for a moment.
"When he opened them, they were filled with
tears. He then said to me in a hushed voice full
of pain and astonishment, 'Shabbat!' And he
started to cry. He was still holding both my
hands in his, and while he was crying he repeated with astonishment, 'Shabbat, the holy
Shabbat!'
"My heart started pounding and I became more
frightened than I had been before. Tears
streamed down his face and one of them rolled
onto my hand. I thought it would bore a hole
right through my skin. When I think of that
tear today, I can still feel its heat. I can't describe how awful it felt to know that I had
made the great tzaddik weep. But in his rebuke
— which consisted only of those few words —
I felt that he was not angry, but rather sad and
fearful. He seemed frightened at the consequences of my actions."

Last week we read the story of Abraham
receiving his marching orders from G-d.
“Lecha lecha - go from your land, your
birthplace, your father’s house to the land I
will show you.” Hashem told him to leave
all his familiar comfort zones and travel to a
yet unknown destination. Eventually, it
would become known as Israel and Abraham was the original one it was promised to.
At the time, though, Abraham probably had
no idea as to where exactly he was going.
But orders are orders and so he went faithfully.

The elderly man then caressed the hand that
bore the invisible scar of a precious tear. It had
become his permanent reminder to observe the
"holy Shabbat" for the rest of his life.

A wife went to the police station with her next
-door neighbor to report that her husband was
missing.
The policeman asked for a description. She
said, "He's 35 years old, 6 foot 4, has dark eyes,
dark wavy hair, an athletic build, weighs 185
pounds, is soft-spoken, and is good to the children."

The next-door neighbor immediately saw a
problem with this, and began to protest: "Your
husband is 5 foot 4, chubby, bald, has a big
mouth, and is mean to your children."
The wife replied, "Yes, but who wants HIM
back?"
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In the end, Abraham’s great trek would be
the fulfilment of his calling as the father of
monotheism. He would take on the whole
pagan world of the time and succeed beyond
his own wildest dreams. By the way, I think
we take our Biblical giants too much for
granted. We fail to appreciate the enormity
of Abraham’s contribution to civilisation.
What he did was nothing less than to singlehandedly change the mindset of the world!
Believing in one, invisible Creator was culture shock to the idol-worshippers of the
day. This achievement made Abraham not
only the founding father of the Jewish people but also the father of all the monotheistic
faiths of the world. No wonder a recent
study of history’s “100 Most Influential People” ranked Abraham way on top, far above
other famous faith founders. He certainly has
my vote for the single most influential person in all of human history.
According to Maimonides, this journey to

the unknown was the first of 10 tests of faith the
Almighty would impose upon Abraham. Yet, the
final test, which we read about on Rosh Hashanah, and again this week in Vayera (Genesis 22),
is considered the supreme test. The Akeida, the
binding of Isaac, the near sacrifice of the son he
waited a century to have, generates far more coverage in Torah, in our prayers, and in the writings
of commentary.
Why should this be the case? The first test of
Lech Lecha had a universal impact while the
binding of Isaac was just between a father, his son
and G-d. Somewhere on a secluded mountaintop,
far removed from public scrutiny, a personal drama was played out. The journey of Lech Lecha,
however, had an almost global audience. Is it not
strange that this universal test should not be considered much more important than the personal
test of father and son?
The answer is that before we can undertake a
universal mission to humankind, we must first
understand our personal mission to G-d. Or, to
put it simply, before you can change the world,
you have to know who you are. If you don’t
know yourself, if you don’t recognise your own
personal spiritual mission, how can you hope to
influence the broader society?
The Rabbis taught, “Perfect yourself before you
seek to perfect others.” Obviously, this is not to
say that we should not try and teach others until
we are perfect ourselves, (so who is perfect?).
What it does suggest is that if we hope to have an
impact on others, our call must resonate as authentic and genuine. How can we make an impression on others if we are not credible individu-

als ourselves? A good salesperson really believes in his product. (Even if he may have
talked himself into believing it, sincerity
sells.)
The legendary Hillel in Pirkei Avot tells us
“Do not judge your fellow until you have
reached his position,” and an interesting alternative interpretation understands him to
mean that in order to judge any person accurately one should first establish what kind of
reputation that individual enjoys in his own
makom, in his own city and home. (It seems
there may be some truth in Jackie Mason’s
jesting about the Jewish husband who is a big
mover and shaker all over town but as soon
as he walks through the door of his own
house becomes a henpecked shlemiel!)
Years ago I came across a one-liner that had a
profound impact on me personally. “Every
Rabbi has only one sermon – the way he
lives his life.” It’s all too true. We can preach
from today until next Rosh Hashanah, but if
we don’t “walk the talk” and live the game
we purport to play, we will leave our audiences unmoved. The most eloquent orators
will fail to make an impression if their listeners know that their message is hollow and
isn’t backed up by genuine personal commitment.
So while the story of Abraham’s journey and
universal mission appears in the Torah and
comes chronologically before the final test, in
essence, the Akeidah, the Binding of Isaac,
reigns supreme - not only because it was the
most difficult, but because our personal commitment and integrity always form the moral
basis for our mission to the world. At the end
of the day, only these validate the man and
his message. And that is the acid test for all of
us.

Avraham, on the third day after his brit mila,
sits outside his tent looking for guests to extend his hospitality. While talking with the
Almighty, he sees three visitors (actually angels of the Almighty). Avraham interrupts his
conversation with the Almighty to invite

them to a meal. One angel informs him that in a
year's time, Sarah, his wife, will give birth to a
son, Yitzhak (Isaac).

