than Abraham. It says in Rashi (Gen 21:1) that Abraham was Tofel to Sarah, which means he was secondary to Sarah, that Sarah was a greater prophet than he. How can this be since if we look through the Torah we do not really find any instances where G‑d spoke to Sarah, but we do find instances where G‑d spoke to Abraham? The Ramban
 said there are really two kinds of prophets. There is a prophet which is a product of an intellectual element. This type of prophet concerns the future. When G‑d appeared to Abraham, He told him that his children would inherit the land of Israel, that He had a covenant with them, etc. This is one type of prophet.
There is another type of prophet, which is known as Ruach HaChodesh, where a person is given the opportunity to know and sense and feel things in the present
. Sarah had that ability. She was able to sense people’s real needs, to know what they really meant. She was able to see them as they really are and she was able to help them when they really needed to be helped. This was a very great power. Of course, it is also a great responsibility because since you are able to sense and know people so well, you can also hurt them easily if you want. Sarah, therefore, was the epitome Chesed, of kindness. True, Abraham, too, was involved in helping people, but it was more an intellectual helping. 

We see that in our day, too, where people get up and write a check for some cause and that they do it is wonderful. But an immediate need will be right in front of them and they will not see it or perceive it. When real people are in front of them, they do not know how to help them. Sarah knew how to help. She could sense what was necessary to do in a given circumstance. Therefore, the rabbis say this Torah portion is named after her and the 127 years she lived are called the years of the life of Sarah because this was the Sarah era - - not the Abraham era. After she died, the rabbis say when the expression is used “and Abraham was blessed with all” it means he was blessed with Chesed
, with same ability Sarah had when she lived. He was now able to sense and feel people’s real needs.
That, too, was the test that Eliezer set up in order to choose a candidate who could be Yitzchak’s wife. She had to be kind. When he would ask her for a drink of water, she would not only offer to give him a drink of water but also offer to water his camels. This was a hard, hard task since she would have to go down many steps to the water, fill the jug, and carry it on her head up the steps, but Rivkah was willing because she was blessed with kindness. Afterwards, even though the rabbis say many miracles happened to help Eliezer find a wife for Yitzchak, Yitzchak was not willing to take Rivkah as his wife until he was sure that she possessed his mother’s character of kindness. Therefore, it says “and he brought her to the tent of Sarah, his mother, and then Yitzchak was comforted after his mother”.
Too often today we fail to realize that intellect and kindness must go together. One of the fundamental assumptions of our religion is that learning Torah makes a difference, that learning is not just an intellectual exercise but that it leads to practical results. It leads to people of good character. In modern America, we have completely divided the concepts of education and character. We teach only skills. This is a very bad mistake. If we get an education, how we behave should make a difference. If it does not, then our education has failed. Abraham needed Sarah because Sarah gave his intellectual experience practical expression. She showed him how his learning made a difference. This was very important. If a Jew does not act any different than anybody else, staying Jewish makes no sense. What’s all this effort about?
We have to believe that Jewish education creates more moral and sensitive people. It does not just teach skills. In fact, you could learn how to read Hebrew and all the sources and be a failure if you did not have Chesed. On the other hand, if you could hardly read a word of Hebrew and could hardly read a text but learned how to be kind, you would be a success. We have to learn how to fill people’s real needs who are in front of us. This reminds me of the story of the plumber who was very sick one night. He had fever and a lot of pain. He called his doctor and described his symptoms. The doctor told him, “Take two aspirins and if you are not better in the morning, give me a call.” A few weeks later, the toilet bowl of the doctor started to spray all over at 2:00 a.m. He called the plumber and said, “Please come fix my toilet bowl or I will be flooded.” The plumber said, “Why don’t you throw two aspirins in the bowl and if it doesn’t stop give me a call in the morning.” We have to learn to fulfill people’s real needs, not just perform a job.

