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Three years ago, while writing a Torah scroll, I arrived at parashat Chayei Sarah and noticed the 
small khaf at the beginning of Chayei Sarah.  The verse states: 

“Vayavo Avraham lispod le-Sarah ve-livkotah, Sarah died in Kiriath-arba—now Hebron—in the 
land of Canaan; and Abraham proceeded to mourn for Sarah and to bewail her” (23:2).  
According to the masorah the khaf in ve-livkotah is written as an ot katan, a small letter. 

At that time, a distinguished rabbi was visiting me in my office, so I asked him why the khaf is in 
this instance written small.  The rabbi explained that when a letter is written small it diminishes 
the meaning of the word.  In this case, perhaps the meaning is that even though Sarah had 
died, since her impact on the world was so great, the crying was diminished as her spirit still 
lived on. 

This rabbi’s answer is very plausible but it also stands in contrast to an answer suggested by a 
Talmudic text that we encountered this week in our daf yomi studies.  This text suggests that 
perhaps the crying for Sarah was diminished not because of her greatness but because she died 
as a result of a sin that she committed.  (It goes without saying that Sarah is our holy matriarch 
whose righteousness is unimaginable to us moderns. In rabbinic tradition it is precisely because 
of her greatness that even a minor “sin” from Sarah is judged so severely.)  

The Talmud states: 

Rabbi Yitzḥak said: Three matters evoke a person’s sins, and they are: Endangering oneself by 
sitting next to an inclined wall that is about to collapse; expecting prayer to be accepted, as that 
leads to an assessment of one’s status and merit; and passing a case against another to Heaven, 
for Rabbi Avin said: Anyone who passes a case against another to God is punished first. Praying 
for God to pass judgment on another causes one’s own deeds to be examined and compared 
with the deeds of the other, as it is stated: “And Sarai said to Abram: My anger be upon you; I 
have given my maid into your bosom, and when she saw that she had conceived, I was despised 
in her eyes; let the Lord judge between me and you” (Genesis 16:5), and it is written afterward: 
“And Abraham came to mourn for Sarah and to weep for her” (Genesis 23:2). Sarah called upon 
Heaven to pass judgment between her and her husband, and therefore she was punished and 
died first (Rosh Hashanah, 16b). 

According to this text, Sarah sinned in saying to Avraham, “my anger be upon you,” and then 
asking Hashem to intervene and judge Avraham.  No matter Sarah’s greatness, she fatally erred 
in expending spiritual energy on hurting another person.  As the Talmud teaches, one who 
complains to Hashem and asks Hashem to judge another, will in turn be judged first by Hashem.   



The implication of this teaching is that Sarah’s unforgiving action leads to her untimely death.  
In this regard, we therefore must be the opposite of Sarah.  We must not ask Hashem to judge 
others harshly.  We must be charitable in our view towards others even when we ourselves 
have been wronged.   

The next narrative in the portion highlights the importance of always acting in a charitable 
fashion towards others.  This concept of always giving to others is called chesed.  Chesed is 
often translated as kindness.  What it really means is to give of ourselves to help another in 
need, even, and perhaps especially, to a total stranger.   

When the servant of Avraham (who the rabbis identify as Eliezer) sets out to find a wife for 
Yitzchak, his sole criteria is whether or not the prospective wife demonstrates excellence in the 
area of chesed.  Says the Torah: 

And he said, “O LORD, God of my master Abraham, grant me good fortune this day, and deal 
graciously with my master Abraham: Here I stand by the spring as the daughters of the 
townsmen come out to draw water; let the maiden to whom I say, ‘Please, lower your jar that I 
may drink,’ and who replies, ‘Drink, and I will also water your camels’—let her be the one 
whom You have decreed for Your servant Isaac. Thereby shall I know that You have dealt 
graciously with my master.”  He had scarcely finished speaking, when Rebekah, who was born 
to Bethuel, the son of Milcah the wife of Abraham’s brother Nahor, came out with her jar on 
her shoulder.The maiden was very beautiful, a virgin whom no man had known. She went down 
to the spring, filled her jar, and came up.  The servant ran toward her and said, “Please, let me 
sip a little water from your jar.” (24:12-17) 

Eliezer’s stipulation is very risky as it is theoretically possible for a person who is otherwise an 
undesirable bride to also offer someone a drink of water.  The Talmud therefore criticizes the 
manner in which Eliezer conducts his search for a bride.  (A note about the upcoming text.  The 
Talmud will sometimes categorize certain people as undesirable for marriage in a manner that 
we moderns find to be unsensitive and not reflective of our current values.  This language can 
be jarring to our modern ears.  I apologize in advance if the below text hurts anyone’s feelings.) 

Three people entreated God in an unreasonable manner, i.e., in situations where their requests 
might have received an unfavorable answer. To two of them God responded reasonably, with a 
favorable response to their requests, and to one God responded unreasonably, i.e., unfavorably, 
in a manner befitting the unreasonable request. And they are: Eliezer, servant of Abraham; Saul, 
son of Kish; and Jephthah the Gileadite. The Gemara clarifies each of these cases in turn: With 
regard to Eliezer, servant of Abraham, he made a request when he prayed beside the well, as it 
is written: “That the maiden to whom I shall say: Please let down your pitcher that I may drink; 
and she shall say: Drink, and I will also give your camels to drink; that she be the one whom you 
have appointed for your servant Isaac” (Genesis 24:14). Eliezer entreated God unreasonably, as 
his request allowed for the possibility that she might even be lame or even blind, and yet he had 
promised to take her to Isaac. Nevertheless, God responded to him reasonably and the 
eminently suitable Rebecca happened to come to him. 6With regard to Saul, son of Kish, he 