G-d tells Avraham that He is going to destroy
Sodom because of its absolute evil (the city is the
source of the word sodomy). Avraham argues
with G-d to spare Sodom if there can be found
ten righteous people in Sodom. Avraham loses for
the lack of a quorum. Lot (Avraham's nephew)
escapes the destruction with his two daughters.
Other incidents: Avimelech, King of the Philistines, wants to marry Sarah (Avraham's wife), the
birth of Yitzhak, the eviction of Hagar
(Avraham's concubine) and Ishmael. Avimelech
and Avraham make a treaty at Beersheva. Avraham is commanded to take up his son, Isaac, as
an offering "on one of the mountains" (Akeidat
Yitzhak). Lastly, the announcement of the birth
of Rivka (Rebecca), the future wife of Yitzhak.

So I’m told we should “live with the times” and
find how our lives are connected to
the Torah portion (parshah) of the week. That
only when we see ourselves in the Torah can we
say we’ve truly learned.
I read the parshah, and I learn of the destruction
of Sodom and Gomorrah. I learn of how Lot is
saved and how his wife is turned into a pillar of
salt. And I search to see my life in these words.
I’d rather not see it, of course, as the connection
is too intense, too real, too true. I'd rather pretend that this is merely a story, a lesson about
universal evil needing to be removed. How do I
relate to a pillar of salt? And yet I do—all too
much.
So this is the story. An evil community is destined to be destroyed. It is to be totally annihilated and Abraham is foretold of the destruction. He
argues with G‑d, begging him not to destroy the
land and those who inhabit it. He begs that the
people be spared in the merit of 50 righteous
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people. Yet he cannot find 50. He tries to find
45. Forty. Thirty. Twenty. Ten. Still, he cannot. The city is utterly evil, and it is to be destroyed. Only Lot and his family will be saved.
There is one condition. Don’t look back. But
the temptation is too great. And Lot’s wife
looks. And she is turned into a pillar of salt.

boy in the Chafetz Chaim's yeshiva who was
found smoking a cigarette on Shabbat — the
sacred day of rest. The faculty and student body
were shocked, and some of the faculty felt that
the boy should be expelled. However, when the
Chafetz Chaim heard the story, he asked that
the boy be brought to his home.

So I, too, am often that pillar of salt. Stuck and
hardened between where I never should have
been and where I need to go. If only I could
have the strength to let go. I try to reason, to
rationalize why certain things are good for me.
And even if they aren’t good for me, they are
good for someone, right? At least one person,
right? Wrong. There is no good there. There is
nothing to be redeemed. It must be destroyed.
The relationship cannot exist. The only thing
that can be saved is me. And only if I leave and
don't look back. Never look back.

At this point, the rabbi interrupted the narrative
and said, "I don't know what the Chafetz
Chaim said to the boy. I only know that they
were together for a few minutes. I would give
anything to know what he said to this student,
for I am told that the boy never desecrated the
Shabbat again. How wonderful it would be if
we could relay that message — whatever it was
— to others, in order to encourage them in
their observance of Shabbat." The rabbi then
continued with his lecture.

Yet I can’t help it. I take the first step away. I
leave where I never should have been towards
where I must go. If only I can make it there
and leave this behind. Truly leave behind me
what aims to bring me down and destroy me
with it. If I can keep going it will be gone forever. If I can let go, it will lose its power to
hurt me. And yet, time and time again, I look
back. And I am once again as frozen as that
pillar of salt.

About 30 years ago, an American rabbi visiting
Miami, Florida gave a lecture on the life and
accomplishments of the famed "Chafetz
Chaim" (Rabbi Israel Meir HaCohen Kagan,
1838-1933). He described the life of the great
sage who lived a humble life as a shopkeeper in
the village of Radin, in Poland, yet was recognized throughout the Jewish world as a great
scholar, tzaddik (righteous person) and leader.
There was another story the rabbi wanted to
tell, but he hesitated, for he only knew part of
it. As he stood at the lectern, he thought for a
moment and then decided that he would tell it
anyway. He rationalized that even an unfinished story about the Chafetz Chaim would
have a meaningful message.
He began to relate an incident about a teenage

After his talk, the hall emptied of everyone except for one elderly man, who remained in his
seat, alone with his thoughts. From the distance,
it seemed he was trembling, as if he was either
crying or suffering from chills. The rabbi
walked over to the elderly man and asked him,
"Is anything wrong?"
The man responded, "Where did you hear that
story of the cigarette on Shabbat?" He did not
look up and was still shaken. "I really don't
know," answered the rabbi. "I heard it a while
ago and I don't even remember who told it to
me." The man looked up at the rabbi and said
softly, "I was that boy." He then asked the rabbi
to go outside, and as the two walked together,
he told the rabbi the following story:
"This incident occurred in the 1920's when the
Chafetz Chaim was in his eighties. I was terrified to have to go into his house and face him.
But when I did go into his home, I looked
around with disbelief at the poverty in which he
lived. It was unimaginable to me that a man of
his stature would be satisfied to live in such surroundings.
"Suddenly he was in the room where I was
waiting. He was remarkably short. At that time
I was a teenager and he only came up to my
shoulders. He took my hand and clasped it tenderly in both of his. He brought my hand in his
own clasped hands up to his face, and when I
looked into his soft face, his eyes were closed