EXPECTATIONS, PRIDE, CITIZEN, STRANGER
CHAYE SARAH 1990
Rabbi Joseph Radinsky

In the Torah portion, Chaye Sarah, we learn how Abraham buys a burial plot for Sarah and for the family. We also learn how he sends his faithful servant Eliezer to Mesopotamia to obtain a wife for his son Yitzchak. At the end of this Torah portion, we even learn about Abraham’s death. We learn how his son Ishmael at that time does teshuvah and returns once again to the Jewish fold. The very last line of this portion says, “And they dwelt from Chavila until Shur which on the face of Egypt coming to Ashura and on the face of all his brothers, Ishmael fell.” Nafal could also mean “he lived” but here the rabbis interpret it because this is the same meaning that he fell. He fell in the estimation of the people with whom he was congregating when he returned to the fold, when he gave up the evil ways of his companions.

We also learn in this Torah portion how Abraham indirectly bargains with the sons of Ches to obtain the burial place for Sarah. This has to be done this way because on many occasions in life we raise all sorts of expectations. If we do raise expectations and do not fulfill them, then we are in a lot of trouble: People not only judge you by what they think you have done but by what you have not actually done. However, they also judge you by the expectations that you raise, if you do not raise certain expectations, then they will never judge you harshly. Then again, if you raise certain types of expectations and achieve a lot of them but do not achieve all, then you are in much trouble.
That, of course, appears in the current situation with George Bush, as the 350,000 troops he sent to Saudi Arabia will not do anything but will be pulled back without having fulfilled their mission of forcing Saddam Hussein to leave Kuwait. The failure will result in a terrible sense of defeat in the United States. The same thing happened in the recent elections when the Republicans lost nine house seats and one senator and also a wash in the governorships. Actually, for a midterm election, these results weren’t too bad. However, the expectations were so high in April and May, that almost everyone predicted a defeat.
When Abraham and Efrom, the Hittite, were negotiating, they negotiated in a very indirect way so that one could pull out without harming the other, without one causing the other to lose face. Many times, we know that when you deal with people while having high expectations, and these expectations do not come to fruition, then you are very disappointed. This happens in families when sons-in-law, sons, or daughters think they are promised certain things and the things turn out to be not what they were promised. A rift is inevitably created in the family.
The underlying message of this whole Torah portion is probably summed up in the third sentence that declares, “Abraham got up from the face of his dead and he spoke to the sons of his saying, ‘A stranger and a citizen I am with you.”‘ There is a constant tension in this sedra about how a Jew is to relate to the world. Is he to relate to the world as a stranger or as a citizen? After all, if you are a stranger, you cannot be a citizen; if you are a citizen, you cannot be a stranger. Almost always in Judaism, we never say either/or, we say both. If we look at any given principle, we have to look at both sides of the spectrum.
The same thing is true of marriage. Marriage is a combination of separateness and closeness. It is a combination of distance and closeness. If you are too dose, you are going to smother your partner and if you are too distant, why be married? The Jew’s position in the world is to be both a stranger and a citizen. We are supposed to participate in the world and give to charities that help the community. We are supposed to be an active participant in our country. This is even stated by Jeremiah, the prophet, who urged us to pray for the cities and countries in which we live. We know that even in Roman times that the rabbis said in Pirkei Avos to pray for the government because without the government, even though Rome was a cruel government, the people will swallow themselves alive. Yet, at the same time, we cannot get too close to the people because the people do not have the same values that we have.
Judaism’s values would be completely swallowed up and we would not be able to exist anymore as an independent unit, as we have much yet to teach the world.
Therefore, our stance must be both as a Ger, a stranger, a proud stranger of our own customs and our own values, and also as a citizen, as a full participant. This is a very difficult thing to do. Of course, this answers the question of why Abraham sent Eliezer to Mesopotamia to get a wife for his son Isaac. After all, his family, too were idol worshippers. Why wouldn’t he want a wife from his friends, Abner, Eshkol, and Mamre, who were upstanding people? He knew if his son would take a wife from his Canaanite friends, he would quickly be drawn into the vortex of the Canaanite families and lose his distinctive values. Soon there would not be any Jewish message to give to the world. While if he brought somebody from his own family, if someone who came from Mesopotamia who was now bereft of family, who did not have anybody to whom to turn except for Abraham and Abraham’s family, that person would then be drawn to Abraham’s values and Yitzchak’s values and the Jewish people would be able to continue. It is a question of balancing between being a stranger and being a resident.