made an offer when Goliath the Philistine challenged the Jews, as it is written: “And it shall be 
that the man who kills him, the king will enrich him with great riches, and will give him his 
daughter” (I Samuel 17:25). The man who killed Goliath might even have been a slave or a 
mamzer, one born from an incestuous or adulterous union, who would be unfit to marry his 
daughter. Nevertheless, God responded to him reasonably and David happened to come to him. 
By contrast, there is the case of Jephthah the Gileadite. Upon leaving for battle he issued a 
statement, as it is written: “Then it shall be that whatever comes forth from the doors of my 
house to meet me when I return in peace…it shall be to the Lord and I will bring it up for a burnt-
offering” (Judges 11:31). This might even have been an impure, non-kosher animal, which he 
had committed himself to sacrifice. In this instance, God responded to him unreasonably, and 
his daughter happened to come to him. Regarding the incident of Jephthah, the Gemara 
remarks: And this is what the prophet said to the Jewish people: “Is there no balm in Gilead? Is 
there no physician there? Why then has the health of the daughter of my people not 
recovered?” (Jeremiah 8:22). This verse alludes to the fact that had he sought a means to do so, 
Jephthah could have had his vow annulled.  (Ta’anis, 4a). 

All three of these biblical figures –Eliezer, Saul, and Yiftach—made a request from Hashem in an 
inappropriate manner.  Eliezer and Saul’s requests were granted by Hashem, while Yiftach’s 
request became disastrous.  What is the reason why Eliezer and Saul’s requests were ultimately 
granted, as opposed to Yiftach’s? 

One suggestion is that even though Eliezer and Saul should not have framed their stipulations in 
the manner in which they did, nonetheless the basic principle that they were articulating was 
correct.  Yiftach’s remarks were simply a vow for success and therefore he should not have 
made such a risky vow.  On the other hand, Saul was facing a national emergency with the 
serious threat of Goliath and it is reasonable to assume that a person who demonstrated the 
courage and strength to defeat Goliath would therefore be a worthy son-in-law to the king.  So 
too, while there was something improper in the manner in which Eliezer formulated his prayer 
or vow, he was correct in his assessment that the most important quality he was looking for in a 
bride was kindness.   

The fact that kindness is a trait that trumps all others is further emphasized by a teaching on 
this narrative by Rav Moshe Feinstein (We note with great sadness the recent passing of his 
son-law, Rabbi Dr. Moshe Tendler, a brilliant and courageous rabbinic leader.)  

Rav Moshe quotes Rashi’s teaching that explains why Eliezer runs to Rivkah, before he even 
knows who she is.  The verse states that “the servant ran towards her” (24:17).  Rashi explains 
that he did this “because he saw that the waters [miraculously] rose in the well when she 
approached it.” 

About this Rashi, Rav Moshe asks: “If Eliezer saw that a miracle was performed for Rivkah, what 
need was there for him to proceed with the rest of his test?  If Hashem was performing 
miracles for this girl, this should be a sufficient indication that she was a righteous person, and 
a suitable match for Yitzchak?”  Rav Moshe answers this question by saying “that the 



occurrence of a miracle did not serve to prove that Rivkah possessed the trait of kindness, and 
it was this specific trait that Eliezer was searching for” (Darash Moshe, volume 2, page 53). 

In other words, Rav Moshe is teaching that Eliezer was not searching for the most righteous 
bride in the world but rather, the kindest bride.  It was irrelevant that she was so righteous that 
miracles were performed on her behalf.  He needed to see her kindness. 

The Talmud tells us that kindness or compassion is the defining charachteristic of being a 
descendant of Avraham: “Anyone who has compassion for God’s creatures, it is known that he 
is of the descendants of Abraham, our father, and anyone who does not have compassion for 
God’s creatures, it is known that he is not of the descendants of Abraham, our father” (Beitzah, 
32b). 

About this Rabbi Samson Raphael Hirsch writes: 

“Purity of character was the dowry the first Jewish bride had to bring with her…  Not by her 
wealth, not by her physical charms, not by her intellectual attainments would he recognize her, 
but by her character, by the goodness of her heart, by her readiness to help others; in a word 
by her g’milut hesed, her acts of love extended to others….”    

Our faith is above all about being kind to others.  This concept must be at the core of our 
religiosity. 

The Talmud promises us that if we are kind to others then we have the ability to overturn even 
the harshest of all decrees: 

“This is like what Rav Shmuel bar Ami said, as Rav Shmuel bar Ami said, and some say that it 
was Rav Shmuel bar Naḥmani who said that Rabbi Yonatan said: From where is it derived that a 
sentence accompanied by God’s oath not to cancel it cannot be torn up or canceled? As it is 
stated: “And therefore I have sworn to the house of Eli, that the iniquity of Eli’s house will not 
be purged with sacrifice nor offering forever” (I Samuel 3:14). With regard to this verse Rava 
said: With sacrifice or offering the sin of Eli’s house is not atoned, but it can be atoned through 
Torah study. Abaye said: With sacrifice or offering the sin of Eli’s house is not atoned, but it is 
atoned through Torah study and the performance of acts of kindness. It is related that Rabba 
and Abaye came from the house of Eli, which was subject to the curse that most of its members 
would die young. Rabba, who engaged almost exclusively in Torah study, lived for forty years, 
whereas Abaye, who engaged in both Torah study and in the performance of acts of kindness 
lived for sixty years” (Rosh Hashanah, 18a). 

You can now watch a YouTube recording of Rabbi Herzfeld’s D'var Torah at: 
https://youtu.be/0qPMt7UvU8A 

https://youtu.be/0qPMt7UvU8A