This past week, we were all saddened by the tragic death, the assassination, of Meir Kahane. Meir Kahane, of course, was a person who epitomized this conflict between being a stranger and being a citizen. In America, before he appeared on the scene, there was such a great assimilatory effort by many Jews in order to shed all their particularity. In Judaism, we have this tension between particularity and universalism. We have to help people, all the people in America achieve the goals of democracy and justice and morality, but we also have to make sure that we exist, too. Meir Kahane was one who was constantly putting forth the Jewish agenda in America. When he was in America, he did a lot of good things and I supported him wholeheartedly because he was the one who put Jewish education on the agenda of American Jewry. He was the one who made fun of all the Jewish leadership for spending all the money for ADL and other defense organizations but failing miserably to support Jewish education at all.
When he came on the scene, there was no support for Jewish education from the Federation and the big donors in America. He also was one who said that Jews had to defend themselves. He raised the specter of Jewish pride, “Never again.” He said that Jews should make sure that when they were attacked, they should fight back. He may have overstated the case in Europe because the Jews in Europe never believed that Hitler was going to do what he did. Jews did fight back when they found out, but he raised the issue that Jews should be able to fight back. When the blacks, Puerto Ricans, Italians, Irish, and other toughs would attack Jewish boys and girls, he taught them how to defend themselves and he gave them great Jewish pride.
The problem with Meir Kahane was that he went to Israel. He should never have gone to Israel. If he wanted to go to Israel, he should have gone as his brother did, as a scholar. In America, he had the issue of how Jews should still stay particular while being universal. He had to teach the Jews how to be more of a stranger, how to be a Ger, how to stand up for their own values. He did it and he created a great deal of Jewish pride. Before his time, people did not wear yarmulkes. People would not stand up openly and publicly about the issue of Soviet Jewry. He was the one who brought it to the fore. I remember in 1971 when I went on a RCA mission to Israel and they found out that his father and mother were with us on this mission, the men picked up his father and danced with him and put him on their shoulders. The women picked up the mother and said had it not been for Meir Kahane, these attacks and protests against the Soviet Embassy and Soviet Council in New York and Washington would not have happened; they would never have been freed.
It is probably true that the 200,000 Jews who got out in the 1970’s owe their freedom to Meir Kahane. They believed this wholeheartedly and I believe that it was true also. But Meir Kahane, if he would have gone to Israel, he still wanted to be a politician. His problem was he had ambition. He wanted not to do things just for the Jewish people but also for himself, too. He had an overwhelming ambition. If only he would have gone to Israel and taught the Israelis not how to be a Ger but how to be a Tosha.
In Israel, the message had to be different. After all, in Israel Jews are different. Jews have a state. Jews are already unique and special. The problem in the Middle East is how to be accepted as a citizen of the Middle East, how Jews as a nation are to be integrated into the Middle East. If he would have put forth the message of being a Tosha in Israel, he would have been a great success, but instead he had to bring that message of being a Ger. They are already a Ger. They are already special and unique in the Middle East.
Then, of course, he was driven to take very right wing positions, positions which in my opinion were beyond the bounds of Judaism. He became a racist. In 1982 I did not have any objection to his speaking in this synagogue even though he had already propounded his transfer theory. After all, many nations have transferred populations. The Greeks, Turks, Pakistanis, and Indians did it. We even did it in America. A third of the Tories, a third of the population of America who supported the British, left after the war. If you agreed to leave, if it was voluntary, why not? But when Kahane began to call the Arabs and so forth and so on, then he went beyond the pale, and I violently opposed having him here in the synagogue.
But he did stand for good things. He did teach the Jewish people in this country pride. He did teach the Jewish people in this country that they had to stand up for themselves. He did teach the Jewish people in this country that leadership was not a few rich people exchanging plaques, but rather their concentrating on Jewish education and on those things which made us unique. We had already gone way over the balance on being a citizen but we were not fulfilling our role as a stranger with unique values. When he went to Israel, the shame was that he kept stressing that message when there was no need for that message in Israel. The message in Israel should have been how we can become a citizen in this part of the world? How can we get accepted by our Arab neighbors, without sacrificing our own Jewish values? He did a lot of good. He also did harm, but let us always remember the good and not the bad.
I am reminded of the story they tell about a man who went to a fancy resort in the Catskills. At the resort, everyone was running around in bikinis and shorts and here was a man with a black hat, a black coat, and a long beard. A man went up to him and said, “What are you doing in this place of bikinis and shorts? You are out of place.” The man said, “Well, I am the Mashgiach here.” Then in the winter he went to another fancy resort in Florida and once again the place was filled with people running around in bikinis and shorts. Here he saw the man with the black coat, black hat, and long beard. He said, “What are you doing here?” The black hat replied, “Well, I am a poor man. In the summer I have to earn my living by being Mashgiach in the Catskills and in the winter I earn my living by being a Mashgiach in Florida.” On Pesach, this guy goes to Israel and this time he goes to a Chassidic hotel and everybody there had black coats, black hats, long beards and he sees this fellow there again, too. He said, “What are you doing here? You can’t be a Mashgiach here. There are 100 people here who could be a Mashgiach as good as you.” The man said, “Yeah, you’re right. Here, I am the golf pro.” It is just unfortunate that Meir Kahane when he went to Israel did not change his message and did not become one who stressed the fact that we must be a Tosha, not just a Ger. In America, he was very successful in stilling pride in young Jews and in bringing to the fore the question of Jewish education. Let us always remember for that we will always be in his debt. Amen.

WOMEN’S COMMITMENT-JUDAISM LASTS
CHAYE SARAH
1976 Rabbi Joseph Radinsky

In America today, many Jews are fleeing Judaism. Some say that here in Houston not more than one-third of the Jewish families are affiliated with a synagogue of any type. Others dispute this and say that more than 50% belong. Still, this is a very poor figure. Why is it that American Jewry is failing away?
Most people believe that Abraham had only one son, Isaac. Others who are more learned believe that Abraham had two sons, Isaac and Ishmael. Isaac was the son who was born from Sarah, and Ishmael was the son who was born from Sarah’s maid, Hagar, and whom Sarah adopted. But this is not really right. From this week’s Torah portion, we learn that Abraham really had eight children. After Sarah died Abraham remarried, and from his second wife, Ketura, had six children. These children, however, did not remain Jews. This is indeed strange since Abraham at this time was fully mature; was wealthy; had time to devote to his child; was no longer forced to wander from place to place; and had experienced the height of religious spirituality. Yet he couldn’t inculcate Jewish values in these six children. He was forced to send them away while he was still alive. Why should this be so? The answer, I believe, lies in the fact that Abraham no longer had Sarah. Sarah was the one who, together with Abraham, molded the character of her children. Because of Sarah, Isaac remained a Jew. And also because of Sarah, Ishmael returned to the fold in his later years. He had been adopted by Sarah and, until Sarah had her own child, she had devoted considerable time to him. Once she had her own child, she could no longer devote time to Ishmael, and he lapsed into bad ways. However, she had instilled enough Judaism in him that in later years he returned. Sarah was the determining factor. Because of her efforts, Isaac remained a Jew and Ishmael returned to Judaism.
Jewish survival is dependent on the woman. In America, too, we have failed to always realize this. The first emigrant generation many times failed to educate their daughters sufficiently in Judaism.
Because of this, we lost countless Jews. Even today, where there is a strong Jewish revival, it is usually because of the women. We must always remember this and make sure that our women are committed to Judaism if we want our Jewish generations to continue. The story about the mother who called her daughter after she received an envelope with a punch card in it comes to mind. The mother also noticed that on this card were all sorts of numbers. She asked her daughter what she should do with the card. Her daughter immediately recognized it as her mother’s first Social Security check. She told her mother that she should go and cash it. Her mother told her that she didn’t know how to do it. The daughter said, “Just sign it on the back like you sign your letters to me.” She did, but when the banker saw the check, he didn’t know what to do with it because it had been signed “Love, Mommy”. It’s the woman’s love of and commitment to Judaism and the children, together, which has produced Jews throughout the generations.

ON BEING UNIVERSAL, PARTICULAR, AND NON-CONFRONTATIONAL
CHAYE SARAH 1995
Rabbi Joseph Radinsky

In the Torah portion, Chaye Sarah, we learn how Abraham buys a field in which to bury Sarah. We learn how he haggles over this field with Ephraim, the Hittite. We learn the intricacies of the bargaining, how Ephraim pretends to give the field to Abraham for nothing and then we learn how Abraham buys the field for 400 shekels, an immense sum. Some people say that it is 80 to 100 times the salary of the average working man. This, of course, is the incident which records in the Bible how the Jewish people have a foothold in the land of Israel, how we bought the land of Chevron. If there is any part of the land of Israel which should be considered ours, it should be Chevron. In fact, the Jewish people maintained a continuous presence in Chevron for over 3,000 years until 1929 when the Jewish community was subject to a huge pogrom: 69 Jews were massacred and many were wounded. The British, instead of protecting the Jews, loaded them all up in trucks and took them to Jerusalem. Those so‑called settlers who are now living in Chevron are actually, many of them, the sons and grandsons and daughters and granddaughters of the original people who lived there. Too, the houses they live in are actually their own houses that their fathers and grandfathers were forced out of because of this pogrom in 1929.

Abraham buys this field and we learn how he tells the Hittites that he is a stranger and a resident among them, “I am an alien and a citizen.” This seems to be a contradiction in terms. Why should he say that he is both an alien and a citizen, both a resident and a stranger? This does not seem to make any sense. These seem to be terms that are diametrically opposed to each other. He also says, “Give for me a possession of a grave.” Why doesn’t he just say, ‘Give me a grave’?
Also, throughout this Torah portion we learn at length about the discussion of Abraham’s business with Ephraim, and then afterwards we learn how Abraham send his servant, Eliezer, to get a wife for Yitzchak, and the story is repeated over and over again. This chapter is the longest chapter in the whole Torah, 67 verses. Why does the Torah have to repeat over and over again the details of how Eliezer came to the well, what he thought about Rivkah, his conversation with Rivkah, then must tell it over again to Laban? Then he has to repeat it again. Why does it have to be repeated so many times? After all, the Torah is very laconic. In the Torah, we hardly have notations of some of the most important laws of Judaism, like the rabbis say that Shabbos hangs by a thread. We have, of course, the basic principles of Shabbos laid down, but when we learn other things, we learn them from an extra vowel, an extra letter, an extra word. Why does the Torah expatiate at such length here about the conversation of Eliezer with Rivkah and her brother and her family, etc.? Also, in the Haphtorah it is the same thing. We learn the same incident four times. We learn how Adonijah foments a rebellion against David. Adonijah is the eldest surviving son, David is very sick, and Adonijah seizes the throne. We learn how he does it and then we learn how Nathan learns about it and then we learn how Nathan relates it to Bathsheba, how Bathsheba tells it to David, and how Nathan, himself, relates it to David. Four different times we learn this incident. Why should it be repeated four different times?
I think that if we look carefully at the reason why Abraham says he is a resident and an alien, we can perhaps understand what this Torah portion is driving at. Rabbi Soloveitchik explains dearly that a Jew in the Diaspora has the status of both a citizen and an alien. In other words, when it comes to communal responsibilities, we must assume our communal responsibilities, pay our taxes like a loyal citizen, make sure the system is just, etc. We also, though, have to remember that we are aliens, too. We are also strange. We have our own religious values at the same time. Judaism is a religion which has universal values and particular Jewish values, and there is a dialectical tension which can never be resolved. This is the plight of the Jew, to learn to constantly live in tension, between the universal values of Judaism and the particular values of Judaism. Even on such a holiday as Yom Kippur, which is so quintessentially Jewish, we read from the Book of Jonah, which speaks about universal forgiveness and the forgiveness of the city of Nineveh. So we see that there is always a tension between universal values and Jewish values and this tension has to be maintained. We cannot just go over to one side and over to the other side.
There are some people especially in the United States who decided that only universal values count; they minimize Jewish values continuously and sometimes almost eliminate them entirely. They even change Jewish customs, ceremonies, and beliefs to fit these universal values. The only trouble with this is that you completely assimilate into the society in which you live, and even these universal values will soon become diluted because you just assume the values of the majority culture. On the other hand, certain Jews refuse to recognize that Judaism also has universal values, that Judaism speaks to a larger community. They are only interested in insular Jewish things and nothing else. This, too, according to Rabbi Soloveitchik is wrong, but this analysis also applies to the land of Israel. Remember, Abraham bought this field in the land of Israel. He was living in the land of Israel at that time.
The Jew in the land of Israel also faces the same dilemma of holding up universal values and Jewish values. Some people think that if Jews go to the land of Israel, they do not have to worry about universal values anymore. All they have to worry about is Jewish values. That is why they go there. That is false. We have to worry about universal values and Jewish values even in the land of Israel. We know that right now there is a titanic battle going on between those people in Israel who are only interested in universal values. In fact, the extreme left wants to even change the Israeli flag because it has a Star of David on it. They also want to change Hatikvah. They also basically want to get rid of Hebrew. They say that for Arabs to have to live in a state which has Jewish symbols, in a state in which Judaism, although not the official religion but the majority religion, is not fair. Therefore, they should be more universal so that the Arabs in Israel can feel more at home. This, naturally, seems very strange because these same people claim that the Palestinians have a right to kick out Jews, and if they want to have their own culture they should be able to have their own culture without any kind of Jewish interference. Also, they fail to recognize in Europe most of the flags have crosses on them but to them that is not important. On the other hand, there are some Jews who want to feel that Judaism is only concerned with Jews and Jewish particularity and has nothing to speak about as far as universality is concerned. This is not true at all. Judaism is a religion that has within it both universal values and particular values. In this debate, which has raged in Israel, many people feel that, of course, Arabs have no place in Israel and this, likewise, is not true. The Arabs are not descendants of the people of Canaan. They are the only ones who were not allowed to live in the land if they maintained their pagan practices, but the Arabs are monotheists and monotheists have a right to live in the land as long as they are peaceful people.
What is happening today, as I spoke about previously, is that many people have been infected by the Rabbi Kahane philosophy which actually uses a model of the Holocaust. This philosophy says that the Jewish people went to their death in the concentration camps as sheep to the slaughter and they were led by Judas goats, which means their leaders. Their leaders collaborated with the Nazis and caused the death of all these Jews. This, obviously, is a false analysis, and this analysis has caused the Jewish people to suffer now because that is basically the reason why Amir killed Rabin ‑ Rabin was acting like the head of the Judenrat. Now Israel is not a Judenrat and the Judenrat were those ghettos Nazis constructed, and headed by Jews who helped the Nazis in the selection process. They did not realize at the time what they were doing and many of them, when they did, committed suicide. Many of them tried their best to mitigate the Nazis’ harsh decree. They were caught in an impossible situation. Rabbi Kahane says our responsibility and duty were to assassinate those people who are aiding the Nazis. In this particular situation, these kinds of people thought Rabin was about to cause another Holocaust. He had already selected 150,000 Jews to be handed over to the Arabs and pretty soon he would hand over more Jews, especially on the coastal strip. Therefore, he had to be stopped, and they look at all Arabs as Nazis. They look at all Arabs as people who want to kill Jews, which is not true. Some of them do, but most of them do not want to kill all the Jews. Therefore, we have to be very careful that when we are guarding Jewish interests, we do not forget about universal principles, too. We have to be very careful that the Holocaust does not claim another victim, and that other victim is the Jewish view of the world. So Abraham, when he set about to haggle with Ephraim, the Hittite, made sure they understood that he was a person who agreed with universal values and also particular values, that he wanted to be part of the community and also, at the same time, had to uphold his own religious principles. This is what Israel is now, too. As I mentioned last week, Israel is a glorified ghetto, not a Judenrat because Israel cannot go alone. The nations of the world were able to break South Africa and Russia. We have to live with the nations of the world. Israel is not a super power. It has to take into account what the other nations of the world want. After all, Israel does not produce jet fuel. It is dependent in many areas on other people’s help, even in defense. Therefore, Israel is not a nation that can snub its nose at what the nations of the world feel. Beside the fact that we have to many times knuckle under because of outside pressures, speaks about both universal and particular values. This tension exists even in the land of Israel and will always exist. When we try to go either on the side of universal values or on the side of only Jewish values, we destroy Judaism.
That is why in the week’s Torah portion, too, we learn extensively about the conversations of Eliezer. We learn extensively about the bargaining of Abraham, and we learn in the Haphtorah about how the story was told over again about Adonijah seizing power to teach us that when we deal with people we should not deal with them in a confrontational way. Abraham dealt with Ephraim this particular way so that if the deal fell through, nobody would be insulted. Nobody would be hurt. The same thing is true with Eliezer and the same thing is true with telling the story to David. We have to deal with each other in non-confrontational ways. I do not know if any of you saw the program on “Nightline”. It was very instructive and the Jews in Israel and the Jews in America, too, have to learn how to be non‑confrontational in presenting their views. If you end up being confrontational, you can end up, G‑d forbid, in a civil war. You will have great, deep splits in the Jewish people.
This Torah portion teaches us that there is always going to be a tension in Judaism because of both universal values and particular Jewish values. Those who espouse one side or the other have to realize that they are both right, and, therefore, they should not attack each other in a confrontational way.
They should point out to the other when the other has gone too far, when they have neglected Jewish values or when they have neglected universal values. In this way we can rest assured that the Jewish people will always be strong and be able to overcome all problems, both internal and external, so the Mashiach will come quickly in our day.
I am reminded of the story they tell about a father who was complaining about his son. He said, “Son, you should not be telling the stories you are telling about us all over town.” The son said, “What’s the matter, Dad? What am I doing?” The father looked at him and said, “Just because our basement is cracked you should not tell people you come from a broken home.” We all have to be careful about exaggerations. We all have to be able to talk in non-confrontational ways so that we can cooperate together and build the kind of world that we can be proud of and that our children can be proud of and that eventually will bring peace and harmony and justice and compassion and love to all. Amen.
MORAL TRAITS AND CHARACTER-BUILDING
CHAYE SARAH 2001
Rabbi Joseph Radinsky

The Torah portion, Chaye Sarah, fittingly encapsulates the life of Sarah, the death of Sarah. We learn how Abraham negotiated with Ephraim the Hittite, to buy a burial plot for her. We read, “And this was the lifetime of Sarah, 100 years, 20 years and 7 years.” Rashi explains that this means all her years were good and she was as sinless at 100 as she was at 20, that she always found the good in everything, even though she lived a difficult life. She wandered with her husband, she was captured twice, once by Pharaoh and once by Avimelech, she was childless until 90, etc., but she met her challenges of life positively and with great moral sensitivity.

Ironically and incongruously ‑ even strangely ‑ the portion relates that after Sarah died, Abraham sent his trusted servant, Eliezer, to find a wife in Mesopotamia from his family, for his son, Yitzchak. After all, his family had backslid and many of them were now idolaters. They no longer believed in monotheism the way many of them had before. After all, his brother, Choron, had died a martyr for monotheism. Abraham had made many converts, and they were pure monotheists. Why didn’t he want his son to marry their daughters? He did not even want his son to marry the daughter of Eliezer. Only if the woman that Eliezer would choose from Abraham’s family would not come back to the land of Canaan, would Eliezer be free from his vow and then Yitzchak could marry Eliezer’s daughter. Abraham, though, wanted a wife for Yitzchak from his family. Why should this be so?
The answer is that people are more than ideas and ideologies. They also have Midos, or character traits. Abraham’s family, although they had backslid, had not completely given up the Jewish qualities of kindness and charity, etc., at least not all of them. Abraham was emphasizing the point that Midos are more important than ideology. 

Rabbi Soloveitchik tells the story of how in the 1920’s, there was an Orthodox rabbi, with a black hat and a long black coat and gardel, who made the statement that he has more in common with the Christian Lutheran ministers and the Catholic priests of Germany than he has with the Socialist Ost Yuden of Poland. Rabbi Soloveitchik recounted the story with disgust. How could he say such a thing? Of course, a few years later, the rabbi ended up in the gas chambers of Auschwitz. It is true that the Socialist Ost Yuden had different ideologies than the Orthodox Jews, but they still had Jewish Midos. They still had Jewish character traits. They were still part of the Jewish family. That’s why Rabbi Soloveitchik never went along with those who said we should not have anything to do with the Reform or Conservative Rabbinate. They may be ideologically wrong, but they still have Jewish Midos, and we should associate with them.
I am reminded of what happened to me when I was a Hillel director at Purdue University. A famous Israeli poet came to give a talk. The first thing he told me was, “I am not religious.” He then asked me where he could eat. I said there was a restaurant down the road. He said, “What do you mean? It’s Pesach. I can’t eat chometz.” I then asked him if he made Kiddush on Friday night. He said, “Of course.” I then asked him if he fasted on Yom Kippur. He said, “Of course.” I looked at him and I said, “You are not non-religious. You are Ultra Orthodox.”
I know in my own family a similar thing happened. My grandmother got married as an old woman in Europe. She was 24 years old. A month before her wedding to my grandfather, her parents died of tuberculosis and she raised her brothers and sisters. My grandfather took them in. The youngest was my great-uncle Leo, who was only 5 years old. My grandmother brought him and her sisters to the United States. In the late 1920’s my uncle met a non-Jewish woman and wanted to marry her. It was almost unheard of in those days, besides which, this young woman was an anti-Semite. My grandmother was a pious woman; she kept kosher, sent her children to Hebrew school; my grandfather went to shul every Shabbat. She tried to dissuade her younger brother from marrying this woman. After all, she was like a mother to him. She had no luck. One of her sisters whom she brought up as a teenager had become a communist. She sent her kids to communist camp and spouted all the communist propaganda. It did not take in her children because later they became members of synagogues, but she was a rabid communist. She, though, could not stand the thought of her brother marrying a non-Jew, especially an anti-Semitic one, who was surely going to try to convert her brother to Christianity, so my great-aunt, the communist, invited my great-uncle and his girlfriend to dinner. She was a very clever woman. Pretty soon, she had this young woman spouting out all her anti-Semitic views. When my great-uncle heard this, at first he could not believe it, and then he broke up with this woman and eventually married a nice Jewish girl.
Many times, Jews have veered off and accepted false ideologies for a short period of time. However, as long as they have kept the Jewish Midos, they eventually return, although if they wait too long to return, many times they lose their children or grandchildren forever to Judaism.
We learn in this Torah portion also about the death of Abraham, and it says about him also that he lived 100 years, 70 years, and 5 years which meant, like Sarah, he met all the challenges of life with goodness, that he also was as free from sin at 100 as he was at 70, etc. The problem with this interpretation is that we say the same thing about Ishmael. It says he lived 100 years, 30 years and 7 years, which again would imply that his life, too, was filled with goodness and at 100 he was as sinless as at 30. Ishmael did Teshuvah at the end of his life, and some rabbis explain that he repented so sincerely in his later years that all his earlier sins were erased. However, another interpretation is that Ishmael never gave up on his Jewish Midos. He veered away ideologically for a time, but he was raised by Sarah and Abraham, and the values and character traits that they inculcated in him remained with him forever and allowed him to do Teshuvah at the end of his life. He, of course, lost his children, and in the Torah itself, it says that, “On the face of all his brothers Nafal.” Nafal can mean, “He lived”, but it also usually means, “he fell”. In other words, when he returned wholly to Judaism, he fell in the estimation of his brethren.
We see from this that Midos, character traits, are more important than ideology. G‑d even told us this in the Torah. When the Jewish people sinned with the golden calf, G‑d forgave them, but when they sinned by not going into the land of Israel because they lacked courage, G‑d did not forgive them wholly. They had to wander in the desert for 40 years. The golden calf was a sin of ideology and could be forgiven. The sin of the spies was the sin of a lack of character.
I am reminded of the story about a 50-year old man who went to the doctor complaining about his ill health. The doctor asked him if he drank. He said, “Only two bottles of Scotch a day.” The doctor then asked if he smoked. He replied, “Seven or eight packs a day.” The doctor told the man he had to stop drinking and smoking if he wants to reach 51 years of age. The man got dressed and started to leave. The doctor said, “You can’t leave before paying for my advice.” The man replied, “Who’s taking your advice?”
We must all live moral lives, lives filled with positive character traits, with good Midos. That is even more important than ideology. Let us all hope and pray that we will do so that the Mashiach will come quickly in our day. Amen.
�  Yeshedei HaTorah, Ramban, Chapter VII


�  N’Tziv Haamek Dovor, Gen. 23:1


�  Ramban, Gen. 24:1
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